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Sermon:  John 18:1-19:42  (Christus of the Chapel of the Holy Cross)

Maybe some of you have visited the Chapel of the Holy Cross in Sedona, AZ.  Paulette and I were there a couple of years ago -- two of many visitors who came to see this unique chapel, nestled in the red rock of Sedona.
The Chapel has a fascinating history.
  It was the inspiration of a sculptor and benefactor, Marguerite Brunswig Staude.  She was a student of Frank Lloyd Wright.  The first conception came to Staude in 1932 in New York City while observing the newly constructed Empire State Building. When viewed from a certain angle a cross seemed to impose itself through the very core of the structure. She wanted to build a structure that would glorify her Creator and in thanksgiving for all that her family had received. She traveled throughout Europe looking for the ideal location. She returned to the United States and while she and her husband Tony traveled through Sedona, she was struck by the beauty of the area and decided that this chapel should be built there.  “This would be a monument to faith, but a spiritual fortress so charged with God, that it spurs man's spirit Godward".
The Chapel was completed in 1956, and Staude dedicated the chapel to “Finding God through Art.”  As a Roman Catholic, she donated the building to the Diocese of Gallup.  In the early days the chapel served as a parish church for the local Roman Catholics.

Staude had commissioned sculptor Keith Monroe to create a crucifix, the corpus of which he called the Christus, for the large cross that dominates the chapel.  It was controversial from the beginning.  Here are some comments from the guest book of the chapel during its first year:

“The Chapel is beautiful.  I also think the Crucifix is beautiful as it gives me the feeling of the terrific agony our Lord went through for us.”

“The Corpus denies the resurrection of Our Redeemer.  Christ’s body was never in such a state of decay.”

“Magnificent in concept and execution.  A shrine to live in the heart of the wayfarer as long as the memory of this superb setting lives.”

“The view around is beautiful but not the Chapel.  The Cross is atrocious.”

The Christus created by Keith Monroe was large, yet small relative to the huge size of the cross.  The body was extremely thin and stretched out, taut, with a blackened appearance.  In Keith Monroe’s words:

“A piece of such work should have many meanings for as many views.  It is intended that way – I could only list what I know are starting points for these many meanings and many people . . . 

One starting point – the opening in the body—a great wound, Christ’s, and the world’s for crucifying Him.  Two – the blackness of the interior – so that perhaps the space and depths within are limitless to infinite.  Three – the extreme attenuation and tension of the figure and the strain and agony of the whole piece – pain – the pain Christ felt as a victim and as a conscience for the men who could do such violence to their Lord and their brother in time past and present.  Brother still crucifies brother – a continual nourishing of agony and violence.  The open mouth is, of course, a protest and a call to end this inhumanity.”

On a Good Friday a long time ago, Cornelia Sussman wrote eloquently about the Chapel and the Christus:

"The Chapel of the Holy Cross ... stands like a cross planted in the heart of a volcano, an upright beam of concrete resting on massive out-stretched arms of red rock. The interior... is small and yet conveys a feeling of immensity.... Dominating the view from the window, a great white cross stands in front of the altar. Nailed to this cross, a black, tormented Christ looks down through hollow eyes.

"One kneels. One crosses oneself. One dares not look up at this strange and terrible figure. One looks out through the enormous window and thinks: The builders had no need for stained glass. God has stained the scene in this window with colors man can never reproduce. He has sculptured a scene beyond man's artistic feats.

"But it is not possible to distract the mind from the black figure of Christ, racked, stretched on the rack. One casts brief, hurried glances upward. It is too cruel for contemplation.

"Have we done this to you, Lord? Is this what we have done?...

"One turns away, observes one's hands clasped in prayer, but not before one has seen the feet, the black, swollen, unbeautiful feet.

"Why do Your feet look like that? Have You been carrying this cross back and forth over a burning earth where no cool stream remained to ease those poor feet? Is that the atomic burn that nothing can ease, that burns and swells and blackens and still burns? "What an atrocious cross!" a visitor, who has gone hastily outside, remarks. "Atrocious! It denies the resurrection of our Redeemer."

"In his book The Everlasting Man, G.K. Chesterton says: `There is something appalling, something that makes the blood run cold, in the idea of having a statue of Christ in wrath....' [but] The figure of Christ which hangs in the Chapel of the Holy Cross in Sedona is not a statue of Christ in wrath; it is even more insupportable to the imagination, because it is a statue of Love physically ruined; and what is more insupportable than the image of Love Embodied tortured, burned, blackened and ravaged? Looking at this Christ... can one believe that this promises the resurrection, that Easter must follow, as inevitably as the day the night, this Good Friday? . . . 

"Walking down the ramp away from the Chapel of the Holy Cross, back to one's car, the thought that predominates is just [this]: a figure burned, tortured, blackened and ravaged, yet still promising the resurrection. Can He still want us? Can He still love us?
"It seems that He does."
Sometime in the late 1970s the Christus, the Christ of the Atomic Age was taken away.  No one knows for sure what happened.  The only person who knew the truth said, “Mrs. Staude didn’t want me to talk about it, so I’m not going to.”

Local folklore holds that Mrs. Staude finally had enough of the controversy over the Christus.  One weekday she and her handyman came in from L.A., went to the chapel and removed the Christus.

The arms, legs and head were cut off, put into a vehicle, and the body, legs and arms disposed of in the desert between Sedona and L.A.  The head was supposedly given to a friend of Mrs. Staude, who had often said to her, “If you ever take that down, might I have the head?  It is so beautiful!”  This person has died, and no one knows what became of the head of the Christus.

After this, worship services faded.  Finally the decision was made to stop sacramental services at the chapel.  This is the case today.  Ironically, it stands as a sanitized monument to “finding God through art.”

If you visit the website of the Chapel of the Holy Cross, you will find no mention of the Christus.  You will find, instead, a site almost solely dedicated to the gift shop.

In most Episcopal churches and in virtually all Protestant churches you will see an empty cross, rather than a crucifix.  Our focus is on the Resurrection, new life, and victory.  And there is nothing wrong with the theology behind this.  Yet there is also nothing wrong with the Roman Catholic tradition of the crucifix.  Today is Good Friday, and even though our cross is veiled and empty, we need to remember what happened some 2000 years ago.  That a young Jewish man, in his thirties, got crosswise with the religious authorities and government of his time.  For this he was subjected to ridicule, indignity, and the torture of flagellation.  Forced to carry his cross until he could no longer.  Nails driven through his wrists and feet.  And lifted up to die a hideous death.

I have said before that I came back to the faith when I was 34.  It is true that I was drawn back by the Bible I was given by my mother-in-law, Virginia.  That I was taken by the truth that I found in the New Testament.  But the deeper truth is that I am a Christian because Jesus died on the cross.

2000 years ago, on this day and at this time, Jesus was dying, hanging on a cross.  Only a few of his friends and family could bring themselves to look at him.  Crying, sobbing, screaming.  In disbelief that this could possibly be happening.  The bleating of sheep being sacrificed for the Passover, which began at noon.  The sounds of sheep being slaughtered, overlaying the sounds of crucifixion.

Today we remember.
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