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It is said that a picture is worth a thousand words.   

 

I know what a thousand words looks like.  It is approximately a seven-

minute sermon.  It’s like taking seven minutes to try and describe 

something – with words. Sometimes a picture is worth a lot more than a 

thousand words, because it lasts not for about seven minutes but for 

more than two thousand years.  The cross is such an image. 

 

After 9/11, the world was stunned by the vision of twisted metal arising 

from the rubble surrounding what had been the twin towers in the heart 

of New York city.  Towers toppled by planes steered by hate and a 

vision of violence and intentional destruction.  It would be the 

specifically placed collision to the infrastructure of the buildings and the 

fires flamed by jet fuel that would assure the destruction.  The biblical 

metaphor that came to my mind at that time and many times later would 

be the Tower of Babel.   

 

People who were at or near the scene that day would remember the blues 

of the sky.  How many of them looked upward through dust, ash and 

smoke – later remembered and spoke of just how blue the sky was that 

morning.  Its vast expanse, nearly cloudless.  People would pick out 

many shades of blue to be woven into a memorial remembrance of that 

day.  A friend of mine was there that morning.  She was supposed to be 

in a meeting in one of those towers, but the meeting was postponed for 

an hour.  She was sitting in a nearby coffee shop having a last cup of 

coffee before walking to the meeting when she heard the first explosion. 

She remembers the vivid blue of the sky.  Years later she would try to 



knit a shawl the color of blue she remembered as she was living through 

a time when her husband was dying. 

 

But an enduring and powerful image that traveled around the world 

afterwards was that of a twisted metal cross remaining after the dust 

settled and the fires were extinguished.   Stark against the sky, its base 

rising out of rubble, it stood, not straight and tall, bent slightly sideways, 

metal twisted by the violence, but clearly cross shaped. I saw it when 

Buff and I were in New York city a few months later – there at ground 

zero.  It was within the center of my prayer vision as I knelt in the small 

church there where firefighters had taken rest breaks on that fateful 

morning – where I prayed for the souls that I envisioned drifting upward 

that fateful day, lifted by great love, carried into the expanse of a blue 

that others would remember forever. 

 

This week, the world was stunned by news and pictures of the fire that 

could have destroyed a structure that is considered an icon for faith – 

though human made, a structure that holds meaning and awe for many.  

“Notre Dame on fire in Paris” shouted the news.  Millions grabbed their 

cell phones, watched as flames tore heavenward, as a spire toppled.  

Those fighting the flames struggled to save the two centuries-old towers 

of Notre Dame as flames devoured the wooden infrastructure of the roof 

and melted the lead that had held it together.  

 

Like many others, I will not soon forget the image of flames crawling up 

the spire of that twelfth century cathedral. But it was another picture that 

I believe will endure much longer. An immense cross shining through 

the smoke in the blackened sanctuary.  A cross, not on fire, but gleaming 

with an otherworldly glow.  Glowing as if from some light radiating out 

of every finite particle of whatever had gone into its making.  As if 

internally structured out of some indestructible light.  And that cross 

shaped light shone through the darkness of that sanctuary that has 



offered sanctuary to millions over nearly one thousand years.  A cross 

shaped light that says, by its presence, “I am here for you through any 

darkness, any devastation, through every ‘thick and thin’, through 

anything that can happen that you believe might destroy you.” 

 

I don’t know what ultimately will be defined as the cause of the fire.  

There are those who are assigning meaning (either actually or 

metaphorically) to this fire and the destruction it has wrought.  Perhaps, 

a “take” from this event is that devastating events sometimes just happen 

in life.  That such events can naturally occur in the rhythm of life as 

naturally as lightening striking a tree, a tornado veering indiscriminately 

towards some structure, or a tsunami heading towards some shoreline. 

They can threaten or destroy, whether partially or completely, the 

structures that make up the landscape of our lives.   

 

The question that emerges, however, is: What remains when the dust 

settles, when the flames die down, when all is stripped away?  What 

emerges from the rubble?  What vision endures at the center of the 

sanctuary of our lives after events that cause destruction of what we hold 

dear.  What image resides at the core of who we believe we are, of what 

is essential about us, to us, essential to life?  Essentially, what is at the 

Ground Zero of our lives when we find ourselves there?   

 

Today we will strip the altar and this sanctuary.  Remove everything that 

is movable. Take away the flags, the hangings that cover the bare wood 

of the altar and the cushions on hard wood where we kneel.  We will 

take away the chalices, the flagons, the plates which hold the 

communion that feeds us, remove the linens and the tapestries that cover 

things.  We will even remove the crosses, the one behind the altar, the 

ones that are carried up the aisle and lead us into worship and then lead 

us back out of worship – when we go out through the doors that 

transition us back into the world to love and serve. 



 

But what remains after all is stripped away is the cross shaped vision of 

our life.  We simply carry it with us wherever we are.  Our bodies with 

arms outstretched, heart at the center of us as our arms open, reaching 

out to love and care for those God puts in our path.   

 

It is Maundy Thursday.  My guess is everyone’s vision of Maundy 

Thursday is foot washing.  It’s a remarkable visual, washing feet to 

prepare disciples to walk the Way Christ offers as the Way to life.  But 

the essential image is the one that symbolizes the commandment Christ 

gives in this story: “Love one another as I have loved you.”  The picture 

is of Christ on the cross. Stretching out his arms to embrace the world.  

And then of us, arms outstretched, our bodies cross shaped, mirroring 

Christ, being that love. We are love shaped because we are loved.  And 

because “Love never ends.” 

 

May this image last longer than the thousand words of this sermon.  May 

it last your whole life.  

 


