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Today our focus is on the Oksus WindowQ In this
beautiful window there are four symbols that have been
associated with Jesus throughout the centuries. There is the
|X Christogram, the Budded Cross, the Crown, and the
Christmas Rose. This window was given by May and Karl
Bergstresser in memory of their parents. The artist was
Robert R. Brownlee who created the window in “praise of
God the Son”. The window was dedicated on August 14,
1977---almost thirty years ago. Others who helped on the
window were Karl Bergstresser, Mary Maxwell, Krik
Krikorian, and Ted Crawford. Ted made the iron frame.
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The Matthew passage | have chosen for today occurs

well into Jesus’ ministry. Jesus has set about instructing the

twelve disciples about their mission and the potential cost of



faith. Jesus mentions that persecution will happen to them.
Most scholars believe that the community of faith to whom
Matthew was addressed was encountering persecution.
Then at the close of this chapter Jesus emphasizes the cost
of faith.

“Do not think that | have come to bring peace to the
earth; | have not come to bring peace, but a sword. 1
These are strange words from the one of peace. Is Jesus
suggesting that Christians must take up the sword in
defense of the faith or use the sword in the promotion of the
faith? Sadly that is precisely how some have read this
passage and used this to justify holy wars and crusades to
kill the enemies of God. No Jesus did not mean for this to
be taken LITERALLY.

Reading on we get a different idea---Jesus was using

the “sword” symbolically not literally. Jesus goes on to talk

! Matthew 10:34



about faith straining relationships perhaps setting son
against father and daughter against mother.

During seminary one of my roommates told me about
his faith journey. He had been forced into the North Korean
Army during that conflict. He and a friend were able to seize
on an opportunity and desert to the south. They were
captured and spent the rest of the war as POWs finally being
freed when the truce was signed. He later converted to the
Christian faith joining the Presbyterian Church and then a
few decades later came to the U.S. to attend seminary. He
said that he could never go home. His decision to become a
Christian permanently alienated him from his family.
Members of his family were duty-bound he shared, to kill him
should he ever return to his home village. He had
dishonored his ancestors, his village religion, and his family.
| marveled at the cost that he had paid for following Jesus.

His cost comes to mind each time | read this in Matthew.



Matthew ends with Jesus saying that “Whoever does
not take up the cross and follow me is not worthy of me.
Those who find their life will lose it and those who lose
their life for my sake will find it.” As with the image of a
sword, Jesus is using the cross in a symbolic manner.

For the church of Matthew’s time the cross was a
symbol of the cost of faith---a horrible cost. During the
process of execution the prisoner was forced to carry the
cross beam or pole depending on the method Rome chose.
Often the prisoner had been beaten, had had little food and
the forced carrying of the cross only added to the misery of
crucifixion. Matthew’s church, existing after Jesus had
carried his cross through the streets of Jerusalem, knew or
was learning anew the cost of faith. To lose life for the sake
of God was to find life but to cling to life at all costs was to
lose life. Thus the cross was a symbol of the cost of

faith.



0.

Symbols are objects that point beyond themselves to
something greater. The “something” a symbol points to
might be a nation, an idea, or in our case God. Symbols can
evoke powerful emotions.

There are many symbols of the Christian faith. The
cross was not a popular Christian symbol until after the fifth
century. In fact during the 3™ century C.E. the use of the
cross was condemned by one church father because of its
pagan origins.2 The primary Christian symbol that appears
on early Christian graves was the fish-sign and the dove. It
was not until the mid-5" century that the cross made its first
appearance in Christian art on a Vatican sarcophagus.3 This
cross was a Greek cross of equal-length arms.

The most popular form of the cross was the Tau cross
which looks like the capital letter “T”. In some Christian art

the Tau cross is used based on the speculation that Jesus

? http://www religioustolerance.org/chr_symb.htm.
3 http://www.religioustolerance.org/chr_symb.htm.




was executed on this kind of a cross. There is great
speculation about what Jesus was crucified on. Sometimes
the Romans crucified persons on a Tau cross---like the
capital “T” and sometimes on a post. The gospels were
originally written in Greek and use the word “stauros” to refer
to the execution device. Even though virtually all English
translations translate this word “cross” the original Greek
meant “pole” or “tree” as in Acts 5:30—“hanging him on a
tree.” Whatever the actual device was the Tau cross and
the other forms of crosses---like a lower-case “t” became a
popular Christian symbol.

There are also a variety of crosses that have been used
as Christian symbols. The Latin cross is the most common
form of the cross appearing like the lower-case ““'* The
Byzantine Cross has the main cross beam and then one
small one above and one below. This cross is used by

eastern Catholic and Eastern Orthodox congregations. The

* Following information comes from http:/fisheaters.com/symbols.html..




Slavonic Cross is used in the Russian Orthodox churches
and is similar to the Byzantine Cross but the lower beam is
angled and represents the footrest. The Celtic cross has a
circle in the center. Stone crosses like this are found in
Ireland and Scotland.

In our window the cross is the Budded Cross with
trefoils on each end of the cross representing the Trinity.
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Another symbol in the window is the CROWN. The
crown was an ancient symbol of royalty and supreme
position. One popular symbolic crown for Christians was the
“crown of thorns” symbol that was a counter-point to the
power of kings. The crown of thorns placed on Jesus as a
mockery of his claim to be a king has become a popular
symbol of Lent and Easter.

The crown in the window is a royal crown. This crown

is a crown of victory pointing to Jesus’ reign as King. It



points to the triumph of Jesus and the triumph of the
Kingdom of God.
-4-
A third symbol in the window is the “IX” Christogram.
This is a combination of letters from the name of Jesus. This
was actually one of the most popular Christian symbols
during the early centuries.® The Christogram pointed to
Jesus’ power and was used by some Christians as a
protective sign.
5.
The final symbol in the window is the Christmas rose.
This is the Winter Rose which is a small poisonous perennial
herb related to the buttercup family.® The Winter Rose or
sometimes called the “Snow Rose” is traditionally regarded
as the true Christmas flower because it blooms during the

winters in Central Europe.’

5 http://www.imj.org.il/eng/exhibitions/2000/christianity/symbol/fish.
® http://www .britannica.com.
" http:www.twilightbridge.com.
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There is a legend surrounding the rose. The legend is
about the young shepherdess named Madelon.

“As Madelon tended her sheep one cold and wintry
night, wise men and other shepherds passed by the
snow covered field with their gifts for the Christ Child.
The wise men carried the rich gifts of gold, myrrh, and
frankincense and the shepherds, fruits, honey, and
doves.

When the Magi laid their rich offerings of myrrh,
frankincense and gold by the bed of the sleeping Christ
Child, Madelon stood outside the door quietly weeping.

She, too, had sought the Christ Child. She, too,
desired to bring him gifts. But she had nothing to offer,
for she was very poor indeed. In vain she had searched
the countryside over for one little flower to bring Him,
but she could not find neither bloom nor leaf, for the
winter had been so cold.

And as she stood weeping, an angel passing saw
her sorrow, and stooping he brushed aside the snow at
her feet. And there sprang up on the spot a cluster of
beautiful winter roses, waxen white with pink tipped
petals.

“Nor myrrh, nor frankincense, nor gold,” said the
angel, “is offering more for the Christ Child than these
pure Christmas Roses.”

Joyfully the shepherd maiden gathered the flowers
and made her offering to the Holy Child.?

8 From http://www.twilightbridge.com/hobbies/festivals/christmas/flowers.htm.




10
-6-

Symbols point to a reality beyond themselves. The
downside is that the symbol can become a substitute for that
reality. Great and tragic battles have been fought over
symbols. Great emotions can be evoked when someone
destroys or desecrates a symbol.

This is why some branches of the church have been
suspicious of symbols and have strived to remove them from
the church. Too often the symbol becomes the focus of
attention rather than that to which the symbol points.

Among the denominations represented here at United
Church there are those who have embraced Christian
symbols and those who have been suspicious of them. The
Presbyterian, Reformed and Moravian traditions have
generally embraced symbols displaying them in their
churches. Within the United Church of Christ one branch of
that 1957 merger---the Congregationalists that emerged

from the Puritans—rejected all displays of symbols in the
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church. Our Baptist and Disciples of Christ traditions
although they today embrace symbols began with a great
suspicious of them.

Perhaps that blend and caution is well to remember.
Perhaps we need to be reminded that any symbol is just
that---a symbol---something we have made that reminds us
or directs us to something beyond. When our symbols
become more important than people or more important than
that to which they point---there is a problem.

Yet, at the same time we must learn to respect the
symbols of the church, the symbols of other churches, and
also the symbols of other faiths. In particular in our globally
linked world one of the quickest ways to unleash the anger
of a group is to desecrate or destroy their symbols.
Attacking their symbols is seen as an attack on them.

_7-
The symbols in our window point to Jesus who in turn

brings us into the presence of God. Itis God who is the
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focus of our worship and it is God who has healed us
through Christ. It is through Christ that we become
connected to God and it is through Christ that we hear the
good news that we are---in the final analysis---“OK”!

One of the techniques in prayer and meditation has
been to focus on a symbol---to become centered before a
symbol of faith and in that way bridge the symbol to God.
Whether that symbol is a cross, a dove, the fish, or one of
these beautiful windows does not matter. What matters is
finding our way to God---and that is the destination of all of
our symbols.

Many years ago while serving as an intern at First
Christian Church in Seattle, Washington, the church
secretary asked me to check on someone who was in the
sanctuary. | came down from my third floor office and found
out that the gentleman had entered our downtown church
(which was always left open) and seemed to be mumbling to

himself in the sanctuary. She was concerned that something
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might be wrong with him. So | quietly entered the sanctuary
and stood under the balcony and listened. Sure enough he
was having a conversation with someone. He was looking
up at one of the stained glass windows---one that had an
image of Jesus---and carrying on a fairly dynamic
conversation---complete with pauses as if the window was
speaking to him. At an appropriate moment | let him know
that | was in the room with him. Without any embarrassment
or hesitation he greeted me and said he was just here talking
to the Lord. | gave him my blessing and felt blessed that he
apparently was finding an answer and a response from the

image in the window. Amen



