Notes on the Procession of the Cross

Adoration of Christ on the cross 

The notes on page 356 of Church Rites, say: ‘The adoration . . . may not be familiar to many Australian Lutherans. The adoration of Christ on the cross focuses on his crucifixion for us.’ The unfamiliarity of this rite can make it all the more striking, so try to include it in the Good Friday service if at all possible. The adoration of the cross originated very early in Jerusalem with the veneration of relics of the true cross. Later, churches without such relics adopted the practice of carrying a representation of the cross for its strong symbolic and devotional value. The title of this ceremony in Church Rites is ‘The adoration of Christ on the cross’ to indicate that we adore Christ, rather than the wood of the cross.

The cross ought to be large (one to two metres or more in height) and made of wood. It should be clearly visible throughout the church. It may be a crucifix (ie have a representation of the body of Christ on it). In some places, it has become traditional to make a cross out of the trunk of the tree that was used at Christmas, thus drawing together the incarnation and the crucifixion in a visual way.

A minister or layperson may carry the cross into the church. The notes in Church Rites point out that traditionally this person is bare-footed. The intention of this seems to be that of being in the presence of something holy. Care should be taken, however, that the one carrying the cross does not seem to represent Jesus. The cross should not therefore be carried over the shoulder but rather straight up and facing forward, held by the lower upright beam.

There are two ways suggested in the rubrics for carrying the cross into the church. The first suggests that this be done during the singing of a hymn. The following are suitable:

· ‘Lift high the cross’ LHS 807, TIS 351

· ‘Sing, my tongue, the glorious battle’ LHS 50 (alternative tune Picardy, music edition of the Supplement A9), TIS 331

· ‘When I survey the wondrous cross’ LHS 54, TIS 342

· ‘The royal banners forward go’ LHS 758, TIS 332

The congregation, of course, stands at the entry of the cross. Then, when the song is finished, the person carrying the cross turns facing the congregation, lifts the cross up high, and says or chants (the congregation responding):

Behold the wood of the cross, on which the Saviour of the world was lifted up.
O come, let us worship him.

Alternatively, the cross may be brought in in silence. As it is carried up the aisle, the cross is lifted three times and the response is said or sung each time: once at the door of the church, once in the middle of the church, and once in the sanctuary, at which point, as in first option, the bearer faces the congregation.

The cross is then placed in a suitable position in the sanctuary. Usually it is placed prominently and in the centre. It may be leant against the altar, if large enough, although this may cause difficulties if the Lord’s Supper is celebrated, especially in churches without free-standing altars. Alternatively, a special stand may be prepared beforehand, in which the cross may be placed. Candles may be placed either side of the cross.

If a hymn was not sung during the entry of the cross, then a hymn is sung at this point. This may be done standing (especially for a triumphant song such as ‘Lift high the cross’) or kneeling (especially with the traditional song ‘Sing, my tongue, the glorious battle’).

