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SAN DAMIANO CRUCIFIX IS FOCUS FOR FORMATION LESSON	

MUNDELEIN, ILL.,  Sept. 23 -- Formation training on the third day of the national gathering of the Secular Franciscan Order took the form of a meditation on the San Damiano Crucifix  (the Byzantine-style cross that St. Francis prayed before in Assisi).

Step by step, Teresa Baker, SFO, national formation co-chair, took some 80 regional ministers and observers on a guided tour of the crucifix. 

The black bar, she explained, represents the cross Christ died on, and the gold square, the tomb. Jesus is not wearing the crown of thorns as a suffering Christ, but rather the halo. His white linen loin cloth is the garment of the high priest, of the resurrected Christ.

With eyes wide open and knees straight, it is not the vision of a suffering Christ, she said, but rather one who stands strong. Blood is fresh and bursting with new life.

The San Damiano Crucifix, which stands 7 feet tall and 5 feet wide, tells the story of St. John's Gospel. It holds numerous characters. At his side are Christ's mother, Mary, John the Apostle, Mary Magdalene, Mary (the wife of Cleopas), and a centurion assumed to be the Roman guard who declared at the death of Jesus, "Truly, this man is the son of God."

To the side, there is a small head, presumably the face of the iconographer. Also on the cross is the guard who pierced the side of Jesus with a lance, plus a Temple guard.

Near Jesus' knee sits a rooster, reminiscent of St. Peter's denial of Jesus and that we, too, at any moment may deny Jesus, Baker explained.

Also, on the base of the cross are patron saints of Assisi -- St. Michael the Archangel, St. George, St. Ruffino, St. Damian, St. John the Baptist, and St. Peter.

At the top of the cross are the heads of the other apostles (excluding Judas). The ascended Jesus is seen holding the cross as a scepter. 

And, finally, above all is the hand of God, blessing all that happens in the crucifix.

Once the tour was completed, Baker asked the assembly to contemplate the San Damiano Cross from the point of view of one of the characters. Small group discussions followed and provided an appreciation of the most well-known Franciscan icon.
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