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The Exaltation of the 

Holy Cross 

 

 

 

September 14 marks the Universal Exaltation of the Holy Cross.  

In the year 326, Saint Helen, the mother of Saint Constantine the 
Great, travelled by holy instruction to Jerusalem to venerate the 
holy places and to find the site of the Holy Sepulchre and of the 
Cross. Relying upon the oral tradition of the faithful, Saint Helen 
found the location of Golgotha but did not know where to dig until 
a basil plant, a plant previously not known to the court, was found 
as a sign and the precious Cross together with the crosses of the 
two thieves crucified with our Lord were discovered buried below.  

To determine which of the three was the holy Cross of Christ, each 
one was touched to a dying woman and when she was 
miraculously healed at the touch of one, Patriarch Macarius of 
Jerusalem identified the True Cross of Christ.  
The Patriarch mounted the pulpit and lifted (exalted) the Cross 
with both hands so that all of the people gathered could see it. The 
crowd responded with "Lord have mercy". 

Orthodox faithful have celebrated this wondrous feast right down 
to the present day and it remains one of the chief events of the 
Ecclesiastical year. 
Divine Liturgy is conducted on the day of the feast, preceded by 
the Matins service. Great Vespers is conducted the evening prior. 

At the conclusion of Matins or Divine Liturgy, a special service is 
held. The Cross is placed on a tray surrounded by branches of basil 
and is taken in solemn procession through the church to the 
chanting of the Hymn of the Feast. The tray is placed on a table, 
and the priest takes the Cross and offers petitions from all sides of 
the table, representing the universal nature of the offering of 
Christ upon the Cross. As the people respond by chanting "Lord 
have mercy", the priest raises and lowers the cross, a 
commemoration of its finding and exaltation. At the conclusion of 
the service, the faithful venerate the cross and receive basil.  

For a wonderful homily on what it means to take up the Cross and 
deny oneself, please follow the link below: 
http://www.ancientfaith.com/podcasts/emmaus/resetting_life_thr
ough_the_cross_sermon_sept._15_2013  

 

 

Did you know that the ‘basil’ comes from 
the Greek word vasiliko, meaning “of the 
King”?  It was given this name because of 

how it was used by God to show the way to 
the Cross!  This is why we adorn icons with 
basil and use it in blessing with holy water. 
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