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Walking the Walk
(of the Stations of the Cross)
B y

C a r m e n

Ac e v e d o

B u t c h e r

Walking the stations of the cross—a devotional path of
reflection and repentance based on events in the passion
and resurrection of Christ—is being adapted in creative
ways today. How did this form of spiritual pilgrimage
originate and why is it important for our discipleship?

A

nglo-Saxons knew winters so bitter that writers reckoned years by
their island’s mettle-testing season: the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle declares
one king “fifty winters old,” the Beowulf poet writes that Grendel
terrorized Hrothgar’s kingdom for “twelve winters,” a 1000 a.d. English
translator of the Gospel of John describes the temple as built in “forty-six
winters” (John 2:20), and the Old English poem “The Wanderer” says that no
one becomes wise before experiencing “a deal of winters in this world.”1 Even
a twenty-first-century December with central heating can seem forever. By
January, eyes scan the cold, lifeless soil for tightly folded purple crocuses
waiting to open into spring’s promise, just as souls numb with anxiety and
dark from pain crave the pilgrimage toward eternal light and hope.
During Lent, Christians express such yearnings by walking the stations of
the cross alone or in groups, on Lenten Fridays, on Good Friday, and at other
times during Holy Week. Many walk the stations regularly through the year.
This ancient devotional exercise commemorating the death and resurrection
of our Lord Jesus Christ is also called the “way of the cross” (Via Crucis) and the
“way of sorrow” (Via Dolorosa). Over the years it has had from five to thirty-plus
stations, until 1731, when Pope Clement XII set the number at fourteen. Its tableaux of Christ’s passion—painted, engraved, carved, or sculptured, using stone,
wood, or metal—create a literal prayerful path that helps spiritual seekers put on
Christ’s sandals as they move slowly from station to station, reflecting on his life.
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For centuries, Episcopal (Anglican) churches have also observed these
Catholic stations of the cross, and more recently Lutherans, Presbyterians,
and other Protestant churches do. Evangelicals have begun incorporating
variations of these stations into their worship services, too. A website for the
interactive “Passion Week Experience” started by Houston’s 58,000-member
Second Baptist Church in 2011 describes the experience as “not a traditional
rendering…but a fresh take on an ancient practice.”2 Its eight stations display
replicas of items associated with the betrayal and crucifixion of Jesus; in
2012, thousands touched a crown of thorns, smelled bottles of spices, held
pieces of silver, and nailed their sins to a large cross.

Y

Christians have always wanted to visit the Holy Land to walk in Christ’s
steps—from the Garden of Gethsemane, through the high priest’s courtyard,
by Pilate’s house, through Jerusalem, out to the hill of crucifixion (Calvary/
Golgotha), and to the tomb. After Constantine legalized Christian worship in
the Roman Empire in 313, the Basilica of the Holy Sepulcher was erected on
the location believed to have been Christ’s tomb, becoming popular with pilgrims. The late-fourth-century Galician pilgrim Egeria described the fervency
of these pilgrimages: at “the hour of cockcrow,” she, a bishop, and two
hundred others walked to Gethsemane singing hymns and there listened to
the Gospel passage on the Lord’s arrest, after which she heard “such moaning
and groaning with weeping from all the people” that it echoed “practically as
far as the city.”3 A winding route emerged over time from the ruins of Antonia
Fortress, held to be where Jesus stood before Pilate, then west to the basilica;
the Via Dolorosa has seen alternative routes through the years because of
diverse opinions on the locations of Christ’s walk to the cross.4 Eventually
stops developed, and in 1342, Franciscan monks were given official custody
of these holy sites, closely identifying them with the stations from then on.
From the first surviving narrative by the anonymous early-fourth-century
Pilgrim of Bordeaux to the famous travelogue-memoir dictated by fifteenthcentury Margery Kempe, Holy Land pilgrimages make fascinating reading,
but not all aspiring pilgrims could manage this arduous, costly trip; therefore,
pictures or sculptures representing stages of Christ’s journey to the cross were
erected in or near local churches or other public venues, and medieval practitioners of the stations increased.5 Starting in the fifteenth century, open-air Via
Dolorosa processions occurred throughout Europe, made concrete by measuring actual distances in Jerusalem and setting up memorials at relevant spots.6
As a spiritual exercise, the stations of the cross developed organically
from the scripturally focused lives of medieval followers. Because vibrant
devotional sources developed with unsystematic abundance in response to
the gospel of Jesus, a linear history of this practice remains unclear, but we
can witness its foundation of biblical meditation in the influential, widely
read works of Birgitta of Sweden, a fourteenth-century noble woman, mother
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of eight, monastic religious order founder, and contemplative who ruminated
all her life on Christ’s passion.7 Only in her seventies did Birgitta make it to
Jerusalem to retrace Christ’s steps; but her lifelong daily Bible meditations
informed her Revelations (inspiring the fifteenth-century English pilgrim and
mystic Margery Kempe, for one), and these possess remarkable realism:
At the command of the executioner, [Christ] undressed Himself and
freely hugged the pillar. He was bound with a rope and then
scourged with barbed whips. The barbs caught in His skin and were
then pulled backward, not just tearing but plowing into Him so as to
wound His whole body. At the first blow, it was as though my heart
had been pierced and I had lost the use of my senses.8
Birgitta’s Prayers also invite reflection on Christ’s suffering:
Infinite glory to You, my Lord Jesus Christ! For us, You humbly
endured the Cross. Your holy hands and feet were stretched out
with rope. Your hands and feet were secured with iron nails to the
wood of the cross, cruelly. You were called, “Traitor!” You were
ridiculed in many ways. . . . Eternal praise to You, Lord, for each
and every hour You suffered such terrible bitterness and agony on
the cross for us sinners!9
Another writer who
ruminated on Christ’s passion
As a spiritual exercise, the stations of the
is the sixteenth-century
Dutch geographer and priest,
cross developed organically from the
Christian van Adrichem.
Never pilgrimaging to the
scripturally focused lives of medieval
Holy Land, he drew from
both a richly meditative life
followers. Since vibrant devotional sources
and circulating stories to
craft accounts of Christ’s walk developed with unsystematic abundance, a
to Golgotha. His narrative
was translated throughout
history of the practice remains unclear.
Europe and became another
significant source for the
devotion to the way of the
cross.10 This excerpt from Urbis Hierosolymae (City of Jerusalem) demonstrates
Adrichem’s meticulous style:
The Way of the Cross which Christ, after he had been condemned to
be crucified, followed with the most wretchedly suffering and bloody
footsteps, to Mount Calvary. Beginning at Pilate’s palace, he walked
26 paces, or 65 feet, to the place where the Cross was placed upon
his shoulders. Thence, while the whole city looked on, bearing the
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Cross on his pained shoulders he turned in a northwestern direction
and walked towards the place where, according to tradition, he
stumbled for the first time under the weight of the Cross; this is a
distance of 80 paces,…200 feet. Thence he proceeded for 63 paces—153
feet—to the spot where he encountered Mary his mother and the
disciple John. From that place he continued 71 paces and 1½ feet—
179 feet—to the fork in the road where Simon of Cyrene was forced
to walk behind Jesus, carrying his Cross for him…. Thence the 18
paces or 45 feet to the place where the executioners removed his
clothing; and there he drank wine mixed with myrrh. After that 12
paces or 30 feet to the place where he was nailed to the Cross. Finally
from that point the 14 paces or 35 feet to the place where, hanging
upon the Cross, he was set in a hollow in the rocky ground of Calvary.
Thus from the palace of Pilate to the place where the Cross was raised
it was 1321 paces or, according to the other calculation, 3303 feet.11
In an epilogue, Adrichem reminds readers that they may follow this
way of the cross in templo seu cubiculo mentis (“within the temple or chamber
of the spirit”), without leaving home. As Medieval scholar Dee Dyas points
out, “The aim of the true pilgrim was not in the final analysis to see Jerusalem
but to see Jesus…to seek an ‘interior Jerusalem’.”12

Y

No longer associated with the corrupt indulgences of the Middle Ages,
walking the stations is increasingly embraced by Christians of all denominations seeking an “interior Jerusalem” where we can know God as “more
inward than [our] most inward part,” as Augustine wrote.13 Following in
countless footsteps from station to station, post-postmoderns connect in a
profoundly transformative way with the stages of Christ’s earthly journey.
Station is a term often credited to fifteenth-century British pilgrim William
Wey and is rooted in the Latin for “to stand.” Stations are places where we
stop and be still, waiting for a bus, taxi, or train, in transit to somewhere
else. Similarly, in this life, we are always waiting on God, en route to heaven.
The exercise of the stations helps us develop empathy for others who are
waiting beside us.
Various stations have existed over the centuries, including extra-biblical
ones based on inferences from the gospel and on legend. Asterisks below
indicate the six non-scriptural stations in the traditional sequence:
1. Jesus is condemned to death.
2. Jesus is handed his cross.
3. Jesus falls for the first time.*
4. Jesus meets his mother.*
5. Simon of Cyrene is required to carry Jesus’s cross.
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6. Veronica wipes the face of Jesus.*
7. Jesus falls a second time.*
8. Jesus meets the women of Jerusalem.
9. Jesus falls a third time.*
10. Jesus is stripped of his clothes.
11. Jesus is crucified.
12. Jesus dies on the cross.
13. Jesus’s body is taken down from the cross.*
14. The body of Jesus is placed in the tomb.
Pope John Paul II shifted the makeup of the stations away from legend
and toward a solely scriptural foundation, dropping from this traditional
list those six non-scriptural stations and adding ones from Gospel accounts
of Christ’s life (asterisked below). In The New Stations of the Cross, Megan
McKenna outlines this alternative list of biblical stations, celebrated in the
Coliseum every Good Friday since 1991:14
1. Jesus prays in the Garden of Gethsemane.*
2. Jesus is betrayed by Judas.*
3. Jesus is condemned to death by the Sanhedrin.
4. Jesus is denied by Peter.*
5. Jesus is judged by Pilate.*
6. Jesus is scourged and crowned with thorns.*
7. Jesus carries his cross.*
8. Jesus is helped by Simon of Cyrene.
9. Jesus meets the women of Jerusalem.
10. Jesus is crucified.
11. Jesus promises to share his reign with the good thief.*
12. Jesus is on the cross, with his mother and disciple below.*
13. Jesus dies on the cross.
14. Jesus is placed in the tomb.
Today, a fifteenth station, “Jesus rises from the dead,” honors the
gospel’s “Good News” (from godspel, Old English god, “good,” and spel,
“story”) because, as John Paul II taught, Christ’s resurrection reveals “the
entire Christian mystery in all its newness.”15
Many believers still keep the traditional list with its non-biblical stations:
Jesus falling three times, Jesus meeting his mother, Veronica wiping his
face, and his body taken down from the cross. Protestants largely observe
only the eight biblical stations, although some Catholic churches also
observe only these in order to appeal to all Christians.
In whatever form, the unrushed tempo of this practice mirrors that of
another long-established Christian discipline, lectio divina (“divine
reading”)—”eating” Scripture by chanting or reading a Bible verse attentively
aloud or interiorly, meditating on each word, and thus spending time with
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Christ. With lectio divina in mind, we could call the stations of the cross
ambulatio divina (“divine walking”), and in fact walking the stations is often
practiced simultaneously with Bible rumination.16 Today’s intercessory
“prayer walking” grew from these two foundational Christian disciplines.17
Italian bishop Alphonsus Liguori (d. 1787) composed meditations on the
stations that were popular in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. His
prayer before the stations expresses the intimate spirit of this exercise:
My Lord, Jesus Christ, / You have made this journey to die for me
with unspeakable love; / and I have so many times ungratefully
abandoned You. / But now I love You with all my heart; / and,
because I love You, I am sincerely sorry for ever having offended
You. / Pardon me, my God, and permit me to accompany You on
this journey. / You go to die for love of me; / I want, my beloved
Redeemer, to die for love of You. / My Jesus, I will live and die
always united to You.18
These introductory words prepare hearts to receive the renewal of
Christ’s abiding presence.

Y

A profound Christian mystery—complete resurrection—is highlighted
by Lent’s unique position in the liturgical calendar. Rooted in the lengthening days that herald earth’s resurrection, Lent comes from the Old English
for “springtime,” Lencten, from lengan, “become longer.” Spring’s tangible
earthly signs correspond to our deepest longings to let love’s warmth grow
our souls, and we desire spiritual disciplines that can transform our way of
seeing who we are in light of God’s promises; we become expectant (“looking fully,” from spectare and the intensifying prefix ex-), as a pregnant woman is constantly looking for the miracle of new life. This attitude of unceasing
waiting through which we enter Lent is also the mindfulness we bring to
the stations of the cross. As sixteenth-century Spanish mystic John of the
Cross said, “Silence is God’s first language.” Learning to listen to divine
silence is the crux of walking the stations. Church leaders through the centuries have encouraged and adapted this practice for the simple reason that
it attunes a sojourner’s soul to the Word’s loving wordlessness.
This exercise also treats the crippling post-postmodern dualism that spawns
disembodied relationships daily. Our virtual “friends” on Facebook “like”
our status updates, and if Facebook friends offend us, we can “unfriend” them
with a simple click. Marshall McLuhan pointed out that as technologies extend
and amplify the human body, they also numb and “amputate”; for example,
the wheel “amputates” the body’s feet, creating less travelling on foot plus an
alienating disconnect, as walking across London Bridge is vastly different—
more immediate and more connected—than crossing it in a double-decker bus.19
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In other words, technology so distances us from physical reality that we
sometimes forget we are embodied creatures. NYU anthropology professor
Thomas de Zengotita echoes McLuhan, describing our culture as a “great
blob of virtuality” created by the Internet, satellite cable TV, iPhones, Wiis,
and Ethernets, producing the “sheer moreness” of our lives and “a spiritual
numbness.”20 Poet and philosopher John O’Donohue describes this neglect
of our physical selves, saying: “The body is much sinned against, even in a
religion based on the Incarnation [of Christ].”21 Or, as Roy DeLeon articulates
in Praying with the Body: “While Christians may have one of—if not the—
highest theology of the body among the religions of the world, they also
have one of the lowest levels of embodied spiritual practice.”22
By engaging us body, heart, and soul, walking the stations of the cross
facilitates the authentic worship that creates real communion with Christ
and with each other. It reminds us that our bodies are temples of the Holy
Spirit and that we worship the living Lord best with our hearts, souls, and
bodily strength.23 Judaism honors this divinely created integration in the
concept of nefes, “the human person in his or her…psycho-physical totality.”24
The earliest Jewish worshippers knew the body is indispensable in worship
as they shuckled, or shokeled (“shook”) while reciting the Word of God,
swaying side-to-side or forward-and-back, a ritual that for centuries has
concentrated the worshipper’s
focus, sharpened awareness
of the moment, deepened
absorption of Scripture, and
Learning to listen to divine silence is the
nurtured emotional openness
crux of walking the stations. Church leaders
to the Creator.
Physically walking the
through the centuries have encouraged this
stations of the cross during
Lent, reflecting on God’s
practice for the simple reason that it
word, we receive the gift of
embodied waiting. Hebrew
attunes a sojourner’s soul to the Word’s
has many words for wait,
each with a different nuance,
loving wordlessness.
as spring has not one green
but many: yachal is “to wait
in hope”; damam “to become
silent and still” by calmly trusting in the Lord; chakah “to long for” with the
burning passion of desperately wanting something; and qavah “to wait
patiently and look eagerly.”25 As Scripture says: “Blessed are those who listen
to me, watching daily at my doors, waiting at my doorway” (Proverbs 8:34,
NIV), and “Wait for the Lord; be strong and take heart and wait for the
Lord” (Psalm 27:14, NIV).26
Although the third millennium’s growing digital distractions may make
it seem harder than ever to wait for the Lord, these diversions simply reflect
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the perpetually restless nature of humanity, as the hymn “Come, Thou Fount
of Every Blessing” reminds us: “Prone to wander, Lord, I feel it.” Walking
the stations of the cross during Lent puts us squarely on the path of tending
our relationship with God and transforms the physical greening of God’s
springtime creation into a personal invitation to accept the great promise of
2 Corinthians 5:17 (NIV): “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, that person is a
new creation: The old has gone, the new is here!”
Whether we journey with Franciscan monks on Jerusalem’s Via Dolorosa,
walk the stations at a local church, or proceed interiorly from station to station
with a devotional book, celebrating the stations of the cross is time well spent
with the God of Good News, whom Cardinal Basil Hume describes as the
joy of salvation:
Holiness involves friendship with God. God’s love for us and ours
for Him grows like any relationship with other people.
There comes a moment, which we can never quite locate or catch,
when an acquaintance becomes a friend. In a sense, the change from
one to the other has been taking place over a period of time, but
there comes a point when we know we can trust the other, exchange
confidences, keep each other’s secrets. We are friends.
There has to be a moment like that in our relationship with God. He
ceases to be just a Sunday acquaintance and becomes a weekday friend.27
Then we can experience the perpetual springtime of the heart that Flemish Beguine Hadewijch knew from cultivating her friendship with Christ:
“No matter the time of year or the weather, / . . . [we find ourselves] face to
face / with flowers, joy, summer, and sunshine. / . . . Winter’s bitterness no
longer bothers [us].”28, 29
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