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for Aidan, wayfaring friend, with grateful love

Introduction
Come, O Faithful, let us bow before the lifegiving cross on which  Christ, the King of Glory, freely stretched out his hands. . . . Filled with fear and awe, we embrace you, We glorify our God and we say: O Lord, you were nailed on the cross; in your goodness and love, have mercy on us.
—FROM ANCIENT BYZANTINE HYMN, SUNG AT VESPERS FOR THE FEAST OF THE ELEVATION OF THE HOLY CROSS, SEPTEMBER 14, ORIGINAL CHURCH SLAVONIC
The devotion of the Way of the Cross, or the Stations of the Cross, goes back to the earliest centuries of the church. Many people wanted to walk the land where Jesus lived and trace his path from the Garden of Olives to the High Priest’s house and courtyard, then on to Pilate’s residence and the Praetorium, through the city of Jerusalem and outside to the hill of Calvary, the garbage dump outside the city, and then at last to the tomb in a garden. Yet many couldn’t get to Jerusalem, or if they could, only once in their lifetime on pilgrimage. They desired to follow literally in the footsteps of their Crucified Master and Risen Lord, stopping along the way to reflect on his life, on his sufferings, and his death by crucifixion. This led to the ritual devotion of walking the Way of the Cross based on the Scriptures.
Over time, depending upon who designed the devotion, pieces were added that were not in the Scriptures but they wanted them to be. Veronica added herself, it is thought, as part of the devotional practice. Christians found it difficult to stand up to evil and resist sin, so they added the three stations of Jesus falling, though the Bible does not record that he did so. And because of great devotion to the Mother of God, they added a station where the two, mother and son, met and another where she held his lifeless body in her arms before putting him into the tomb. This image, of course, became the pietà.
These images were added to the ritual because of popular piety, because of their emotional content, and because of ignorance of the Scriptures, especially in the Middle Ages, when reading the Scriptures was often relegated to houses of study and monasteries. Many other stations were added as well, sometimes totaling twenty or more, as the faithful sought ways to personalize and experience the way Jesus walked on the earth, especially during the season of Lent and Holy Week.
Over a decade ago, Pope John Paul II decided to alter the traditional fourteen stations, dropping out the ones that were not in the Scriptures and adding other portions from the gospel accounts. Part of the simple introduction stated, “The following stations of the cross are based on those celebrated by Pope John Paul II on Good Friday 1991. They are presented here as an alternative to the traditional stations and as a way of reflecting more deeply on the Scriptural accounts of Christ’s passion.” Since then, on Good Friday, the Pope has sometimes selected alternative accounts from other gospels. These choices are what this book and its reflections are based upon. This past year, 2002, the Pope requested that eleven reporters write portions of the reflections because he wanted to emphasize and highlight the extreme importance of the media and show how the stations were not just about the Way of the Cross that Jesus trod in his passion, but about the Way of the Cross that all believers, especially those who suffer violently, innocently, needlessly, and in the cause of justice, still walk in their passion in contemporary society. This devotion is not so much about the past as about the present reality of the Crucified One in our midst still suffering and dying at our hands.
This emphasis on scriptural content seems to us in this century to be something new, but it was the bedrock and core of the first five hundred years of the Church. Listen to some of the comments of great writers.
Just as at the sea those who are carried away from the direction of the harbor bring themselves back on course by a clear sign, on seeing a tall beacon light or some mountain peak coming into view, so Scripture may guide those adrift on the sea of life back into the harbor of the divine will.
(GREGORY OF NYSSA)
Everything we read in the sacred Books shines and glitters even in the outer shell; but the marrow is sweeter. He who desires to eat the kernel must first break open the shell.
(JEROME)
Learn to fix the eye of faith on the divine word of the Holy Scriptures as on a light shining place until the day dawn and the day-star arise in your hearts. For the ineffable source from which this lamp borrows its light is the Light that shines in the darkness but the darkness does not comprehend it. To see it, our hearts must be purified by faith.
(AUGUSTINE OF HIPPO)
Once again the Scriptures are a lodestar, a benchmark, the plumb line that steadies us and steers us clear of what is happening in the world and gives us a glimpse of history and politics, economics and daily experiences from God’s point of view. Going back to this mother lode of wisdom and knowledge, inspired by God, brings grace and further insight not found in other devotional materials. In these words of God we find a lifeline and a compass for venturing into the world as believers, walking with Jesus, the Crucified and Risen One. But this immersion in Scripture and amending devotions and practices to adhere more closely to the Scriptures has effects that we may be unaware of initially. The monk Thomas Merton wrote this of the Word of God and what it could do to those who read it and sought to put it into practice:
Any serious reading of the Bible means personal involvement in it, not simple mental agreement with abstract propositions. And involvement is dangerous, because it lays one open to unforeseen conclusions.
These powerful readings, coupled with contemporary accounts of the world’s suffering and pain, invite us to a large way of the cross, crisscrossing along the earth’s face, crossing borders and nationalities, cultures and languages, economic and social lines. But always the stories and the pain are the same, the characters are those of the gospels of Mark, Matthew, Luke, and John. The struggles for integrity, courage in the face of evil, humanity in the face of what horror human beings inflict upon each other, and justice and peace as antidotes to the curse of injustice and war, all these are the common inheritance of those who believe and follow after their Lord, Jesus the Crucified One. As the Latin American writer and historian Eduardo Galeano writes, “Today we must begin again. Step by small step, without any more protection than comes from our own bodies.” Or as Karol Wojtyla wrote before becoming John Paul II, “I am a wayfarer on the narrow pavement of earth and I do not put aside the thought of Your face, which the world does not reveal to me.” The walking of the Way of the Cross is the lifestyle of Christians, celebrated ritually in the Stations of the Cross but lived daily.
It follows from the insight that Christians were first called the Followers of the Way: the way of the Beloved Child of God to the Father, the way of the kingdom of peace with justice as it entered this world, the way of the light shining in communities that shared all things in common, giving to each according to their needs so that they prompted the observation, “See how those Christians love one another; there are no poor among them!” And finally it was the Way of the Cross, the way through the world and home to God, the Father, the Son, and the Spirit, for all in the community of Christians who sought to walk in the footsteps of Jesus the Lord.
In the Middle Ages towering cathedrals were built that became sites of pilgrimage, and many walked weeks or more to come into these places that resounded with dedication, holiness and the shared silence and belief of hundreds of thousands. For those who couldn’t go on pilgrimage but could only make a visit, there were devotions that afforded the sense of what a pilgrimage to Jerusalem or Charters or Rome offered. On the floor of the cathedral of Chartres is the labyrinth. It winds around and around, eventually ending in the heart of the design. It represents a journey of body, mind, and soul, winding back to the source of life, to birth, and death. It is this same sort of concentrated walking of the Stations of the Cross that brings us back, as individuals and as a church, to our heart, our source, our beginnings and our ends: the cross of Christ. At their truest they are done in community, walking around the perimeter of the church or even in the neighborhood or the city itself, stopping along the way at sites representing the stations of each event in Jesus’ journey from the garden to the cross on the hill outside the city, to the tomb in the garden so that those events can be remembered and reflected upon. There are moments for silence, for watching, for shared and ritual prayer; and then the community moves on to the next station. They are prime in the season of Lent and Holy Week, but also whenever the Church senses that there are peoples who are being drawn into their own way of suffering and having the burden of the Cross laid upon them by others today. And it seems in this new millennium that, sadly, every day somewhere in the world the broken and condemned Body of Christ is being led out to execution and forced to walk the Way of the Cross again.
The Stations of the Cross are a compass, a guide for the heart, a blueprint, and a source for sounding out our responses to what prevails and happens in our world today. They offer wise counsel on how to walk with dignity, with grace, with compassion, and with the freedom that the children of God have, no matter what we encounter along the way.
There is a story told in the Middle East of a man falsely accused and condemned to life in prison. He was bitter, angry, and despairing of the how to survive. One day a stranger came to visit, which was unusual, but this prisoner was desperate for human company. It did not matter who it was. To his surprise the visitor brought him a prayer rug made by his wife. It seems the couple made these rugs and provided them for the prisoners who would be there for long periods of time as an aid to prayer, a comfort, a bit of beauty in the squalor of their bleak cells. He took it, thinking it would be good to sleep and sit on, affording a bit of comfort. After a while he started using it daily, kneeling and bowing and praying on it, once, twice, up to five times a day. It became a necessity, something that sustained him and gave him hope. With time he looked at that rug and knew every detail and intricate line in the weaving and the pattern. And one day while he prayed, he saw the rug! He saw it for what it was—a design of a lock, a pattern of tunnels, a map that he could use to find his way to freedom. They say, he took it with him and walked out of his prison to live in freedom, forever grateful for the two strangers who gave him life again.
In a very real sense, that is what the Stations of the Cross do for us. They provide a pattern, a design of life that will save us, that will afford us a way to live with integrity and gracefulness in the midst of whatever situations of injustice, violence, deprivation, loss, or despairing situations we find ourselves, or the church finds itself in. We walk the Way of the Cross, all the way through the brutal destruction and dying of Jesus, and continue into the tomb where we will experience our baptism and begin to know the power of the resurrection in our own life—a dearer, truer life—here and now, that proclaims a fullness of life at the heart of the universe and our own bodies and souls.
The central prevailing symbol of the Stations is the person of Jesus and by extension the cross. The poet John Donne put it in a pecularily forthright manner, what it is we are to become in our devotion and practice of the Stations.
For when that Crosse ingrudg’d unto you stickes
Then are you to your selfe a Crucifixe.

(“THE CROSSE”)
There is no evading the pain of life, the sin of the world, the darkness that descends in every life, the injustices we all participate in, and, in the end, for all of us, the reality of death. But we move through these perils and toward this end with the fullness of life, with grace and the power of the Spirit and the company of the presence of God. Hidden in every station, suffused though the wood as blood saturates wood, is the sense of salvation, freedom, and the strength of God’s love for us. This salvation cannot be forgotten. The way of the cross is the way of liberation, of victory, of justice, and the only human way to live in the midst of inhumaness and sin. This is a mystery, core to our faith. We call it the Paschal mystery, with all the images of the paschal lamb that is sacrificed, the command to mark the lintels of the doorposts and celebrate the passover of the angel of death and the passover of Jesus from the Last Supper, and Jesus’ prayer in the garden, his burial, and his bursting forth from the tomb into another garden—as a new creation born in rejoicing and triumphing over death.
In the liturgy before the rite of Communion, we pray together, “O Lord, I am not worthy that you should come under my roof; only say the word and my soul shall be healed.” This is spoken as the bread and wine—the Body and Blood of Christ—are lifted up. Say but the “word” . . . that word is the Cross. Our own bodies when we stand and stretch wide our arms and open our hearts are made in the sign of the cross. It is the sign of God approaching us to hold us all within the recesses of His own heart. This wood, this way, this word is our salvation and glory.
The Way of the Cross is also a way of protection and rescue. It is our hope and our faith, our lifestyle and proclamation of truth. It is the way of God’s agony among us and how God draws our attention to injustice and sin among us. On the other hand, it is also how God draws near to us, painfully near in incarnation, in our neighbor and in the stranger’s pain. And the Way is God’s vindication of injustice. We walk it as witness to our hope in the midst of evil and despair, leaning on it as a sign of protection from the ultimate evil by telling the truth about life and death. This is where God stands in solidarity with all the innocent sufferers as a source of life for those threatened with death. Those sufferers announce and remind us that some evils cannot be rectified except by God and by final judgment and the mystery of death.
The days that commemorate these stations are all referred to as Good or as Holy, and so we walk them in holiness and grace and in goodness, attesting to the ultimate end of all life and creation. We walk in the midst of already being redeemed, reformed, remade into a new creation—transformed into the Body of Christ. These are the moments taken together that wrench us back from evil—evil that is personal, communal, and systematic—and hurl us mercifully into the arms of God, returning us again to freedom. We walk with the poor man Jesus, the Son of Justice, the one who judges the nations and the people with the power of justice because he has suffered unjustly at the hands of all men and women. These are moments and places of judgment, of wrenching, of chaos, of pain and death, and yet they are moments that defy the force and power of evil and steadfastly state that it does not last, it cannot hold. In these stations God grasps at us: a God bloodied and rejected and murdered. And this God continues to draw near to us in all of history, painfully close in all who suffer like him and with him, unjustly, needlessly, because of no escape from others’ cruel intent or callousness and indifference. These are the moments that invite us to add our sufferings and those of our world to the sufferings of Christ and let us be washed in the blood of the Lamb.
And when we do the Stations we look into the mirror of God and get a glimpse of our dark hearts. Often we are not the victims of injustice. We do not often examine our lives in light of the Cross and see that we ourselves are evil-doers and perpetrators of evil. And we are asked if we follow in the footsteps of the suffering servant, obeying and following him, even unto death, death on a cross (Philippians 2:8). So many are caught in the horror of evil’s consequences; we must not stand afar off so that their cry is muted and barely heard.
The devotion of doing the Stations affords us time to stand before the Cross, reverence it, and let it touch our skin and hearts again to make us human and to save us. First it is a time to see and remember God’s pain as the pain of others. It is a time to confess to our guilt, our lack of action, how shallow and hesitant is our response to the sufferings of others, how half-heartedly we resist evil, never looking deeply into our own levels of collusion. We reflect and agonize over injustice and pray with Jesus to stand against and resist it and try to absorb what we can of it into our own flesh and lives and stop it there. It is a chance to examine whether our sufferings and pain come from closeness and compassion toward the suffering servant in the world today or from our own selfish determinations, or simply from being human.
These Stations and the reflections on our history and daily world occurences make it blatantly clear that we are as savage today as when Christ was crucified. And we are not allowed to distance ourselves from the consequences laid upon those who suffer because of our lack of action and care, or because we intend and do others harm. With Jesus we carry the cross
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