
 
 

Historical view and meditation on the Stations of the Cross. 

 By Brother Thomas Greer  

The Stations of the Cross go back to the customs of the early Church 

Fathers and Mothers. There is the tradition that the Blessed Virgin 

Mary visited the scenes of our Lord’s passion daily. Such was her sorrow 

that she was left with after standing at the foot of the cross and 

witnessing the death of her Son in public humiliation. Killed like a 

common criminal. As the Stabat Mater states: Mary, “make me feel, as 

you have felt; make my soul, to glow and melt with the love of Christ 

my Lord. Holy Mother, pierce me through; in my heart each wound 

renew of my savior crucified. Let me share with you his pain, who for all 

my sins was slain, who for me in torments died.” 

St. Jerome (342-426) living in Bethlehem in the later part of his life attested to the pilgrims from various 

countries who visited the holy places. They came not as tourists to see attractions, but they came as 

pilgrims. They came in search of a great moral and spiritual significance. Typically, a pilgrimage is a journey 

to a shrine or other location of importance to a person’s belief and faith. This is for a meaningful intent and 

of spiritual intensity. It was more than just a journey. It was a sacred search for the beloved, Jesus the 

Christ, who shows us who the Father is. From all eternity the deepest mystery of God included showing us 

through Jesus how much God loves us. He spoke his Word Jesus through Mary and he lived among us 

showing us the desire of the Father to heal us, forgive us, feed us, save us, open our eyes of faith, drive 

away all that stops us from being humanly all that we can be. This pilgrimage was an encounter with the 

holy, an event that can transform us, a sign post that points the way, leading us to the ultimate leap into 

God’s embrace at death. Karl Rahner called the deepest mystery of God, the Heart of the Father. Jesus 

comes to show this deep incomprehensible mystery, the Heart of the Father, in his life, death, resurrection, 

and ascension. But he has not abandoned us. He still continues to love us, search and call us as he did when 

he was on earth until all creation is gathered into himself in the Kingdom. 

St. Sylvia in 380 described in great detail many religious practices or set of prayers that the pilgrims did as 

they visited these stations while pouring out their hearts and souls interceding for themselves and many 

others that they carried in their hearts. 

In 1342 the Franciscans were appointed guardians of the shrines of the Holy Land. They preserved the 

contradiction of the cross: how could an instrument of death be a sign of life? It is a paradox of the Christian 

faith that such a sign of a horrible death could reveal the divinity of a human person. Jesus’ cross reminds 

the believer that God saves through the cross. Belief in this fact allows a Christian to face the cross with a 

certain peace and trust in the power of God. This cross reveals the extent to which the Trinity has gone to 

manifest God’s love for ALL people. The cross means freedom from slavery to selfishness (Rom. 6:6). The 

cross means reconciling God and neighbor, being willing and able to return to one another, face to face 

(Eph. 2:16). The cross means renewing life in the world and finding life in the next (Gal. 3:1). The cross is 

the means of modeling Jesus (Gal. 5:24). To be a true disciple and follower of Jesus, one must choose to 

take up the cross, even daily (Lk. 9: 23).   

Then the people started erecting the stations in popular centers such as the Dominican Friary at Cardova 

and the Poor Clare Convent in Messina in the 1400’s, Nuremburg 1468, Louvain 1505, and Antwerp in 1520.  

Many were reproduced by famous artists and are considered masterpieces today.   



 
 
At the end of the 17th century, the erection of the stations became more popular. In 1686, Pope Innocent 

XI realizing few people could travel to the Holy Land granted the right to erect stations in the Church. Pope 

Benedict XIV exhorted all priests to enrich their churches with the Way of the Cross to include 14 crosses 

usually with a picture or image of each station. People like St. Leonard Casanova (1676-1751) of Italy 

erected over 600 sets of stations throughout Italy.    

We are the recipients of the Stations of the Cross of all these people through history. We stand on the 

shoulders of all those who have gone before us to stand here in this holy place and come before the Cross 

of Jesus. Have we come as tourists out of curiosity to be entertained? Or have we come as pilgrims seeking 

the holy? What does the Heart of God want to reveal to you this day as we stand under the cross of Jesus? 

Why have you made this pilgrimage to this holy place at this particular time in your life? Let us take a few 

minutes to place ourselves at the foot of the cross and employ Jesus to open our hearts, to really receive 

his love. Let us use our inner senses to see the nails piece his body, to hear the pain of Jesus’ body, to smell 

the sweat that covers his body from having carried the cross, to touch the blood and water that flow from 

his side giving us the Holy Spirit, to taste the tears of the few around Jesus who are in terrible pain 

themselves as others laugh at the whole thing. Do we feel the kiss of Christ? … as he tells us deep in our 

hearts, “I have loved you with an everlasting love.”  

There must have been a Calvary in the Heart of God before it could have been planted on the hill outside 

of Jerusalem. Some Christian thinkers, such as Paschal, have spoken of Jesus being in agony until the end 

of time: for his suffering cannot cease until human liberation and human salvation have been fulfilled. So 

while the physical sufferings of Jesus on Calvary occurred once and for all and can never be repeated, there 

is a prolonged sharing by God in the pain of humankind, the Body of Christ. God remains a suffering God, a 

passionate God. 

In the cross of Christ we begin to experience the yearning of God (Jer. 31:20), literally, by the piercing of 

Jesus’ heart.  God is in pain, and this pain is an aspect of the divine-human relationship. God on the cross 

means God in pain. Yet through his wounds we have been healed (1Pt. 2:24). Our God is an agonizing God, 

a suffering God. In the very beginnings of the Christian Era, Ignatius of Antioch spoke of the suffering God. 

But the crucial step towards understanding the identity of Christ’s pain with the pain of God was the 

formula of the Council of Ephesus in 431 concerning the divine motherhood of Mary. Mary, proclaimed 

Ephesus was Theotokos, the God-bearer, the Mother of God. She was the mother of the flesh of God. It 

was this assertion which, after centuries of reflection, led to the formula, the claim that God suffered in the 

flesh. For as Gregory of Nazianzen had stressed, “We needed a God made flesh and put to death in order 

that we could live again.” 

Hopefully we can see the crucified God has important consequences for our response to the presence of 

God in the sufferings of others. God bears in his heart all the wounds of the human family, and it is through 

this encounter with pain and suffering that we come to see the meaning of God’s presence in the world. 

The point is brought home forcibly in an account of Elie Wiesel in one of the Nazi atrocities in which two 

Jewish men and a boy are killed before the gathering. 

“The SS bury two men and a boy before the assembled inhabitants of this camp. The men died quickly, but 

the death struggle of the boy lasted an hour as he hung from the rope around his neck.  ‘Where is God?  

Where is he?’ a man behind me asked. As the boy, after a long time, was still in agony on the rope, I heard 

the man cry again, ‘Where is God now?” And I heard a voice within me answering; ‘Here he is – he is hanging 

here on the gallows.’” 



 
 
So the victim figure of Christ is seen and identified in the tortured figures and faces of countless victims of 

human sin and cruelty. Through the blood of the cross Jesus has reconciled to himself all things and has 

created a state of peace (Col. 1: 20).   

The passionate involvement of God in the pain of the world brings about a transformation of men and 

women. The New Testament understands the death of Christ as more than a once for all events. We are 

called to enter into it. Indeed we have been baptized into that death. In baptism we died and were buried 

with Christ, united with him in a death like his (Rom. 6: 3-6).  So Paul can say, ‘I have been crucified with 

Christ; it is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me’ (Gal. 2:20). Paul goes on to speak of carrying the 

marks of Jesus in his body (Gal. 6:2), and, elsewhere of sharing abundantly in his sufferings (2Cor. 1:5) and 

even being conformed to him in his death (Phil. 3:10). 

Discipleship is more than admiration of a past event, more even than the imitation of that event: it is a real 

sharing in the passion and death of Christ, a ‘participation in the powerlessness of God in the world’ as 

Bonhoeffer expressed it. For Bonhoeffer, discipleship means the cross, for ‘the disciple is a disciple only in 

so far as one shares their Lord’s sufferings and rejections and crucifixion. 

The crucified Jesus is not for imitation. His agony is not chosen as a way of life, and imitation of it would be 

a kind of spiritual masochism. As Moore stresses: “We do not follow in the footsteps of a sufferer: we find 

ourselves in the suffering that as humans we encounter. As we bring our personal sufferings to the Jesus 

crucified, we find ourselves being transformed into him. He divinizes us. We are placed in his Heart and 

presented to the Father in the love of the Holy Spirit. Through the cross, we are in Christ, in his wounds, in 

his pain, baptized into his dying and rising.” 

St. Bernard of Clairvaux developed an intense devotion to the wounds of Christ. The Church, he wrote, 

dwells in the wounds of Christ and must remain there in perpetual meditation. In his meditation on “the 

richness of God’s mercy in the open wounds of Christ”, we find the love of God that is beyond all telling. 

It is by the wounded Heart of Christ that we begin to sense our real self and the real center of the risen 

Christ becomes for us a field of divine energy for the whole universe. We are home. We sense a center of 

universal love for ourselves, other people, other living creatures and all things in the cosmos as part of 

ourselves, as being one. A oneness, not in identity, but rather a unity and communion with the divine. On 

the one hand, we experience here the love energy of God and, on the other hand, we enter into the still-

point in the flow of becoming. Here abides the Holy Spirit. Here God is still creating us. Here we can 

dismantle our arrogant ego, where we are becoming co-creators of ourselves because our true identity is 

then being allowed to emerge.   

No matter who we are or the path of our personal pilgrimage, we will encounter suffering. This actually 

helps us to be more compassionate and offers us a profound opportunity for a deeper spiritual ministry. 

All our human wounds are the stigmata when we are ministering to Christ in those who suffer. We are 

called to a devoted consciousness of the suffering of all humanity. This makes our pilgrimage an expansion 

of our hearts to include all our fellow pilgrims. This now moment becomes a door which opens up onto the 

Kingdom of God. We truly dwell in the house of God and at the gate of heaven (Gen. 28:17). In this 

pilgrimage we arrive no longer asking for favors but saying with full intent, “Your will be done.” 

 


