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One remarkable character of the Passion Narrative is Simon of Cyrene.  Catholics know him 

from the Stations of the Cross.  He's the one who helps Jesus carry his cross to Calvary.  This 

single sentence is the only point in the whole Gospel where Simon is mentioned.  He apparently 

had no prior connection with Jesus.  He's not identified as a disciple; he was simply coming in 

from the country.  Simon was an innocent passerby that the Romans forced to carry the cross:  

the Lord was so weakened by the abuse he had endured that he might die before they could 

crucify him.  It is noteworthy that among the many figures involved with these critical events at 

the end of Jesus' life, very few are named:  the soldiers who crucify Jesus, even the centurion 

who confesses his innocence; the criminals executed alongside him; likewise the acquaintances 

who accompanied Jesus to Jerusalem remain anonymous in Luke's Passion account.  It seems 

that the evangelists mention Simon for the simple reason that this obscure man was in fact a 

figure well known to early Christian readers.  He is cited by name in Matthew, Mark, & Luke.  

Mark calls him the father of Alexander and Rufus, possibly the same Rufus whom the Apostle 

Paul greets at the church of Rome--this namedropping being a way the apostle unknown to the 

Romans could establish his bona fides with them.  This Simon was a flesh and blood link to 

Jesus who himself was not personally known to most Christians by the time the gospels were 

written.   

 

Most important for us is the fact that Simon's reluctant involvement in the Lord's Passion was a 

life-changing event for him.  Quite against his will, he was drawn into the suffering of his Savior.  

He had to bear the weight of the cross and lug it up the rocky hill of Golgotha.  Yet as Simon 

stumbled behind this condemned man from Galilee, he was transformed.  He heard him address 

the women of Jerusalem.  Perhaps he listened to the Lord forgive his executioners.  Maybe he 

also heard Jesus promise the good thief entry into Paradise.  Possibly he watched the Lord 

commend his spirit into God's hands right before he died.  God only knows what Simon saw and 

heard, but we know the spectacle affected him enough that he has become forever an 

unforgettable piece of the Passion Narrative.   

 

Simon of Cyrene invites us to reexamine our attitude towards the ominous mystery of human 

suffering, particularly as it manifests itself in our neighbor.  We have a natural aversion to being 

around people who are in misery.  Suffering is contagious.  When we're around people who feel 

bad, we tend to feel bad too.  If you hang out with depressed people, you tend to get depressed 

yourself.  If your spouse is in a bad mood, it tends to dampen your spirits.  When children are in 

pain, it grieves their parents.  I think this is one reason that folks are so hesitant to serve as 

Communion Ministers to the Homebound:  it makes us uncomfortable to be around people 

confined by illness and old age.  Simon didn't want to help Jesus carry his cross to Calvary.  But 

he did, and he was transformed.   



Simon shows that compassionate participation in others' agonies can be an opportunity for 

spiritual transformation.  When we open our hearts to our suffering neighbors, when we help 

them bear their crosses, we ourselves can draw closer to Christ.  After all, the Lord said, as often 

as you do works of mercy for my littlest brothers and sisters, you do it for me:  that means, you 

are encountering and touching me in my Passion.   

 

Our new Pope Francis is well-known for his emphasis on solidarity w/ the poor.  Pope Francis is 

well acquainted with the hardships imposed by poverty:  as archbishop of Buenos Aires he broke 

from precedent and chose to live and move among the simple, ordinary folk of his church--

dwelling in a modest apartment, riding public transportation, celebrating Mass in the city slums.  

I suspect this man is more keenly aware of the struggles of the poor than most of us in the 

affluent areas of the earth.  There are lots of people, particularly in the southern hemisphere, who 

lack sufficient food, clean water, medicine, housing, and sanitation; many live in dangerous 

proximity to war, crime, and other man-made disasters.  They carry their crosses on their own 

arduous paths, while we pass our lives in comfortable isolation untroubled by their struggles.  I 

hope this new pontiff will summon us to step out of our gated communities and gated 

mentalities.  I hope this pope can drag us out of our comfort zones and get us to see Christ's 

Passion continuing among the poorer peoples of the earth.  I hope he can move our hearts to 

imitate Simon and help our impoverished brethren carry their crosses.  If that happens, the 

peoples of the earth will better resemble the family of God that we are called to become.  And we 

who help our poor brothers and sisters along their arduous trails may rediscover Christ in our 

midst, and be renewed in faith and love.   

 


