
“WE ADORE YOU, O CHRIST…”: 
STATIONS OF THE CROSS-PART I 

“…and we praise you. Because by your Holy Cross you have redeemed the world.” The devotional life of 
the Church is deep and rich. Many devotions, once popular, have faded, while new ones have emerged. It 
is timely to discuss the Stations of the Cross, arguably the oldest Catholic devotion. I say “arguably” 
because the Stations gained formal papal approval only in 1731 and the form in which most of us know 
them date from the writing of the U.S. Constitution. Which was…? Yes, 1787 is correct! In practice, they 
are much older. In 381 A.D., a pilgrim named Egeria left a detailed “Diary of a Pilgrimage” to the Holy 
Land. She identifies six different churches in Jerusalem: two within the walls of Jerusalem; two on the 
Mount of Olives; the Basilica in Bethlehem and a church in Bethany. She also describes how three 

individual churches comprised the structure of the Holy Sepulchre and its courtyards.  

From her incredibly detailed description, one can easily imagine Emperor Constantine’s plan in building 
his Basilica once Christianity was finally free to grow and prosper. In effect, Egeria was describing ancient 
stational liturgies– rituals that rotated from one significant place to another. She describes a procession at 
the beginning of Holy Week from the Anastasis to the Martyrium (where Jesus suffered on Golgatha) which 
took place on certain days. (cf. Peregrinatio Etheriae XXX, 1). It is possible to see hints of the very 
movements that we commemorate when we walk the Way of the Cross. While this itself was not the 
historical evidence for the Stations, it could be seen as a precursor to the devotion that began in the 5th 
century. Enter St. Jerome to the picture, who as a young man, St. Jerome (ca. 347-419) lived in numerous 
places, even serving as secretary to Pope Damasus, the scholarly Latinist pope.  

However, in the summer of 386, as he approached his 40th birthday, the peripatetic scripture scholar settled 
in Bethlehem. Except for some brief journeys, he lived there until his death. In one letter, Jerome 
encouraged a woman named Marcella to leave Rome (heaven forbid!), travel to Bethlehem and once again 
join two other women (a widowed mother and her daughter) in a semi-monastic community. He also 
vigorously defended the city against those who felt it cursed because it was the place where our Lord died. 
He attested to the crowds of pilgrims from various locals who visited the holy places: “Need we recall the 
Armenians, the Persians, the peoples of India and Arabia? Or those of our neighbor, Egypt, so rich in monks; 
of Pontus and Cappadocia; of Cæle-Syria and Mesopotamia and the teeming east?”  

Jerome concludes by noting “they all assemble here and exhibit in this one city the most varied virtues. 
Differing in speech, they are one in religion, and almost every nation has a choir of its own. Yet amid this 
great concourse there is no arrogance, no disdain of self-restraint; all strive after humility, that greatest of 
Christian virtues.” Archbishop Piero Marini, longtime papal master of Ceremonies under Pope John Paul 
II, wrote an excellent article on the Stations on the Vatican website (click here.) He rightly notes the 
complexity in tracing the exact history of the devotion. While in the Eucharist our Lord Jesus left to the 
Church the objective, sacramental memory of Calvary, it is also true that the faithful love “the historical 
memory of the places where Christ suffered, the streets and the stones bathed in his sweat and in his blood.”  

Marini observes that “archaeological findings prove the existence of expressions of Christian worship in 
the burial grounds where the tomb used for Christ had been hewn out of the rock, as early as the second 
century.” The Stations of the Cross grew in popularity due to the inability of Christians to walk the Via 
Dolorosa during the period of the Saracen rule of Jerusalem. So, when exactly were these called “stations” 
for the first time? We owe this designation to an English author and avid pilgrim by the name of William 

Wey. Educated at Oxford, he became a fellow at Eton. In 1458 and 1462 he embarked upon pilgrimages to 
the Holy Land (the equivalent of a sabbatical?) traveling both to the Holy Land and Spain. He penned a 
remarkably precise and interesting account of his pilgrimages, known as the Itineraries, even estimating 
the time needed at each place.  

Wey composed an elaborate Latin hexameter jingle in order to remember by heart various places of the 
typical medieval pilgrimage itinerary, including where Jesus met the weeping women (VIII Station) and 

https://www.vatican.va/news_services/liturgy/documents/ns_lit_doc_via-crucis_en.html


Veronica wiped the face of Jesus Christ (VI Station). Wey later became an Augustinian monk in Edington, 
whose priory Church (1361 AD) stands to this day. Future columns will explore how we arrived at 14 

stations, which ones constituted the list and which were removed. Additionally, we shall discuss how they 
came to be more universal in scope. There are special spiritual benefits to praying the Stations. It is my 
fervent hope that this ancient and powerful devotion becomes part of your Lenten journey this year.  

• Voting with their feet? It’s never easy to be a teacher– I did it for a decade as a young priest. 
While I respect the teaching profession immensely, many concerns have surfaced about our 
schools related both to discipline and curriculum. The St. Paul District (2nd largest in MN) lost 

1,159 students, or 3.4% of its students. Meanwhile, charter schools gained 1,263 students (2%) 
and private schools 2,507 (3.6 %), while home schools lost 1,378 (5%). Enrollment trends are 
key. Archdiocesan enrollment is rising. 

• I am truly grateful to Providence Academy’s Dr. Arthur Hippler for leading 50+ men on a 
Lenten retreat last Saturday. It was a great turnout and most fruitful for all who attended.  

• The recent shootings in the Frogtown and Summit-University neighborhoods are most 
troubling, especially since some have been perpetrated by mere teenagers. Gang violence is on 
the rise and the city of St. Paul must attack this squarely and forthrightly. 

• Lenten almsgiving envelopes for Syria are in the pews. The monies collected with be distributed 
to the Maronite Eparchy in Damascus, in support of the ministry of Archbishop Samir Nassar, 
who visited the Cathedral in January. The grave challenges Christians face in Syria have only 
increased since the earthquake.  

• Q: What do priests do on their day off? [Clue: it left me S.O.R.E.]  
A: Snowshoeing Out and about Restores Enthusiasm! 

• This past Friday marked the 160th anniversary of the Civil War Conscription Act (March 3, 
1863). Just across from the Cathedral may be found the monument in honor of Josias R. King, 
the first Minnesotan to volunteer to fight for the Union in the Civil War. In fact, he is widely 
regarded as the first US volunteer, period! 

• I have always been fascinated by the majesty of Bald Eagles. The DNR EagleCam is celebrating 
its 10th season. Check out the link here (or visit www.dnr.state.mn.us). Very soon we should be 
able to see the hatching of at least two chicks! 

Sincerely in Christ,  

Fr. John L. Ubel,  

Rector 

https://www.dnr.state.mn.us/features/webcams/eaglecam/index.html

