
POPULAR PIETY WITH A PURPOSE: 
STATIONS OF THE CROSS-PART III 

Many Catholics have childhood memories of praying the Stations, whether in a parochial school setting or 

with family on Lenten Fridays in their parish. It is truly a devotion that has withstood the test of time, 

clearly better than most others. Wide latitude is given as to how the devotion is carried out, even as there 

are a few strict guidelines. For example, no particular readings or prayers are prescribed for the fourteen 

Stations. Here, we use a version adapted from the Old Latin Compilation of Liturgical and Biblical Texts, 

published by Liturgical Press with illustrations from German artist Clemens Schmidt (1890-1979). Some 

parishes use St. Alphonsus Liguori’s meditations, each ending with the familiar “Grant that I may love You 

always; and then do with me what You will.” In 1991, St. John Paul II initiated the Scriptural Way of the 

Cross, often presiding over it at the Colosseum on Good Friday.  

Still, the Handbook of Indulgences (4th edition) lists several non-negotiables with respect to praying the 

Stations. The first is rather obvious: “Progression from one station to the next is required. If the pious 

exercise is made publicly, and moving from station to station by all participants is not possible without 

inconvenience, it is sufficient that at least the one conducting the Way of the Cross progress from station to 

station, while the others remain in their place.” If no one processed, it is hardly the “way” of the cross now 

is it? And yet, there are realities to which we must be attentive. For the elderly, it states: “Those who are 

“impeded” can gain the same indulgence, if they spend at least one half an hour in pious reading and 

meditation on the Passion and Death of our Lord Jesus Christ.” No one is denied its spiritual benefits. 

According to the provisions of the Enchiridion (handbook), a plenary indulgence is granted under the 

usual conditions (sacramental Confession, Holy Communion, prayers for the Pope, and detachment from 

even venial sin) to the faithful who devoutly follow the Way of the Cross. It gives the rationale for the 

devotional practice: “In the pious exercise of the Way of the Cross we recall anew the sufferings, which the 

divine Redeemer endured, while going from the praetorium of Pilate, where he was condemned to death, 

to the mount of Calvary, where he died on the cross for our salvation.” (n. 63) Finally, the handbook shows 

reverence for Eastern Catholics by acknowledging that the stations are mostly a western tradition, as is 

the rosary. Many Latin Rite Catholics assume that our Eastern brethren have identical devotional lives– 

they do not and need not. 

In 2001, St. John Paul II approved the Congregation for Divine Worship’s Directory on Popular Piety and 

the Liturgy. While acknowledging that “Popular piety is an expression of faith which avails of certain 

cultural elements proper to a specific environment” the pope clarified in his preface that “authentic 

expressions of popular piety are not at odds with the centrality of the Sacred Liturgy.” Our piety must 

never eclipse the centrality of the Eucharist. As Stations are a public liturgy held outside of the Mass, this 

is rarely a problem, though I have seen visitors walking the stations during a funeral! With respect to the 

Stations, the Directory states: “The love of the Christian faithful for this devotion is amply attested by the 

numerous Via Crucis erected in so many churches, shrines, cloisters, in the countryside, and on mountain 

pathways where the various stations are very evocative.” (#131) 

What constitute the fourteen stations are not the images–no matter how artistic or ornate–but the crosses 

themselves and the documentation formally erecting them in a church. A 1943 photograph in the Cathedral 

archives shows the original Stations of the Cross were bare wooden crosses with Roman numerals printed 

on small plaques below each cross. In many churches, the actual crosses are located just above the images. 

The images come in many varieties. Check out the beautifully carved wood stations at Nativity of our 

Lord in St. Paul, part of my own collective memory since childhood and always a welcome sight when I 

visit my home parish. Or consider stopping by to see the unique earth-toned terra cotta stations created by 

Peter Lupori († 2014, former art professor at St. Catherine’s) located at the Church of the Holy Childhood 

in Saint Paul’s Midway neighborhood. Those stations focus in strong and simple lines on details such as 

the hands and face of Christ.  



Though clearly representing vastly different artistic styles, each is stunning in its own way. According to 

Cathedral archivist emerita Celeste Raspanti, our own Cathedral stations were designed by Joseph 

Capecchi, who had also designed the painted and gilded ceiling of the dome. I encourage you to read her 

article on page 7 of today’s bulletin. Consisting of cast bronze medallions set in oak crosses, Msgr. Ryan 

thought they were “like notes borrowed from the theme established by the sanctuary grille.” I had not 

previously considered this, but that is 100% true and I for one love them! The “blond” wood is often found 

in churches built in the 1950’s and the bronze figures are beautiful to behold. While some stations are a bit 

out of the way, take some time to gaze upon them more closely. (To be continued) 

• The death of legendary Minnesota Vikings coach Bud Grant marks the end of an era. Can you 

imagine a “no heaters” policy in an outdoor stadium in today’s NFL? In 18 seasons, he took the 

team to 4 Super Bowls! In retirement, he maintained a presence at team headquarters as a valued 

ambassador of the game. I especially love that he awoke at 4:00 a.m. on hunting days!  

• Three years ago today, all public Masses were shut down here due to the pandemic. I’ll never 

forget the eerie feeling of celebrating a Mass with only a camera operator in the pews. We’ve 

come a long way since then, and yet I have come to see the value of livestreaming our Masses for 

shut-ins and hope to continue it for as long as possible. 

• Ālea iacta est (“The die is cast”). Classical studies are in big trouble. St. John’s and St. Ben’s are 

eliminating 8 majors and 9 minors in a cost cutting move. Included in the cuts are Latin and 

Greek. Whither a liberal arts education in 2023? So sad. 

• Santiago: The Camino Within plays in three local theaters (AMC Rosedale, Southdale and Oakdale 

Cinema) for one night only–Tuesday March 28 at 7:00 pm. Visit FathomEvents.com for ticket 

information. The Camino is on my “bucket list” and hope one day to walk it during a sabbatical. 

Bishop Donald Hying of Madison narrates the film.  

• Hmmn…The Oscar winning Best Picture (“Everything Everywhere All at Once”) took in $70 

million at the box office, while fellow nominee “Top Gun: Maverick” grossed $1.49 billion 

domestically.  

• NCAA Basketball March Madness: 3 weekends, 63 games, alluring alliteration (Sweet 16, Elite 

8, Final 4), awesome nicknames. This year: 5 Tigers, 4 bulldogs, 2 Gaels. My favorite– the 

Furman Paladins.  

Gotta love the Charlemagne reference!  

Sincerely in Christ,  

Fr. John L. Ubel,  

Rector 


