
Why do we pray the Stations of the Cross? 
 

Benedict XVI explained it this way: “What on the outside is simply brutal violence – the Crucifixion – 
from within becomes an act of total self-giving love. . . .Violence is transformed into love, and death 
into life.” This is the event of God’s total self-giving. This is what is so unique. 

 

The Stations of the Cross are an ancient form of prayer  
The Stations of the Cross, are also known as The Way of the Cross, or Via 

Crucis (Latin, way of the cross) or Via Dolorosa (Latin, way of grief) 
The practice has taken on new meaning for Catholics of all ages today.  
They are rooted in the Holy Land, where early Christians followed Jesus' path to 

Calvary, stopping at various points to pray and meditate.  
It represents a pilgrimage, the same pilgrimage used by early Christians.   
As such, it becomes a mini spiritual retreat for us today. 
The number of Stations has varied over the years.  Earliest versions began with 

7, then grew to 11, 14 and some now use 15 Stations.  
The Stations of the Cross Represent aspects of Jesus' passion and death and 

offer a basic structure to use for prayer and meditation on the suffering Jesus 
endured and the sacrifice He made to open the doors of eternal life to all of us.  

They are appropriate for both group and private prayer. 
The devotion originated in the late 4th century when pilgrims flocked to the 

Holy Land from all parts of the world to visit the land of Jesus. 
 



At the time Christianity spread to other parts of the world it was difficult and 
often impossible for many Christians to travel to Jerusalem.  

These events sparked a desire among European Christians for replicas of 
Jerusalem's shrines to be built in their land.  

As early as the 5th century, a group of connected chapels representing the 
more important shrines of Jerusalem was constructed at the monastery of San 
Stefano in Bologna, Italy. There was, however, no set devotion or prayer 
connected with them.  

(STARTED AS ARTISTIC DEVOTION - MOVED TO DEVOTED PRAYER) 

In the 16th century, when the Turks had control of Jerusalem, pilgrims to the 
Holy Land were prohibited from stopping and praying along the Via Dolorosa 
(way of sorrows), as the path was by then named. 

The earliest use of the term "Stations" in connection with the devotion 
associated with Christ's passion occurs in the writings of an English pilgrim, 
William Wey, who visited the Holy Land in the mid-1400s.  

The first step in the development of the Stations of the Cross, however, did not 
occur until 1520, with Pope Leo X, following a set of sculptured Stations, 
representing the Seven Sorrows of Our Lady, in the cemetery of the Franciscan 
Friary at Antwerp, Belgium.  



 

Similar replicas were built in other European cities and devotional writers 
soon began developing prayers to be said at each Station. 
The Franciscans also initiated the practice of displaying the Stations in their 
churches. In 1686, Pope Innocent XI granted them permission to do so making 
the Way of the Cross in Franciscan churches.  
By 1742, Pope Benedict XIV urged all churches to have the Stations. 
Most of the early Stations of the Cross consisted of seven Stations. It was not 
until 1731 that Pope Clement XII established the 14 Stations of the Cross as 
we know them today. 
The Stations of the Cross now can be found on the walls of Catholic churches. 
Many also are available outdoors, such as those at the National Shrines and 
most retreat centers. 
Although the number of Stations remains officially at 14, some churches have 
added a 15th for the Resurrection. 
Prior to Vatican II, prayer booklets commonly used to pray the Stations of the 
Cross emphasized worshipers' sinfulness and need for reparation.  
Many of the hundreds of different versions--including some specifically for 
children--available today in booklets, prayer books, and on the Internet, help 
worshipers identify the suffering Christ with the suffering and sacrifices in 
their own lives and in the world. 
In order to provide a version more specifically aligned with biblical accounts, 
Saint Pope John Paul II introduced the Scriptural Way of the Cross on Good 
Friday in 1991 and celebrated that form every year thereafter at the Coliseum 
in Rome.  
 



The Stations of the Cross continue to be a favorite form of group prayer for 
Lent but there is also growing interest in using them for private meditation 
throughout the year. They can, for example, be a valuable prayer for those 
concerned with social justice issues. 

 

 

 

The Contemplative Way -- Praying the Stations of the Cross 
When going through this prayer we see what interior life is really like. We have 

the representation of the life of Jesus in front of us and we are gathered in 
adoration and prayer.  

The rhythm of prayer is the same at each station as we focus all of our 
attention on the station (the scene) at hand. 

Everything else is shut out for a while. We focus on this sad procession of a 
man going to his death because of us.  

You begin to feel the preoccupations of the day being thrust aside as we focus 
all of our mind and heart on this pivotal event in human history. 

By contemplating Jesus, our souls learn to stretch and take in the wonder of 
salvation. 

 



 
St. Leonard of Port 
      Devotion to the Stations of the Cross spread rapidly 

throughout the Roman Catholic world in the 18th century, 
largely as a result of the preaching of the Franciscan, St. 
Leonard of Port -Maurice, who erected stations and 
promoted the devotion in over five hundred churches and 
places throughout Italy. His work was supported by the 
popes of his time, who saw the devotion as a means of 
strengthening faith. 

 
 
 
St. Alphonsus Liguori 
      Another 18th century saint, St. Alphonsus Liguori, wrote a 

brief work on the stations that is still in use today. Religious 
communities like the Jesuits and the Passionsts made the 
devotion part of their missions and retreats. By the l9th 
century, the Stations of the Cross had become a staple in 
Catholic prayer books and in churches throughout England, 
Ireland, and North America. 



        Stations of the Cross Summary: 

        The Stations of the Cross, also called The Way of 
the Cross, is a devotion to the passion of Christ 
consisting of prayers and meditations on fourteen 
occurrences that were experienced by Christ on 
His way to the crucifixion. During the time of the 
crusades (1095-1270), it became popular for 
pilgrims in the Holy Land to walk in the footsteps 
of Jesus to Calvary. After the Moslems recaptured 
the Holy Land pilgrimages were too dangerous. As 
a result, the Stations of the Cross became a 
popular substitute pilgrimage throughout Europe. 
The Stations represented critical events from 
Scripture or tradition of Jesus' journey to Calvary. 
Originally done only outdoors, the Stations were 
allowed inside churches in the mid-18th century. 
Eventually fixed at fourteen, the Stations soon 
became a familiar feature in all Catholic churches. 
The devotion may be conducted personally by the 
faithful, making their way from one station to 
another and saying the prayers, or by having an 
officiating celebrant move from cross to cross 
while the faithful make the responses. The stations 
themselves must consist of, at the very least, 
fourteen wooden crosses, pictures alone do not 
suffice, and they must be blessed by someone 
with the authority to erect stations. 

  

The 14 Stations of the Cross  
 

Jesus is Condemned to Die  
Jesus is Made to Bear His Cross  
Jesus Falls the First Time  
Jesus Meets His Mother 
Simon Helps Jesus Carry His Cross  
Veronica Wipes Jesus' Face  
Jesus Falls the Second Time  
Jesus Meets the Women of Jerusalem  
Jesus Falls the Third Time  
Jesus is Stripped  
Jesus is Nailed to the Cross  
Jesus Dies on the Cross  
Jesus is Taken Down from the Cross  
Jesus is Laid in the Tomb 
 


