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Introduction: A Beloved Devotion, But Often
Misunderstood
The Stations of the Cross (Via Crucis) is one of the most deeply rooted devotions in the
hearts of Catholics. Meditating on Christ’s sufferings on the way to Calvary draws us closer to
His Passion, deepening our love for Him and our gratitude for His sacrifice. However, there is
a common mistake people make when praying it—one that, though well-intentioned, can
distance us from the authentic meaning the Church intends to convey.

What is that mistake? Separating popular devotion from the liturgical and theological
meaning the Church gives it. Many recite the Stations as a mere sequence of reflections,
focusing on emotion rather than connecting them to the true salvific dimension that
liturgy and Tradition teach.

In this article, we will explore:

The historical origins of the Stations of the Cross and how they evolved into their1.
current form.
The crucial difference between popular devotion and liturgy.2.
The most common mistake when praying it (and how the liturgy corrects it).3.
How to pray it with theological depth, turning it into a true path of conversion.4.

1. Origin and History of the Stations of the Cross: From
Jerusalem to the World
The Stations of the Cross, as we know them today, emerged from medieval piety, but their
roots go back to the early Christians who pilgrimaged to Jerusalem to walk in Jesus’ footsteps
toward Calvary.

4th Century: St. Helena (mother of Constantine) identifies the holy sites, and pilgrims
begin retracing Christ’s path.
Middle Ages: Franciscans, custodians of the Holy Land, spread this devotion in Europe,
especially when pilgrimages to Jerusalem became difficult due to wars.
18th Century: Pope Clement XII (1730-1740) officially establishes the 14
Stations and grants indulgences to those who pray them.
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But here’s a crucial point: the Stations of the Cross are not liturgy, but a pious
devotion. This means that while the Church approves and encourages it, it is not part of
the official public prayer like the Mass or the Liturgy of the Hours.

Why is this important?

Because we often fall into the mistake of giving it a liturgical weight it does not
have, or worse, inventing sentimental interpretations that miss the theological
meaning of the Passion.

2. Popular Devotion vs. Liturgy: Where’s the Mistake?

The Danger of Empty Sentimentalism

The Stations of the Cross are an affective devotion, but they should not remain merely
emotional. Some common mistakes include:

Reducing them to a “sad drama”, as if they were only a reminder that “Jesus
suffered a lot.”
Adding non-biblical details (e.g., Veronica’s veil, Jesus falling three times).
Forgetting that it is an act of faith, not just a historical retelling.

The liturgy, however, provides the correct framework: the Passion is not just a past event
but a present mystery that saves us today.

What does the Church say?

The Catechism (n. 1674) clarifies:

“Popular devotions must be in harmony with the liturgy, which is
the source and summit of the Christian life.”

This means: the Stations of the Cross should lead us to the Mass, not replace it.
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3. The Big Mistake: Praying the Stations Without
Christology
The greatest danger is separating the devotion from its theological meaning. The
Passion is not just a path of sorrow but God’s redemptive act.

How does the liturgy correct this?

In the Good Friday liturgy, the Church does not merely narrate the Passion
but proclaims its salvific meaning (e.g., “By His wounds we are healed” – Isaiah
53:5).
The Pope’s Stations of the Cross (written by theologians) always include biblical
and doctrinal reflections, not just emotions.

Example of a Common Mistake:

Popular version: “Jesus falls a third time—how sad!”
Liturgical version: “Jesus, exhausted, rises to fulfill the Father’s will, showing that
love conquers sin.”

One stays in sentimentality; the other leads to redemption.

4. How to Pray the Stations of the Cross with Depth
(Practical Guide)
To avoid the mistake, follow these steps:

Begin with Scripture: Read Luke 23 or John 19 before starting.1.
Meditate on the Creed: The Passion is part of the Paschal Mystery (death and2.
resurrection).
Include liturgical prayer: End with an Our Father or a hymn from Mass.3.
Offer spiritual fruits: Don’t just recite it—live it (help someone, do penance).4.
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Quote for Reflection:

“I do not have a God who cannot suffer, but a God who has
suffered.” (St. Augustine)

Conclusion: From Sorrow to Redemption
The Stations of the Cross are not just a sad remembrance but an encounter with the Love
that saves. The liturgy corrects us when we reduce it to mere emotion, guiding us toward
its true meaning: Christ’s victory over sin.

Next time you pray them, ask yourself:

Am I only remembering, or am I participating in His redemption?
Do I treat it as an isolated devotion, or as a path leading to the Mass?

May Mary, Our Lady of Sorrows, teach us to unite our hearts with faith, so that the Stations
of the Cross become true spiritual nourishment.

How do you experience it? Share in the comments!


