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There are probably a million and one reasons 

why we could thank the Franciscans today—but 
we won’t list them all here! Here’s one that might 
surprise you: the Stations of the Cross. 
 
The Stations of the Cross are one of the 
most loved and powerful devotions in our 
Christian life today. And we have the 
Franciscans to thank for that! That’s 
right—if it weren’t for St Francis and the 
Franciscan friars, this devotion might have 
taken hundreds of years longer to spread, 
or might never have 
become what it is today. 

So how did it all come 
about? 

According to Christian tradition, the 
Stations of the Cross began with Jesus’ 
own mother, Mary. After the crucifixion, 
we are told that Mary, each day, would 
walk the same path to Calvary that 
Jesus had taken on Good Friday, in 
remembrance of his Passion. 

Over time, Mary taught the Way of the 
Cross to the early Christians who continued 
this practice in Jerusalem. They walked the 
same road, prayed, and passed on the story 
from generation to generation. 

For more than 1,300 years, however, this 
devotion remained largely in the Holy Land. 

So how did it eventually spread to the rest of the 
world? To understand that, we need to go back 
to the year 1219. 

 

 

 

 

In the year 1219, St Francis travelled to Egypt 
and met with the Muslim Sultan, who held 
political control over the Holy Lands, including 
Jerusalem. At that time, the Christians and 
Muslims were at war with each other. However, 

despite the tension, Francis managed to 
cross over to the Muslim side, meet the 

Sultan, and in a spirit of peace, befriended 
him.  

This encounter became an important 
moment in Franciscan history which helped 

open the way for the Franciscans to 
be present in the Holy 
Land in the years that 
followed. 

Then, in 1343, the Church 
officially entrusted the Franciscans with 
the care of the churches throughout the 
Holy Land, including those in Jerusalem. 

Over time, the Franciscans, through 
their presence in the Holy Land, brought 

the devotion of the Stations of the Cross to 
Europe and began promoting it there. 

By the early 1700s, a Franciscan friar 
named St Leonard of Port Maurice 
embraced this devotion and asked the Pope 
for permission to spread it more widely. His 

request was granted, and he began promoting it 
throughout the West. For 43 years, St Leonard 
of Port Maurice travelled and preached the Way 
of the Cross, setting up Stations in 571 places 
across Italy, even in the Colosseum in Rome. 
Because of this, the devotion spread 
everywhere, including to Catholic churches 
throughout the world today.  
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The Stations of the Cross do 
not just follow Jesus’ journey to 
Calvary—they invite us to walk 
that journey with him. Jesus 
says, “If you want to be my 
disciple, you must take up your 
cross and follow me.” 
 
When we look at the Stations, 
only one person physically 
carried Jesus’ cross—Simon of 
Cyrene. 
 
But when Jesus calls us to take 
up our cross, he is not speaking 
only of a physical cross. A 
“cross” can be any sacrifice, 
struggle, or challenge we offer 
to God. And, as we will see in 
this reflection, Simon was not 
the only one to respond. Many 
others did too—each in a 
different way, according to what 
God asked of them. 
 
 

Simon of Cyrene 
 
Simon is the clearest example 
of what it means to take up the 
cross. At first it seems likely that 
the soldiers chose him because 
he was a strong looking man.  
 
It also seems that Simon was 
simply in the wrong place at the 
wrong time. But there is 
something deeper. This was his 
vocation—to carry the cross. 
 
God does not ask us to do what 
is beyond our strength. Simon 
was given this cross because 
he had the physical strength to 
do so. It was difficult, 
exhausting, and painful, but it 
was within his limits. 
 
And by accepting this, he 
became 

“Pick Up Your Cross and Follow Me” 
became the first person to fulfil 
Jesus’ words: to take up his 
cross and follow him. 
 

 
Mary 

 
But Simon was not the only one 
to follow Jesus. 
 
Mary did not have the physical 
strength to carry the cross. She 
was not called to carry it like 
Simon. But she carried a cross 
in a deeper way—the sword 
that pierced her heart. 
 
From the beginning of Jesus’ 
journey, Mary was there 
fulfilling her son’s call to “follow 
me”. She remained with him all 
the way to Calvary. 
 
In fact, no one carried the 
weight of the cross in their soul 
as Mary did. The strength in her 
soul far outweighed the 
physical strength of Simon. Her 
cross was heavier. 
 
Simon carried the cross on his 
shoulders. Mary carried it in her 
heart. Each was given a cross 
according to their vocation. 
 
 

Veronica 
 
Veronica, also, was not called 
to carry the physical cross. 
Perhaps she was not able do 
much at all; but what she could 
do, she did to her ability. 
 
She stepped forward, pushed 
through the crowd, and wiped 
the face of Jesus. A simple act, 
but one that required courage, 
love, and charity. 
 

Among the thousands of people 
present on that Good Friday, no 
one else offered Jesus a single 
act of relief, not even a drink of 
water. Veronica alone offered 
Jesus something. 
 
Her love was so great that 
Jesus left the image of his face 
on her veil. She became a 
saint, not by doing something 
great in the eyes of the world, 
but by being faithful to what she 
was given. 
 
And what she gave, though 
small, matched the strength of 
Simon’s offering in its own way. 
In this act of love and sacrifice, 
Veronica carried her cross and 
followed Jesus to Calvary.  
 
 

The Women of 
Jerusalem  

 
The women of Jerusalem could 
not carry the physical cross 
either. At first, they wept out of 
sorrow. But Jesus tells 
them: “Do not weep for me; 
weep for yourselves.” 
 
What they offer is not the 
physical strength of Simon, but 
the strength to change their 
hearts. They too give what they 
can—their tears turned into 
repentance. And through these 
tears, they share in the Cross of 
Jesus, following him and 
carrying the weight of their own 
sins all the way to Calvary. 
 
 

The Hidden People 
 
Jesus fell three times along the 
way. However, we are not told  



 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

who, if anyone, helped him get 
back up. Perhaps there were 
people unknown, unseen—the 
hidden people. 
 
And this leads to a question: 
can we be those people? 
People who help Jesus back 
onto his feet, and carry his 
cross behind him.  We do this in 
the simple manner of helping 
those around us each day—the 
suffering Christs in our own 
lives.  
 

 
Mary, John & the 

Holy Women 
 
At Calvary, the cross is no 
longer carried—it is embraced. 
 
Mary, John, and the holy 
women stand at the foot of the 
cross. They do not speak. They 
remain. They pray. They unite 
themselves to Jesus in his 
offering to the Father. 
 
In silence, they fix their eyes on 
the Sacrificial Lamb. In this 
way, they foreshadow the 
Church’s participation in the 
Eucharist—standing before 
Christ, adoring him, and uniting 
themselves to his sacrifice. 
 
At this moment, Jesus gives 
Mary to us as our Mother. 
When we place ourselves at the 
foot of the cross, we too receive 
her into our lives. She walks 
with us in our suffering and 
leads us closer to her Son. 
 
 

Dismas & Longinus 
 
If Simon carried the cross with 
Jesus, Dismas, the Good Thief, 
was crucified with him. At first 
he mocked, but in the presence 
of Christ his heart changed. 

He repented and said, “Jesus, 
remember me”. Jesus replied 
with the promise, “Today you 
will be with me in Paradise.” 
Even at the very end, the Cross 
can transform a life. 
 
Longinus, who pierced Jesus’ 
side, also encountered this 
grace. From that wound flowed 
blood and water—the birth of 
the Church—and the beginning 
of his conversion. 

 
 

Joseph & Nicodemus 
 
Joseph of Arimathea and 
Nicodemus were secret 
followers of Jesus. They were 
afraid and kept their faith 
hidden. 
 
But after Jesus dies, something 
changes; the Cross gives them 
courage—they step forward 
publicly and ask for the body of 
Jesus, publicly confessing their 
discipleship.  
 
They were not there earlier with 
Simon to help Jesus carry the 
cross. But at the end, the power 
of the Cross gave birth to their 
new vocation, to live for the 
Crucified Christ. 
 

 
The Burial 

 
In the final station, Joseph and 
Nicodemus together with Mary, 
John and the holy women, lay 
Jesus in the tomb. They cover 
his body in linen and spices, 
giving him dignity and love. 
 
This moment points forward to 
the life of the Church. Just as 
they prepared and reverenced 
his body, so too the Church 
reverences his Body in the 
Eucharist. 
 
 

The Trial 
 
It may seem that our journey 
has finished. But it does not end 
there.  
 
We now turn to the very 
beginning of the Stations—the 
trial of Jesus. We end at the 
beginning, because in fact, this 
is what calls us forward. To 
follow our Lord’s call to pick up 
our cross and follow him, we 
must first examine our 
conscience and face our own 
trial. Are we innocent or guilty? 
And we all know the answer—
guilty—we have sinned! 
 
And so, we begin our own 
Stations with repentance, by 
turning away from sin and 
shedding tears. Only then are 
we ready to begin the journey. 
 

 
Pick up Your Cross 

 
Now we pick up our cross and 
follow Jesus. It is normal that 
we will probably fall along the 
way, but when we do, we will 
not be alone. We will meet Mary 
who will comfort us. God will 
send others—our own Simons, 
Veronicas, and companions—
to help us as best as they can. 
 
Each of us has a different 
vocation. Some are called to 
carry our cross outwardly, like 
Simon, and some inwardly, like 
Mary. Some through small acts 
of love, like Veronica, and some 
through repentance, like the 
weeping women. Some 
through suffering, like Dismas, 
and some through courage, like 
Joseph and Nicodemus.  
 
But all are called. And so now, 
we take up our cross—and 
follow Jesus. 
 
 



 

 

  

Secular Franciscan Saints 
St. Anna Schäfer 

1882-1925 

Anna Schäffer, the daughter of 
a carpenter, offered her life to 
God for the salvation of others. 
She hoped to become a 
missionary sister, but after her 
father’s death in 1896, she 
worked to support her family. 
On February 4, 1901, at the 
age of nineteen, she suffered 
a devastating industrial 
accident, falling into a tub of 
boiling bleach. She was 
discharged after a year in 
hospital as doctors could not 
heal her. She remained largely 
bedridden for the next 25 
years, living in poverty. Over 
time, her initial anger gave way 
to a deep acceptance of 
suffering, which she united 
with the Crucified Christ and 
offered for others. Her 
confessor testified that she 
never complained during the 
many years he brought her 
daily Communion. From 1910, 
Anna experienced mystical 
graces. She spoke of three 
“keys” to heaven: her 
suffering, her sewing needle, 
and her pen. Through 
embroidery and letters, she 
comforted many across 
Europe and beyond. Anna 
suffered greatly in her last 
days. After her death, her 
grave in Mindelstetten became 
a place of pilgrimage. 

 

Bl. Ceferino Giménez 
Malla 1833 - 1918 

Born in Spain to Gypsy parents, 
Ceferino spent his early years 
travelling mountain roads, 
selling baskets he made by 
hand. As a young man, he 
married Teresa Giménez 
Castro in the Catholic Church 
and began living a deeply 
committed Christian life. 
Though they had no children, 
they adopted his wife’s niece. 
Ceferino became a respected 
horse trader, achieving modest 
income while remaining 
generous to the poor. Known 
for his honesty, he never 
deceived anyone. When 
unjustly accused of theft and 
imprisoned, he was later 
declared innocent, his lawyer 
remarking, “Ceferino is not a 
thief; he is a saint.” Both 
Gypsies and non-Gypsies 
sought his wisdom to resolve 
disputes. A man of deep faith, 
he attended daily Mass and 
prayed the Rosary every day. 
In 1926, he joined the Third 
Order of St Francis and taught 
children the faith. At the start of 
the Spanish Civil War in 1936, 
he was arrested for defending a 
priest and carrying a rosary. 
Refusing to abandon his faith, 
he was executed on August 8, 
dying with the Rosary in his 
hand, proclaiming: “Long live 
Christ the King!” 

Sergio & Domenica 
Bernardini 1882-1966, 

1889-1971 

Sergio and Domenica 
Bernardini, an Italian Secular 
Franciscan couple, are only the 
third married couple in the 
history of the Church to be 
declared Venerable. Sergio 
was born near Modena in 
1882. In 1912, he endured an 
immense cross, losing his 
father, mother, brother, first 
wife, and their three young 
children within a few months. 
Seeking a new start, he 
emigrated to the United States 
and worked as a miner, but 
returned to Italy after a year, 
fearing the environment would 
weaken his faith. In 1914, he 
married Domenica. Together 
they lived as poor farmers but 
were known for their 
generosity, especially during 
the hardships of the First World 
War. They raised 10 children, 
eight of whom became nuns or 
priests, including Archbishop 
Giuseppe Bernardini of Izmir. 
Later in life, they also 
supported the priestly 
formation of a Nigerian 
seminarian, who became 
Archbishop Felix Alaba Job of 
Ibadan. Sergio died in 1966 
and Domenica in 1971. In her 
spiritual testimony, Domenica 
prayed that their children would 
become saints. 
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