
[image: image1.jpg]


[image: image2.wmf]
The Via Dolorosa

 The Via Dolorosa (The way of suffering) pilgrimage was created in the 14th Century by Franciscan monks, and is represented on many churches as the Stations of the Cross. As near as I can remember, I first became aware of them while doing a silent retreat in the St Francis Xavier Seminary in Punggol. As I took my morning walks then, I noticed around the sanctuary of the seminary a series of visual reminders of Jesus' last hours. These seemed to encourage the Catholic faithful in their personal devotion. At that time, I did not realize that virtually every Catholic church use some form of The Stations of the Cross. All of these places for prayer feature a series of scenes that depict the passion of Christ. During my sabbatical in 2005, I took my children to St Joseph’s Church opposite my house and walked through the 14 stations together as a family on Good Friday. There, I saw people slowly walking along The Stations of the Cross, pausing at each station for quiet meditation and prayer. As I walked The Way of the Cross that day, I found myself reflecting with more intensity and emotions upon the events of Jesus' death.

In 2003, millions of people became familiar with the traditional Stations of the Cross without even knowing it. These stations provided the structure for Mel Gibson's blockbuster film, The Passion of the Christ. Little did many of us know that as Jesus fell three times while carrying His cross in the movie, or as He met His mother, that He was doing that which Roman Catholic tradition had been popularized for centuries through The Stations of the Cross. 

The origin of this tradition is not entirely clear, though it seems to be associated with Christian pilgrimages to Jerusalem in the early Christian centuries. (For a detailed online history, see "The Way of the Cross" in The Catholic Encyclopedia.) Yet, since the vast majority of Christians were not able to go to Jerusalem to pray in the actual location where Jesus was crucified, The Way of the Cross enabled them to engage in a mini-pilgrimage of sorts, whereby they could focus on the key events of Jesus' last day. 

In the Middle Ages, this practice got wrapped up with the granting of indulgences (remissions of temporal punishments for sins for which we have been forgiven). The whole indulgence scene became quite messy, and was in fact one of the major reasons for the Protestant Reformation. Thus it's not surprising that Protestants did not maintain the tradition of walking The Way of the Cross as an act of devotion. 

When I first followed The Stations of the Cross, I related readily to about half of the scenes. But the other half seemed odd to me because the statues depicted unfamiliar events, including: three falls of Jesus, an encounter 

between Jesus and His Mother, and an encounter between Jesus and a woman named Veronica. These stations were not derived directly from Scripture, but rather from ancient church tradition. Though I wasn't offended by the traditional nature of the unfamiliar scenes, since they were in no way contrary to Scripture, I found myself more drawn to the seven stations that were clearly based on the biblical record. I am, after all, a Protestant, one for whom tradition can be helpful, but Scripture is the main source of my spiritual devotion.

As such this year, when the Project team and I decided to offer The Stations of the Cross as a devotional experience for Holy Week, we decided to join many others who are concerned about the lack of biblical foundation for the traditional Stations of the Cross, and work at replacing the unfamiliar scenes with new scenes based on Scripture alone. 

So throughout church for the next 2 weeks, we have them displayed for you and invite you to come, to read Scripture, to reflect, to pray and go through it as an act of devotion to our Lord. Let it be a precious time of drawing near to the Lord in anticipation of Good Friday and Easter. My hope is that this version of The Way of the Cross will enable you to enter into a deeper understanding and experience of the passion of Jesus, so that you might be ready to celebrate Easter with new joy and freedom.

– Rev Tan-Yeo Lay Suan
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