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 The Way of Sorrow 
  The Via Dolorosa is defined 

by faith, not by history. 
Jerome Murphy-O’Connor 

tHE OVER 3.5 MILLION TOURISTS 
who visit Jerusalem each year would be 
remiss not to include on their itinerary the 
famous Via Dolorosa, or Way of Sorrows.    
In fact, about half of them do so, only a bit 
less than visit the city’s favorite attraction, 
the Western (or Wailing) Wall.
   Inviting pilgrims to “retrace the footsteps 
of Jesus on the street He walked on the way 
to His crucifixion,” tour operators will, for a 
modest fee, accompany the faithful—armed 
with “comfortable walking shoes” (and for 
the penitent, optional lightweight crosses)— 
on the two-hour pilgrimage. Stopping at 
each of 14 ‘stations,’ the devout will be 
regaled by “biblical stories and little-known 
tales about Jesus and his life in the city.”

                                           Via Dolorosa, Jerusalem

   There is only one small problem with this 
“once in a lifetime travel experience”— 
Jesus never set foot on the Via Dolorosa.
   The streets of Old Jerusalem follow those 
of the town built by the Emperor Hadrian—
now buried beneath the existing city—but it 
didn’t exist until 135 C.E., well after any 
Christian messiah supposedly appeared.
   Even we disregard that fact, there are 
many other problems with the story. While 
pilgrims visiting the Holy Land were known 
to have followed a well-trodden route known 
as the ‘Via Sacra’ as early as the 12th century, 
the first mention of ‘stations’—stopping 
places corresponding to the path of Jesus to 
Mount Calvary—didn’t occur until 1521.
   Originally only 7, the number of stations 
increased to the current 14 only in the 17th 
century, and the present route was fixed 
even later, sometime in the 19th century.



   Stations 1 and 2: Jesus’ trial and His 
taking up of the Cross supposedly took 
place at the site of Antonia Fortress on the 
east side of the city, a former army barracks 
and now the site of an Islamic school.
   Modern archeologists, however, place the 
governor’s residence (Herod’s Palace) not in 
the Antonia Fortress but on the Western Hill 
at the opposite end of the city, a location 
that favors a shorter south-to-north route 
rather than the traditional east-to-west one.
   Today, a Franciscan monastery sits at the 
incorrect site of Station 2, and maintains the 
Chapels of the Condemnation and the 
Flagellation, presumably to get visitors into 
the proper frame of mind for the pilgrimage. 
   Stations 3, 7, and 9: Jesus’ three falls on 
the way to Calvary are nowhere mentioned 
in the Gospels, and are embellishments 
added at a later date simply in order to add 
a dramatic flourish to His painful ordeal.
   Similarly, there is no mention of Jesus 
meeting with his mother, Mary, at Station 4, 
and no mention of an encounter with a local 
woman named Veronica at Station 6, now 
the site of a Greek Orthodox shrine. 
   In fact, ‘Veronica’ is almost certainly a 
fiction. The name is a corruption of the Latin- 
Greek vera-icon (meaning ‘true image’), 
and the character was likely created to give 
credence to the image transferred to the 
cloth the woman used to wipe Jesus’ face. 
(Like His multiple foreskins, several 
examples of this ‘unique’ relic are extant.)
   The scene of a passerby called Simon of 
Cyrene being forced to pick up Jesus’ fallen 
cross at Station 5 is described in the gospel 
of Mark, but the provenance of Simon 
(far-off Tunisia) makes one suspect this is 
also a dramatic embellishment. In any case, 
the station that marks this dubious event 
appeared only in the 13th century.

   At Station 8, the procession is halted so 
that Jesus can deliver what is presumably 
His last speech to the multitudes, a darkly 
prophetic address to the ‘daughters of 
Jerusalem.’ (As reported by Luke, Jesus 
advises the women to “weep not for me, but 
weep for yourselves, and for your children.”)
   As they turn south, weary pilgrims come 
within sight of the Church of the Holy 
Sepulchre, the site of the last five stations.
   At Stations 10 and 11, Jesus is stripped of 
His garments. The site is now marked by a 
Catholic chapel, but the Greek Orthodox 
Church is blessed with the ultimate prize: 
Station 12, the site of the Crucifixion itself. 
Here, through a hole in bulletproof glass, 
visitors can even touch the rock on which 
the Savior’s body was prepared for burial. 
   Backtracking now, the pilgrim arrives at 
Station 13, the altar of Our Lady of Sorrows, 
where Jesus was taken down from the cross. 
(The altar itself is from the 16th century.)
   Station 14 marks the site of Jesus’ tomb, 
and another altar in the Chapel of the Angel 
purportedly contains a small piece of the 
stone miraculously rolled away by angels.
   Pious Christians, of course, insist that the 
exact historical location of Jesus’ route is 
inconsequential, and the purpose of the Via 
Dolorosa is to provide a symbolic means for 
pilgrims to recreate His path to Calvary. 
(Hence there are replicas of the path in holy 
sites and churches throughout the world.)
   Some more bold believers might even 
argue that the Calvary story is merely 
symbolic, still refusing to recognize that the 
Christian myth itself is nothing more than 
one fraud and deception piled atop another 
over the centuries, the entire edifice 
ultimately resting on a foundation of sand.   
   However inspired the deceit, to the rational 
mind it’s hurdles all the way down. ◾

                                


