Stations of the Cross
#2 – Simon Carries the Cross
Mark 15:16–22 (NRSV)
Then the soldiers led him into the courtyard of the palace (that is, the
governor’s headquarters); and they called together the whole cohort.
17 And they clothed him in a purple cloak; and after twisting some
thorns into a crown, they put it on him. 18 And they began saluting
him, “Hail, King of the Jews!” 19 They struck his head with a reed, spat
upon him, and knelt down in homage to him. 20 After mocking him,
they stripped him of the purple cloak and put his own clothes on him.
Then they led him out to crucify him. 21 They compelled a passer-by,
who was coming in from the country, to carry his cross; it was Simon of
Cyrene, the father of Alexander and Rufus. 22 Then they brought Jesus
to the place called Golgotha (which means the place of a skull).
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The Set Up. Crucifixion as carried out by the Romans was designed to maximize suffering of the
convicted and to deter the public from making the same mistake as the condemned. The whole
process of crucifixion was cruel and brutal punishment. Observers would certainly shutter as
they witnessed what was done to the one sentenced to die.
Jesus’ situation was amplified because of what he had encountered in the last 15 or so
hours before he was led away to be crucified. When he had gathered with his disciples around
the Passover table, he was very conscious of what lay ahead for him. In his words were deep
concerns for his followers. When he went into the garden for the night, he was so troubled
that he sweated blood.
While in the garden, one of the 12 led a group of guards to arrest him. He was tied and led
to the High Priest’s residence. There he was interrogated well into the night with no
opportunity for a defense. During his time there he was beaten. Then early the next day he
was taken to Pilate who interrogated him. Pilate passed him on to Herod who quizzed him.
As was common with most with a capital conviction, Jesus was flogged prior to his
execution. The instrument used consisted of a wooden handle with straps of leather
embedded with metal and glass designed to open flesh wounds on one’s back from the
shoulders to top of the legs. Flogging would often pushed a person to the brink of death.
Jesus was then turned over to the execution squad who chose to make sport with this one
who was labeled, “King of the Jews.” They mocked him as king by putting a crown of thorns on
his head and purple robe on his back. After they had their sport with him, it was time to carry
out crucifixion.
The practice of crucifixion began with a parading of the condemned through the streets to
the place of execution. The route to the site would be the longest possible route so the victim
would be seen by the maximum number of people. The horizontal portion of the cross was tied
to the shoulders of the convicted for him to carry to the place of execution. A plaque telling the
crime was usually hung around the neck of the victim. Maximum humiliation and deterrence
was sought.
So do you have the picture? Here is Jesus, a decimated man and exhausted man, leaving
Pilate’s courtyard being escorted by the death squad to the place of execution.
The Reprieve.
As the journey to the place of execution began, a unique scene was introduced in the
synoptic gospels – (Matthew, Mark and Luke). A man was conscripted by the soldiers to carry
Jesus’ cross. For a moment there was a reprieve for the exhausted and worn Jesus. The gospel
writers for a short period shift the spotlight onto this man.
Have you ever been watching a movie and there on the screen is the famous and wellknown personality in a cameo appearance? Those of you who are old enough remember this
was a favorite devise of Alfred Hitchcock as he would make a random appearance into his films.
In Home Alone 2, Donald Trump had a cameo appearance. What makes a good cameo
appearance is its unexpected and the personality is known to the audience. It often recaptures
viewers’ attention and causes them to watch more closely.
Three of the gospel writers chose to use a cameo appearance of a man called Simon as they
tell the story of Jesus’ crucifixion. The problem with this cameo for nearly all of us is the man
who was identified is a mystery man. Mark does give us a few very important clues about who
this person is:
 His name – Simon
 His hometown – Cyrene which is located along the North African coast in what is Libya
 Where he was just prior to being conscripted – he had come in from the country
(probably working in the fields).
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He had not intended to have this encounter with Jesus – he was merely in the wrong
place at the wrong time. He was passing by.
The names of his sons – Alexander and Rufus.

Is this random information or did the gospel writers want to communicate a message about
him?
An emotion-filled experience.
Take a moment and imagine what Simon must have felt when he was forced to carry Jesus’
cross. What were his emotional reactions?
I imagine Simon felt a significant sense of embarrassment. He was not a follower of Jesus
and likely knew little about him. He seemed to be in the location where he was by chance.
Perhaps he was trying to make it to where his family was when he was trapped in the onlookers
who were watching the “death march.” Then in a matter of moments, he finds himself as a
part of the procession.
He is forced to follow behind a convicted man who is about to die. Many would look at
Simon and perhaps think he was the one who was condemned. In the crowd were Jesus’
followers and critics. He had not volunteered for the job of carrying the cross. What did the
people think who saw Simon carrying the cross?
I suspect Simon experienced extreme frustration with the situation and probably was angry.
He had not asked for this role. It happened to him out of no fault of his own. Like most people
in Jerusalem and Judea, he resented Roman control. How dare a soldier tap him on the soldier
to do such a miserable act of carrying a cross!
Simon was probably in Jerusalem to celebrate the Passover. He probably had saved for
years for this experience. And now he finds himself in the middle of a judicial nightmare. It
would be like going on a dream vacation and getting sick. This is not what he had envisioned.
Do you think he felt resentment rising up within him? Did he resent this condemned man
whose sentence had interfered with his day’s plan? Did he resent Rome’s heavy hand? Did he
resent the crowd who had blocked his way? Carrying Jesus’ burden probably stirred many
negative emotions within Simon.
How do you feel when you are forced to carry a cross or burden that was/is unexpected?
A few years ago while serving another congregation, Patty and I had traveled to Arkansas to
meet our middle son’s future in-laws. As a part of our time together, we elected on day to go
to Hot Springs to enjoy our time together. On the way there, I received a telephone call
informing me that a person who was an integral part of congregation had died. He was a
former pastor who had and did exert a significant amount of influence on the church. The call
meant I needed to make some contacts and do some planning. I began to feel the burden of
this man’s death on my shoulders. What made it tougher was this pastor had not always acted
as my ally in the church. Our time with our family to be was interrupted.
While this type of experience is common for those in my vocation, for the next few days I
felt several not so pleasant emotions. I had a sense of frustration that the death had happened
at that time. I was somewhat angry that it had interrupted an important event in my family’s
life.
How about you? How do you feel when you experience those unexpected (and even
expected burdens)? Perhaps you are forced to carry a cross when someone you love becomes
ill and you must provide care. Perhaps your take on the burden when there are changes where
you work that forces changes in your work responsibilities and increase the amount of work
you must do. Perhaps you find yourself carry the weight of having someone you love who is
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being smothered by an addiction. Perhaps you have a friend whose marriage is going down the
tubes and you feel you must be there for that friend.
Most of us will bear the cross in those instances but it does not mean we want to or enjoy
it. We may have a huge mix of emotions. More often than not, we do not like taking on
unexpected and uninvited crosses, do we?
The pathway to redemption.
On one occasion, Jesus had told his followers the importance of a cross. He said, “Jesus told
his disciples, “If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their
cross and follow me. 25 For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose
their life for my sake will find it (Matthew 16:24–25). Following Jesus will mean taking up the
cross. But in some strange and mysterious way, through the suffering of the cross can come
our redemption.
What seems obvious from the clues we have in the gospels about Simon was he was not a
random character with a cameo appearance. Rather he was a man known by many in the early
church. Mark’s naming of his sons indicates they were known by some in the early church. It is
likely that the carrying the cross led to a new life in Christ and a new direction.
Let’s put together what is likely the rest of the story for Simon.
In the book of Acts, we read of people of Cyrene playing an important part in the
development of the early church.
 On the day of Pentecost, people from Cyrene were there and heard Peter explain what had
happened. Was Simon one of these persons?
 A few years later when persecution broke out against the Church, many believers scattered
to other places. We are told that some from Cyrene ended up in Antioch. Was Simon a part
of that delegation? Was he central in planting a church there?
 A few years later after the Church in Antioch had been founded the leaders of the Antioch
church were praying when the Spirit led them to set aside Paul and Barnabas to go on a
mission to other Gentile cities. One of the leaders who was named was “Simeon.” Was this
the alternate spelling of Simon’s name, the man who had carried the cross?
 In Romans, there is mention of a man called, “Rufus” and his mother. Could this be one of
Simon’s sons and his wife? The mention of Simon’s sons’ names in the crucifixion narrative
seems to be a clear indicator that not only had Simon came to faith in Jesus Christ but he
had led his family to faith as well. Simon the cross bearer bore the cross of Christ in his
home.
Being forced to carry an unexpected burden is seldom a fun experience yet it can be a
means of grace that leads to a deeper life in Christ. It is easy in those times of carrying a cross
to be so overwhelmed by the emotions, we never fully experience the grace.
In the Gospel of Luke story of Simon, I think we find the key to experiencing grace. He
wrote this: They seized a man, Simon of Cyrene . . . and made him carry it behind Jesus. As
Simon carried the cross, he followed Jesus. His eyes looked at the master.
Here is our key to experiencing the grace God intends: When you are carrying a cross,
follow Jesus and keep your eyes on him. Keep searching for him and in him you will find grace.
This morning my hope is you will see and encounter Jesus at this table.
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