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INTRODUCTION 

The Rosary, though clearly Marian in character, is at heart a Christocentric prayer. 
In the sobriety of its elements, it has all the depth of the Gospel message in its 
entirety, of which it can be said to be a compendium.(2) It is an echo of the 
prayer of Mary, her perennial Magnificat for the work of the redemptive 
Incarnation which began in her virginal womb. With the Rosary, the Christian people 
sits at the school of Mary and is led to contemplate the beauty on the face of Christ 
and to experience the depths of his love. Through the Rosary the faithful receive 
abundant grace, as though from the very hands of the Mother of the Redeemer. 

…

A path of contemplation

5. … the most important reason for strongly encouraging the practice of the Rosary 
is that it represents a most effective means of fostering among the faithful that 
commitment to the contemplation of the Christian mystery which I have proposed 
in the Apostolic Letter Novo Millennio Ineunte as a genuine “training in holiness”: 
“What is needed is a Christian life distinguished above all in the art of prayer”.(9) 
Inasmuch as contemporary culture, even amid so many indications to the contrary, 
has witnessed the flowering of a new call for spirituality, due also to the influence of 
other religions, it is more urgent than ever that our Christian communities should 
become “genuine schools of prayer”.(10)
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CHAPTER I

CONTEMPLATING CHRIST WITH MARY

Mary, model of contemplation

10. The contemplation of Christ has an incomparable model in Mary. In a unique way 
the face of the Son belongs to Mary. It was in her womb that Christ was formed, 
receiving from her a human resemblance which points to an even greater spiritual 
closeness. No one has ever devoted themselves to the contemplation 
of the face of Christ as faithfully as Mary. The eyes of her heart already 
turned to him at the Annunciation, when she conceived him by the power of the 
Holy Spirit. In the months that followed she began to sense his presence and to 
picture his features. When at last she gave birth to him in Bethlehem, her eyes were 
able to gaze tenderly on the face of her Son, as she “wrapped him in swaddling 
cloths, and laid him in a manger” (Lk2:7).

Thereafter Mary's gaze, ever filled with adoration and wonder, would never leave 
him. At times it would be a questioning look, as in the episode of the finding in the 
Temple: “Son, why have you treated us so?” (Lk 2:48); it would always be a 
penetrating gaze, one capable of deeply understanding Jesus, even to the point of 
perceiving his hidden feelings and anticipating his decisions, as at Cana (cf. Jn 2:5). At 
other times it would be a look of sorrow, especially beneath the Cross, where her 
vision would still be that of a mother giving birth, for Mary not only shared the 
passion and death of her Son, she also received the new son given to her in the 
beloved disciple (cf. Jn 19:26-27). On the morning of Easter hers would be a gaze 
radiant with the joy of the Resurrection, and finally, on the day of Pentecost, a gaze 
afire with the outpouring of the Spirit (cf. Acts 1:14).
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Mary's memories

11. Mary lived with her eyes fixed on Christ, treasuring his every word: 
“She kept all these things, pondering them in her heart” (Lk 2:19; cf. 2:51). The 
memories of Jesus, impressed upon her heart, were always with her, leading her to 
reflect on the various moments of her life at her Son's side. In a way those 
memories were to be the “rosary” which she recited uninterruptedly throughout 
her earthly life.

Even now, amid the joyful songs of the heavenly Jerusalem, the reasons for her 
thanksgiving and praise remain unchanged. They inspire her maternal concern for the 
pilgrim Church, in which she continues to relate her personal account of the Gospel. 
Mary constantly sets before the faithful the “mysteries” of her Son, with the desire 
that the contemplation of those mysteries will release all their saving power. In the 
recitation of the Rosary, the Christian community enters into 
contact with the memories and the contemplative gaze of Mary.

The Rosary, a contemplative prayer

12. The Rosary, precisely because it starts with Mary's own experience, is an 
exquisitely contemplative prayer. Without this contemplative dimension, it would lose 
its meaning, as Pope Paul VI clearly pointed out: “Without contemplation, the 
Rosary is a body without a soul, and its recitation runs the risk of 
becoming a mechanical repetition of formulas, in violation of the 
admonition of Christ: 'In praying do not heap up empty phrases as the Gentiles do; 
for they think they will be heard for their many words' (Mt 6:7). By its nature the 
recitation of the Rosary calls for a quiet rhythm and a lingering pace, 
helping the individual to meditate on the mysteries of the Lord's life as seen through 
the eyes of her who was closest to the Lord. In this way the unfathomable riches of 
these mysteries are disclosed”.(14)
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Remembering Christ with Mary

13. Mary's contemplation is above all a remembering. We need to 
understand this word in the biblical sense of remembrance (zakar) as a making 
present of the works brought about by God in the history of salvation. The Bible is 
an account of saving events culminating in Christ himself. These events not only 
belong to “yesterday”; they are also part of the “today” of salvation. This making 
present comes about above all in the Liturgy: what God accomplished centuries ago 
did not only affect the direct witnesses of those events; it continues to affect people 
in every age with its gift of grace. To some extent this is also true of every other 
devout approach to those events: to “remember” them in a spirit of faith and love is 
to be open to the grace which Christ won for us by the mysteries of his life, death 
and resurrection. 

Learning Christ from Mary

14. Christ is the supreme Teacher, the revealer and the one revealed. It is not just a 
question of learning what he taught but of “learning him”. In this regard could we 
have any better teacher than Mary? From the divine standpoint, the Spirit is the 
interior teacher who leads us to the full truth of Christ (cf. Jn 14:26; 15:26; 16:13). 
But among creatures no one knows Christ better than Mary; no one 
can introduce us to a profound knowledge of his mystery better than his Mother.

The first of the “signs” worked by Jesus – the changing of water into wine at the 
marriage in Cana – clearly presents Mary in the guise of a teacher, as she urges the 
servants to do what Jesus commands (cf. Jn 2:5). We can imagine that she would have 
done likewise for the disciples after Jesus' Ascension, when she joined them in 
awaiting the Holy Spirit and supported them in their first mission. Contemplating the 
scenes of the Rosary in union with Mary is a means of learning from her to “read” 
Christ, to discover his secrets and to understand his message.

This school of Mary is all the more effective if we consider that she teaches by 
obtaining for us in abundance the gifts of the Holy Spirit, even as she offers us the 
incomparable example of her own “pilgrimage of faith”.(17) As we contemplate each 
mystery of her Son's life, she invites us to do as she did at the Annunciation: to ask 
humbly the questions which open us to the light, in order to end with the obedience 
of faith: “Behold I am the handmaid of the Lord; be it done to me according to your 
word” (Lk 1:38).
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Being conformed to Christ with Mary

15. Christian spirituality is distinguished by the disciple's commitment to become 
conformed ever more fully to his Master (cf. Rom 8:29; Phil 3:10,12). The outpouring 
of the Holy Spirit in Baptism grafts the believer like a branch onto the vine which is 
Christ (cf. Jn 15:5) and makes him a member of Christ's mystical Body (cf.1Cor 
12:12; Rom 12:5). This initial unity, however, calls for a growing assimilation which will 
increasingly shape the conduct of the disciple in accordance with the “mind” of 
Christ: “Have this mind among yourselves, which was in Christ Jesus” (Phil 2:5). In 
the words of the Apostle, we are called “to put on the Lord Jesus Christ” (cf. Rom 
13:14; Gal 3:27).

In the spiritual journey of the Rosary, based on the constant contemplation – in 
Mary's company – of the face of Christ, this demanding ideal of being conformed to 
him is pursued through an association which could be described in terms of 
friendship …

In this process of being conformed to Christ in the Rosary, we entrust ourselves in a 
special way to the maternal care of the Blessed Virgin. She who is both the Mother 
of Christ and a member of the Church, indeed her “pre-eminent and altogether 
singular member”,(19) is at the same time the “Mother of the Church”. As such, she 
continually brings to birth children for the mystical Body of her Son. She does so 
through her intercession, imploring upon them the inexhaustible outpouring of the 
Spirit. Mary is the perfect icon of the motherhood of the Church.

The Rosary mystically transports us to Mary's side as she is busy watching over the 
human growth of Christ in the home of Nazareth. This enables her to train us and to 
mould us with the same care, until Christ is “fully formed” in us (cf. Gal 4:19). 
This role of Mary, totally grounded in that of Christ and radically subordinated to it, 
“in no way obscures or diminishes the unique mediation of Christ, but rather shows 
its power”.(20)
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Praying to Christ with Mary

16. Jesus invited us to turn to God with insistence and the confidence that we will be 
heard: “Ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and you will find; knock, and it will be 
opened to you” (Mt 7:7). The basis for this power of prayer is the goodness of the 
Father, but also the mediation of Christ himself (cf. 1Jn 2:1) and the working of the 
Holy Spirit who “intercedes for us” according to the will of God (cf. Rom 8:26-27). 
For “we do not know how to pray as we ought” (Rom 8:26), and at times we are not 
heard “because we ask wrongly” (cf. Jas 4:2-3).

In support of the prayer which Christ and the Spirit cause to rise in our hearts, Mary 
intervenes with her maternal intercession. “The prayer of the Church is sustained by 
the prayer of Mary”.(23) If Jesus, the one Mediator, is the Way of our prayer, then 
Mary, his purest and most transparent reflection, shows us the Way. “Beginning with 
Mary's unique cooperation with the working of the Holy Spirit, the Churches 
developed their prayer to the Holy Mother of God, centring it on the person of 
Christ manifested in his mysteries”.(24) At the wedding of Cana the Gospel clearly 
shows the power of Mary's intercession as she makes known to Jesus the needs of 
others: “They have no wine” (Jn 2:3). 

The Rosary is both meditation and supplication. Insistent prayer to the Mother of 
God is based on confidence that her maternal intercession can obtain all things from 
the heart of her Son.

…Proclaiming Christ with Mary

17. The Rosary is also a path of proclamation and increasing knowledge, in which the 
mystery of Christ is presented again and again at different levels of the Christian 
experience. Its form is that of a prayerful and contemplative presentation, capable of 
forming Christians according to the heart of Christ. When the recitation of the 
Rosary combines all the elements needed for an effective meditation, especially in its 
communal celebration in parishes and shrines, it can present a significant 
catechetical opportunity which pastors should use to advantage. In this way 
too Our Lady of the Rosary continues her work of proclaiming Christ …
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CHAPTER II

MYSTERIES OF CHRIST – 
MYSTERIES OF HIS MOTHER

The Rosary, “a compendium of the Gospel”

18. The only way to approach the contemplation of Christ's face is by listening in the 
Spirit to the Father's voice, since “no one knows the Son except the Father” (Mt 
11:27). In the region of Caesarea Philippi, Jesus responded to Peter's confession of 
faith by indicating the source of that clear intuition of his identity: “Flesh and blood 
has not revealed this to you, but my Father who is in heaven” (Mt 16:17). What is 
needed, then, is a revelation from above. In order to receive that revelation, 
attentive listening is indispensable: “Only the experience of silence and prayer 
offers the proper setting for the growth and development of a true, faithful and 
consistent knowledge of that mystery”.(27)

The Rosary is one of the traditional paths of Christian prayer directed to the 
contemplation of Christ's face. Pope Paul VI described it in these words: “As a 
Gospel prayer, centred on the mystery of the redemptive Incarnation, the Rosary 
is a prayer with a clearly Christological orientation. Its most characteristic element, 
in fact, the litany- like succession of Hail Marys, becomes in itself an unceasing praise 
of Christ, who is the ultimate object both of the Angel's announcement and of the 
greeting of the Mother of John the Baptist: 'Blessed is the fruit of your womb' (Lk 
1:42). We would go further and say that the succession of Hail Marys constitutes 
the warp on which is woven the contemplation of the mysteries. The 
Jesus that each Hail Mary recalls is the same Jesus whom the succession of mysteries 
proposes to us now as the Son of God, now as the Son of the Virgin”.(28)
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The Joyful Mysteries

20. The first five decades, the “joyful mysteries”, are marked by the joy radiating from 
the event of the Incarnation. This is clear from the very first mystery, the 
Annunciation, where Gabriel's greeting to the Virgin of Nazareth is linked to an 
invitation to messianic joy: “Rejoice, Mary”. The whole of salvation history, in some 
sense the entire history of the world, has led up to this greeting. If it is the Father's 
plan to unite all things in Christ (cf. Eph 1:10), then the whole of the universe is in 
some way touched by the divine favour with which the Father looks upon Mary and 
makes her the Mother of his Son. The whole of humanity, in turn, is embraced by the 
fiat with which she readily agrees to the will of God.

Exultation is the keynote of the encounter with Elizabeth, where the sound of Mary's 
voice and the presence of Christ in her womb cause John to “leap for joy” (cf. Lk 
1:44). Gladness also fills the scene in Bethlehem, when the birth of the divine Child, 
the Saviour of the world, is announced by the song of the angels and proclaimed to 
the shepherds as “news of great joy” (Lk 2:10).

The final two mysteries, while preserving this climate of joy, already point to the 
drama yet to come. The Presentation in the Temple not only expresses the joy of the 
Child's consecration and the ecstasy of the aged Simeon; it also records the 
prophecy that Christ will be a “sign of contradiction” for Israel and that a sword will 
pierce his mother's heart (cf Lk 2:34-35). Joy mixed with drama marks the fifth 
mystery, the finding of the twelve-year-old Jesus in the Temple. Here he appears in his 
divine wisdom as he listens and raises questions, already in effect one who “teaches”. 
The revelation of his mystery as the Son wholly dedicated to his Father's affairs 
proclaims the radical nature of the Gospel, in which even the closest of human 
relationships are challenged by the absolute demands of the Kingdom. Mary and 
Joseph, fearful and anxious, “did not understand” his words (Lk 2:50).

To meditate upon the “joyful” mysteries, then, is to enter into the ultimate causes 
and the deepest meaning of Christian joy. It is to focus on the realism of the mystery 
of the Incarnation and on the obscure foreshadowing of the mystery of the saving 
Passion. Mary leads us to discover the secret of Christian joy, reminding us that 
Christianity is, first and foremost, euangelion, “good news”, which has as its heart and 
its whole content the person of Jesus Christ, the Word made flesh, the one Saviour 
of the world.
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The Mysteries of Light

21. Moving on from the infancy and the hidden life in Nazareth to the public life of 
Jesus, our contemplation brings us to those mysteries which may be called in a 
special way “mysteries of light”. Certainly the whole mystery of Christ is a mystery 
of light. He is the “light of the world” (Jn 8:12). Yet this truth emerges in a special way 
during the years of his public life, when he proclaims the Gospel of the Kingdom. In 
proposing to the Christian community five significant moments – “luminous” 
mysteries – during this phase of Christ's life, I think that the following can be fittingly 
singled out: (1) his Baptism in the Jordan, (2) his self-manifestation at the wedding of 
Cana, (3) his proclamation of the Kingdom of God, with his call to conversion, (4) his 
Transfiguration, and finally, (5) his institution of the Eucharist, as the sacramental 
expression of the Paschal Mystery.

Each of these mysteries is a revelation of the Kingdom now present in the very 
person of Jesus. The Baptism in the Jordan is first of all a mystery of light. Here, as 
Christ descends into the waters, the innocent one who became “sin” for our sake 
(cf. 2Cor 5:21), the heavens open wide and the voice of the Father declares him the 
beloved Son (cf. Mt 3:17 and parallels), while the Spirit descends on him to invest 
him with the mission which he is to carry out. Another mystery of light is the first of 
the signs, given at Cana (cf. Jn 2:1- 12), when Christ changes water into wine and 
opens the hearts of the disciples to faith, thanks to the intervention of Mary, the first 
among believers. Another mystery of light is the preaching by which Jesus proclaims 
the coming of the Kingdom of God, calls to conversion (cf. Mk 1:15) and forgives the 
sins of all who draw near to him in humble trust (cf. Mk 2:3-13; Lk 7:47- 48): the 
inauguration of that ministry of mercy which he continues to exercise until the end 
of the world, particularly through the Sacrament of Reconciliation which he has 
entrusted to his Church (cf. Jn 20:22-23). The mystery of light par excellence is the 
Transfiguration, traditionally believed to have taken place on Mount Tabor. The glory 
of the Godhead shines forth from the face of Christ as the Father commands the 
astonished Apostles to “listen to him” (cf. Lk 9:35 and parallels) and to prepare to 
experience with him the agony of the Passion, so as to come with him to the joy of 
the Resurrection and a life transfigured by the Holy Spirit. A final mystery of light is 
the institution of the Eucharist, in which Christ offers his body and blood as food 
under the signs of bread and wine, and testifies “to the end” his love for humanity (Jn 
13:1), for whose salvation he will offer himself in sacrifice.

In these mysteries, apart from the miracle at Cana, the presence of Mary remains in 
the background. The Gospels make only the briefest reference to her occasional 
presence at one moment or other during the preaching of Jesus (cf. Mk 3:31-5; Jn 
2:12), and they give no indication that she was present at the Last Supper and the 
institution of the Eucharist. Yet the role she assumed at Cana in some way 
accompanies Christ throughout his ministry. The revelation made directly by the 
Father at the Baptism in the Jordan and echoed by John the Baptist is placed upon 
Mary's lips at Cana, and it becomes the great maternal counsel which Mary 
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addresses to the Church of every age: “Do whatever he tells you” (Jn 2:5). This 
counsel is a fitting introduction to the words and signs of Christ's public ministry 
and it forms the Marian foundation of all the “mysteries of light”.

Page  of 11 23



The Sorrowful Mysteries

22. The Gospels give great prominence to the sorrowful mysteries of Christ. From 
the beginning Christian piety, especially during the Lenten devotion of the Way of the 
Cross, has focused on the individual moments of the Passion, realizing that here is 
found the culmination of the revelation of God's love and the source of our 
salvation. The Rosary selects certain moments from the Passion, inviting the faithful 
to contemplate them in their hearts and to relive them. The sequence of meditations 
begins with Gethsemane, where Christ experiences a moment of great anguish 
before the will of the Father, against which the weakness of the flesh would be 
tempted to rebel. There Jesus encounters all the temptations and confronts all the 
sins of humanity, in order to say to the Father: “Not my will but yours be done” (Lk 
22:42 and parallels). This “Yes” of Christ reverses the “No” of our first parents in the 
Garden of Eden. And the cost of this faithfulness to the Father's will is made clear in 
the following mysteries; by his scourging, his crowning with thorns, his carrying the 
Cross and his death on the Cross, the Lord is cast into the most abject suffering: 
Ecce homo!

This abject suffering reveals not only the love of God but also the meaning of 
humanity.

Ecce homo: the meaning, origin and fulfilment of humanity is to be found in Christ, the 
God who humbles himself out of love “even unto death, death on a cross” (Phil 2:8). 
The sorrowful mysteries help the believer to relive the death of Jesus, to stand at the 
foot of the Cross beside Mary, to enter with her into the depths of God's love for 
man and to experience all its life-giving power.
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The Glorious Mysteries

23. “The contemplation of Christ's face cannot stop at the image of the Crucified 
One. He is the Risen One!”(29) The Rosary has always expressed this knowledge 
born of faith and invited the believer to pass beyond the darkness of the Passion in 
order to gaze upon Christ's glory in the Resurrection and Ascension. Contemplating 
the Risen One, Christians rediscover the reasons for their own faith (cf. 1Cor 15:14) 
and relive the joy not only of those to whom Christ appeared – the Apostles, Mary 
Magdalene and the disciples on the road to Emmaus – but also the joy of Mary, who 
must have had an equally intense experience of the new life of her glorified Son. In 
the Ascension, Christ was raised in glory to the right hand of the Father, while Mary 
herself would be raised to that same glory in the Assumption, enjoying beforehand, 
by a unique privilege, the destiny reserved for all the just at the resurrection of the 
dead. Crowned in glory – as she appears in the last glorious mystery – Mary shines 
forth as Queen of the Angels and Saints, the anticipation and the supreme realization 
of the eschatological state of the Church.

At the centre of this unfolding sequence of the glory of the Son and the Mother, the 
Rosary sets before us the third glorious mystery, Pentecost, which reveals the face of 
the Church as a family gathered together with Mary, enlivened by the powerful 
outpouring of the Spirit and ready for the mission of evangelization. The 
contemplation of this scene, like that of the other glorious mysteries, ought to lead 
the faithful to an ever greater appreciation of their new life in Christ, lived in the 
heart of the Church, a life of which the scene of Pentecost itself is the great “icon”. 
The glorious mysteries thus lead the faithful to greater hope for the eschatological 
goal towards which they journey as members of the pilgrim People of God in history. 
This can only impel them to bear courageous witness to that “good news” which 
gives meaning to their entire existence.
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From “mysteries” to the “Mystery”: Mary's way

24. The cycles of meditation proposed by the Holy Rosary are by no means 
exhaustive, but they do bring to mind what is essential and they awaken in the soul a 
thirst for a knowledge of Christ continually nourished by the pure source of the 
Gospel. Every individual event in the life of Christ, as narrated by the Evangelists, is 
resplendent with the Mystery that surpasses all understanding (cf. Eph 3:19): the 
Mystery of the Word made flesh, in whom “all the fullness of God dwells 
bodily” (Col 2:9). For this reason the Catechism of the Catholic Church places great 
emphasis on the mysteries of Christ, pointing out that “everything in the life of Jesus 
is a sign of his Mystery”.(30) The “duc in altum” of the Church of the third 
millennium will be determined by the ability of Christians to enter into the “perfect 
knowledge of God's mystery, of Christ, in whom are hidden all the treasures of 
wisdom and knowledge” (Col 2:2-3). The Letter to the Ephesians makes this 
heartfelt prayer for all the baptized: “May Christ dwell in your hearts through faith, 
so that you, being rooted and grounded in love, may have power... to know the love 
of Christ which surpasses knowledge, that you may be filled with all the fullness of 
God” (3:17-19). 

The Rosary is at the service of this ideal; it offers the “secret” which leads easily to a 
profound and inward knowledge of Christ. We might call it Mary's way. It is the 
way of the example of the Virgin of Nazareth, a woman of faith, of silence, of 
attentive listening. It is also the way of a Marian devotion inspired by knowledge of 
the inseparable bond between Christ and his Blessed Mother: the mysteries of 
Christ are also in some sense the mysteries of his Mother, even when they do not 
involve her directly, for she lives from him and through him. By making our own the 
words of the Angel Gabriel and Saint Elizabeth contained in the Hail Mary, we find 
ourselves constantly drawn to seek out afresh in Mary, in her arms and in her heart, 
the “blessed fruit of her womb” (cf Lk 1:42). 
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Mystery of Christ, mystery of humanity

25. In my testimony of 1978 mentioned above, where I described the Rosary as my 
favourite prayer, I used an idea to which I would like to return. I said then that “the 
simple prayer of the Rosary marks the rhythm of human life”.(31)

In the light of what has been said so far on the mysteries of Christ, it is not difficult 
to go deeper into this anthropological significance of the Rosary, which is far deeper 
than may appear at first sight. Anyone who contemplates Christ through the various 
stages of his life cannot fail to perceive in him the truth about humanity. This is the 
great affirmation of the Second Vatican Council which I have so often discussed in my 
own teaching since the Encyclical Letter Redemptor Hominis: “it is only in the mystery 
of the Word made flesh that the mystery of humanity is seen in its true light”.(32) 
The Rosary helps to open up the way to this light. Following in the path of Christ, in 
whom humanity’s path is “recapitulated”,(33) revealed and redeemed, believers come 
face to face with the image of the true man. Contemplating Christ's birth, they learn 
of the sanctity of life; seeing the household of Nazareth, they learn the original truth 
of the family according to God's plan; listening to the Master in the mysteries of his 
public ministry, they find the light which leads them to enter the Kingdom of God; 
and following him on the way to Calvary, they learn the meaning of salvific suffering. 
Finally, contemplating Christ and his Blessed Mother in glory, they see the goal 
towards which each of us is called, if we allow ourselves to be healed and 
transformed by the Holy Spirit. It could be said that each mystery of the Rosary, 
carefully meditated, sheds light on the mystery of humanity. 

At the same time, it becomes natural to bring to this encounter with the sacred 
humanity of the Redeemer all the problems, anxieties, labours and endeavours which 
go to make up our lives. “Cast your burden on the Lord and he will sustain you” (Ps 
55:23). To pray the Rosary is to hand over our burdens to the 
merciful hearts of Christ and his Mother.
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CHAPTER III

“FOR ME, TO LIVE IS CHRIST”

The Rosary, a way of assimilating the mystery

26. Meditation on the mysteries of Christ is proposed in the Rosary by means of a 
method designed to assist in their assimilation. It is a method based on repetition. 
This applies above all to the Hail Mary, repeated ten times in each mystery. If this 
repetition is considered superficially, there could be a temptation to see the Rosary 
as a dry and boring exercise. It is quite another thing, however, when the Rosary is 
thought of as an outpouring of that love which tirelessly returns to the person loved 
with expressions similar in their content but ever fresh in terms of the feeling 
pervading them.

…

One thing is clear: although the repeated Hail Mary is addressed directly to Mary, it 
is to Jesus that the act of love is ultimately directed, with her and 
through her. The repetition is nourished by the desire to be conformed ever more 
completely to Christ, the true programme of the Christian life. Saint Paul expressed 
this project with words of fire: “For me to live is Christ and to die is gain” (Phil 1:21). 
And again: “It is no longer I that live, but Christ lives in me” (Gal 2:20). The Rosary 
helps us to be conformed ever more closely to Christ until we 
attain true holiness.
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Announcing each mystery

29. Announcing each mystery, and perhaps even using a suitable icon to portray it, is 
as it were to open up a scenario on which to focus our attention. The words direct 
the imagination and the mind towards a particular episode or moment in the life of 
Christ. In the Church's traditional spirituality, the veneration of icons and the many 
devotions appealing to the senses, as well as the method of prayer proposed by Saint 
Ignatius of Loyola in the Spiritual Exercises, make use of visual and imaginative 
elements (the compositio loci), judged to be of great help in concentrating the mind 
on the particular mystery. This is a methodology, moreover, which corresponds to 
the inner logic of the Incarnation: in Jesus, God wanted to take on human features. It 
is through his bodily reality that we are led into contact with the 
mystery of his divinity.

Listening to the word of God

30. In order to supply a Biblical foundation and greater depth to our meditation, it is 
helpful to follow the announcement of the mystery with the proclamation of a 
related Biblical passage, long or short, depending on the circumstances. No other 
words can ever match the efficacy of the inspired word. As we listen, 
we are certain that this is the word of God, spoken for today and spoken “for me”.

Silence

31. Listening and meditation are nourished by silence. After the 
announcement of the mystery and the proclamation of the word, it is fitting to pause 
and focus one's attention for a suitable period of time on the mystery concerned, 
before moving into vocal prayer. A discovery of the importance of silence is one of 
the secrets of practicing contemplation and meditation. One drawback of a society 
dominated by technology and the mass media is the fact that silence becomes 
increasingly difficult to achieve. Just as moments of silence are recommended in the 
Liturgy, so too in the recitation of the Rosary it is fitting to pause briefly 
after listening to the word of God, while the mind focuses on the 
content of a particular mystery.
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The “Our Father”

32. After listening to the word and focusing on the mystery, it is natural for the mind 
to be lifted up towards the Father. In each of his mysteries, Jesus always leads 
us to the Father, for as he rests in the Father's bosom (cf. Jn 1:18) he is 
continually turned towards him. He wants us to share in his intimacy with the Father, 
so that we can say with him: “Abba, Father” (Rom 8:15; Gal 4:6). By virtue of his 
relationship to the Father he makes us brothers and sisters of himself and of one 
another, communicating to us the Spirit which is both his and the Father's. Acting as a 
kind of foundation for the Christological and Marian meditation which unfolds in the 
repetition of the Hail Mary, the Our Father makes meditation upon the 
mystery, even when carried out in solitude, an ecclesial experience.

The ten “Hail Marys”

33. This is the most substantial element in the Rosary and also the one which makes 
it a Marian prayer par excellence. Yet when the Hail Mary is properly understood, we 
come to see clearly that its Marian character is not opposed to its Christological 
character, but that it actually emphasizes and increases it. The first part of the Hail 
Mary, drawn from the words spoken to Mary by the Angel Gabriel and by Saint 
Elizabeth, is a contemplation in adoration of the mystery accomplished in the Virgin 
of Nazareth. These words express, so to speak, the wonder of heaven and earth; they 
could be said to give us a glimpse of God's own wonderment as he contemplates his 
“masterpiece” – the Incarnation of the Son in the womb of the Virgin Mary. If we 
recall how, in the Book of Genesis, God “saw all that he had made” (Gen 1:31), we 
can find here an echo of that “pathos with which God, at the dawn of creation, 
looked upon the work of his hands”.(36) The repetition of the Hail Mary in the 
Rosary gives us a share in God's own wonder and pleasure: in jubilant amazement 
we acknowledge the greatest miracle of history. Mary's prophecy here finds its 
fulfilment: “Henceforth all generations will call me blessed” (Lk 1:48). 

The centre of gravity in the Hail Mary, the hinge as it were which 
joins its two parts, is the name of Jesus. Sometimes, in hurried recitation, 
this centre of gravity can be overlooked, and with it the connection to the mystery 
of Christ being contemplated. Yet it is precisely the emphasis given to the name of 
Jesus and to his mystery that is the sign of a meaningful and fruitful recitation of the 
Rosary. Pope Paul VI drew attention, in his Apostolic Exhortation Marialis Cultus, to 
the custom in certain regions of highlighting the name of Christ by the addition of a 
clause referring to the mystery being contemplated.(37) This is a praiseworthy 
custom, especially during public recitation. It gives forceful expression to our faith in 
Christ, directed to the different moments of the Redeemer's life. It is at once a 
profession of faith and an aid in concentrating our meditation, since it facilitates the 
process of assimilation to the mystery of Christ inherent in the repetition of the Hail 
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Mary. When we repeat the name of Jesus – the only name given to us by which we 
may hope for salvation (cf. Acts 4:12) – in close association with the name of his 
Blessed Mother, almost as if it were done at her suggestion, we set out on a path of 
assimilation meant to help us enter more deeply into the life of Christ. 
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The Rosary beads

36. The traditional aid used for the recitation of the Rosary is the set of beads. At the 
most superficial level, the beads often become a simple counting mechanism to mark 
the succession of Hail Marys. Yet they can also take on a symbolism which can give 
added depth to contemplation. 

Here the first thing to note is the way the beads converge upon the 
Crucifix, which both opens and closes the unfolding sequence of prayer. The life 
and prayer of believers is centred upon Christ. Everything begins from him, 
everything leads towards him, everything, through him, in the Holy Spirit, attains to 
the Father.

As a counting mechanism, marking the progress of the prayer, the beads evoke the 
unending path of contemplation and of Christian perfection. Blessed Bartolo Longo 
saw them also as a “chain” which links us to God. A chain, yes, but a sweet chain; for 
sweet indeed is the bond to God who is also our Father. A “filial” chain which puts 
us in tune with Mary, the “handmaid of the Lord” (Lk 1:38) and, most of all, with 
Christ himself, who, though he was in the form of God, made himself a “servant” out 
of love for us (Phil 2:7).

A fine way to expand the symbolism of the beads is to let them remind us of our 
many relationships, of the bond of communion and fraternity which 
unites us all in Christ.

Page  of 20 23



(1) Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World Gaudium et Spes, 45.

(2) Pope Paul VI, Apostolic Exhortation Marialis Cultus (2 February 1974), 42: AAS 66 
(1974), 153.

(3) Cf. Acta Leonis XIII, 3 (1884), 280-289. 

(4) Particularly worthy of note is his Apostolic Epistle on the Rosary Il religioso 
convegno (29 September 1961): AAS 53 (1961), 641-647.

(5) Angelus: Insegnamenti di Giovanni Paolo II, I (1978): 75-76.

(6) AAS 93 (2001), 285.

(7) During the years of preparation for the Council, Pope John XXIII did not fail to 
encourage the Christian community to recite the Rosary for the success of this 
ecclesial event: cf. Letter to the Cardinal Vicar (28 September 1960): AAS 52 (1960), 
814-816.

(8) Dogmatic Constitution on the Church Lumen Gentium, 66.

(9) No. 32: AAS 93 (2001), 288.

(10) Ibid., 33: loc. cit., 289.

(11) It is well-known and bears repeating that private revelations are not the same as 
public revelation, which is binding on the whole Church. It is the task of the 
Magisterium to discern and recognize the authenticity and value of private 
revelations for the piety of the faithful.

(12) The Secret of the Rosary.

(13) Blessed Bartolo Longo, Storia del Santuario di Pompei, Pompei, 1990, 59.

(14) Apostolic Exhortation Marialis Cultus (2 February 1974), 47: AAS (1974), 156.

(15) Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy Sacrosanctum Concilium, 10.

(16) Ibid., 12.

(17) Second Vatican Ecumenical Council, Dogmatic Constitution on the Church 
Lumen Gentium, 58.

(18) I Quindici Sabati del Santissimo Rosario, 27th ed., Pompei, 1916, 27.

Page  of 21 23



(19) Second Vatican Ecumenical Council, Dogmatic Constitution on the Church 
Lumen Gentium, 53.

(20) Ibid., 60.

(21) Cf. First Radio Address Urbi et Orbi (17 October 1978): AAS 70 (1978), 927.

(22) Treatise on True Devotion to the Blessed Virgin Mary.

(23) Catechism of the Catholic Church, 2679.

(24) Ibid., 2675.

(25) The Supplication to the Queen of the Holy Rosary was composed by Blessed 
Bartolo Longo in 1883 in response to the appeal of Pope Leo XIII, made in his first 
Encyclical on the Rosary, for the spiritual commitment of all Catholics in combating 
social ills. It is solemnly recited twice yearly, in May and October.

(26) Divina Commedia, Paradiso XXXIII, 13-15.

(27) John Paul II, Apostolic Letter Novo Millennio Ineunte (6 January 2001), 20: AAS 
93 (2001), 279.

(28) Apostolic Exhortation Marialis Cultus (2 February 1974), 46: AAS 6 (1974), 155.

(29) John Paul II, Apostolic Letter Novo Millennio Ineunte (6 January 2001), 28: AAS 
93 (2001), 284.

(30) No. 515.

(31) Angelus Message of 29 October 1978 : Insegnamenti, I (1978), 76.

(32) Second Vatican Ecumenical Council, Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the 
Modern World Gaudium et Spes, 22.

(33) Cf. Saint Irenaeus of Lyons, Adversus Haereses, III, 18, 1: PG 7, 932.

(34) Catechism of the Catholic Church, 2616.

(35) Cf. No. 33: AAS 93 (2001), 289.

(36) John Paul II, Letter to Artists (4 April 1999), 1: AAS 91 (1999), 1155.

Page  of 22 23



(37) Cf. No. 46: AAS 66 (1974), 155. This custom has also been recently praised by 
the Congregation for Divine Worship and for the Discipline of the Sacraments in its 
Direttorio su pietà popolare e liturgia. Principi e orientamenti (17 December 2001), 
201, Vatican City, 2002, 165.

(38) “...concede, quaesumus, ut haec mysteria sacratissimo beatae Mariae Virginis 
Rosario recolentes, et imitemur quod continent, et quod promittunt assequamur”. 
Missale Romanum 1960, in festo B.M. Virginis a Rosario.

(39) Cf. No. 34: AAS 93 (2001), 290.

 

Copyright © Libreria Editrice Vaticana

 

Page  of 23 23


