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INTRODUCTION 
 

Many people will remember the 1960s, the years of strikes 
and demonstrations. Some teenagers at an East End school 
in London decided to follow the example of their elders by 
demonstrating in Trafalgar Square on behalf of one of their 
teachers who had been dismissed because he had published 
some of their poems without the permission of the school 
managers. I am not sure of the result of that demonstration, 
but one of the verses of one of their poems went like this: 
 
 

 My classroom is dim and dull, 
My teacher sits there, thinking; 

She’s so dim and dull 
That she just sits there, thinking. 

The world is dim and dull: 
My life is not worth living. 

 
 

How tragic these words are, and yet how prevalent that 
attitude is even today! But let that teenager meet up with a 
young girl who loves him. The whole of his life will be 
changed because he is loved. It is not a case of his loving her 
– in his state of mind he does not know what love is, and is 
incapable of loving. It is a matter of his being loved and cared 
for by someone. Gradually he will be changed and will be able 
to love. That is, of course, the way love works. Babies learn to 
love from their parents and especially from their mothers. 
 
If this is true of human love, it is still more true of Divine 
love. So often we speak and think of our love for God, but 
what is much more important in our spiritual lives is God’s 
love for us. You will remember the words of St. John in his 
first Letter:  
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this is the love I mean: not our love for God, but 
God’s love for us when he sent his Son to be the 
sacrifice that takes our sins away. (1 John 4:10) 

 
It was their understanding of God’s love for them which led 
the saints to grow in their love for God. That love of God for 
them and for each one of us is personal, unconditional, and 
unchanging; it is a Merciful love and envelops us at every 
moment of the day and night; it is a love which leads us to 
undying joy and to intimate union with him. 
 
At this stage you might be wondering what all this has to do 
with the rosary; in fact it has everything to do with it and, 
without an understanding of it, the rosary will seem to be just 
a babbling of words and thoughts. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
PRAYER 

 
A WORD ON PRAYER 
 
The Penny Catechism speaks of prayer as the raising of the 
heart and mind to God. St. Teresa of Jesus describes prayer 
as an intimate conversation (sharing) with the One by whom 
we know we are loved, while St. Thérèse of Lisieux tells us:  
 

For me prayer is an aspiration of the heart; it is a 
simple glance directed towards heaven; it is a cry of 
gratitude and love in the midst of trial as well as in 
joy; finally it is something great, supernatural, 
which expands my soul and unites me to Jesus. 
 
[Story of a Soul, p. 242]. 

 
Prayer is simply being glad to be with God, with the One by 
whom we know we are loved, the One who loves us with an 
unconditional Love and who dwells within us.  

 
WHY IS PRAYER SO IMPORTANT? 
 
Prayer is not an end in itself. The Penny Catechism gives us 
the clue as to why God made us: He made us to know, love 
and serve him in this life and to be happy with him for ever in 
the next. Joseph Chalmers, O.Carm., the Prior General of the 
Carmelites re-echoes this:  
 

Each one of us by reason of our baptism has been 
called to be the intimate friends of God. This is not 
something reserved for the great saints. It is for 
everyone. The daffodil bulb that is planted in the 
ground is intended to become a daffodil. If it does 
not, there is something wrong. It is perfectly natural 



Hugh Clarke, O. Carm. 

 

 

for the bulb to grow into a beautiful daffodil. Just so, 
it is perfectly natural for us to grow in our 
relationship with God until we become intimate 
friends. 
 
[Mary the Contemplative, p. 54]. 
 

Prayer is a means to arrive at union with God, our eternal 
destiny. The essence of prayer is love; love of God and of our 
neighbour. Just as God is Love, so also we are called to be 
love in the heart of the Church. Of course, prayer and daily 
living are inseparable; each of them has to be lived under the 
power and inspiration of the Holy Spirit. 
 
THE 5 S-s 

 
I would suggest five practical points as a basis for prayer…  
 
1. Start well 
 
We cannot put ourselves in the Presence of God, but it is 
vitally important to become aware that he is with us NOW.  
We need to remind ourselves that at least for this period of 
time we are going to try to be aware of his presence. Why is it 
important? Because we are going to have wandering 
thoughts, to have distractions. When St. Teresa of Jesus 
complained to the Lord of her wandering thoughts, Jesus 
replied: “Don’t worry; you will always have them!” [Collected 
Works of St. Teresa of Avila, p. 341]. So it is not surprising 
that we have them also. Again don’t worry, for we have begun 
our prayer with the intention of being with God; as soon as 
we realise that our thoughts are wandering – I am not, of 
course, speaking of deliberate thoughts – we bring our minds 
back to God and that in itself is an act of love, and that is all 
God wants – our Love. 
 
We can remember that St. Thérèse of Lisieux often speaks of 
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how distracted she was at prayer and how on many occasions 
she fell asleep during prayer time, even after receiving Holy 
Communion and during the rosary. But she never worried 
about this because she had the loving intention of being with 
Jesus who knew her weakness and littleness. 
 
2. Be Simple 
 
God wants our love and not our wonderful thoughts or the 
wonderful prayers and thoughts of others. We go to him as 
we are now, just glad to be with him. He is our loving and 
merciful Father, Abba, and like St. Thérèse we simply throw 
ourselves into his arms with utter trust and love. 
 
3. Be Sincere 
 
There is no point in not being sincere with God, in not 
meaning what we say or think, for he knows even our most 
secret thoughts. But to be sincere, to mean what we say or 
think, is not to feel what we say or think! We cannot always 
control our feelings or emotions, although of course these are 
important in our lives.  As St. Thérèse tells us, prayer is a cry 
of gratitude and love in the midst of trial as well as in joy. At 
times we may not feel like being glad or rejoicing, but we can 
still rejoice in the Lord for he is good and loves us; 
alternatively we may be feeling fine and yet pray Out of the 
depths I cry to you, O Lord, on behalf of so many people who 
are in trouble. 
 
4. Be Silent 
 
As we grow in human friendship, so we do not find it 
necessary to keep on talking with our friends; we are simply 
glad to be with them in silence. The same is true of divine 
friendship. The story is told of St. John Mary Vianney, the 
holy Curé of Ars in France, that he noticed an old farmer who 
day by day sat at the back of the Church, apparently doing 
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nothing. Being curious as well as being a saint, St. John 
Vianney one day asked him what he was doing. The old 
farmer replied: Well, I look at him and he looks at me, and 
we’re happy together. That is perfect prayer, just to be happy 
with God. 
 
5. Don’t Stop 
 
In other words never give up praying. Persevere no matter 
how you feel. At times it will seem like an utter waste of time 
and you will be tempted to give up. But in giving time to God, 
you are giving yourself to God in love and that is all he wants 
– you and your love. 
 
A parable may be of use at this point. There were two frogs, 
Tom and Mary, living happily in a farm yard. One day they 
both jumped into a bucket of milk which had been left 
standing near the cow shed. They kept on paddling away, 
trying to jump out, but all in vain. At last Tom (or it might be 
Mary!) could go on no longer; he/she gave up paddling and 
drowned in the bucket of milk. But Mary (or it might be Tom) 
was made of sterner stuff; she/he went on paddling away. 
Suddenly she/he found her/himself standing on a solid block 
of butter – the result of all the paddling – and so was able to 
use that block of butter to jump out of the bucket. So keep on 
paddling away, keep on persevering, never give up prayer! 
 
CONTEMPLATIVE PRAYER 
 
Over the years there have been very many descriptions of 
contemplation and of contemplative prayer. In many peoples’ 
minds it is regarded as an extraordinary way of life, 
consisting of visions, levitations, apparitions and spiritual 
locutions. Pope John Paul in his letter on the rosary speaks 
of it as contemplating the beauty of the Face of Christ, as 
gazing on the Face of Christ under the inspiration of the Holy 
Spirit, in other words, with the eyes of God, with faith. 
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MARY - MODEL OF CONTEMPLATION 
 
The Pope writes: 
 

The contemplation of Christ has an incomparable 
model in Mary, in a unique way the face of her Son 
belongs to Mary….No one has ever devoted himself 
to the contemplation of the face of Christ as 
faithfully as Mary… 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 (Luke 2:48). It 
would always be a penetrating gaze, one capable of 
deeply understanding Jesus… at other times it 
would be a look of sorrow, especially beneath the 
Cross, where her vision would still be that of a 
mother, for Mary not only shared the passion and 
death of her Son, but also received the new son 
given to her in the beloved disciple (John 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 Holy Spirit (Acts 1:14). 
 
[Rosarium Virginis Mariae, n. 10]. 

 
In our contemplation of the face of Christ and our meditation 
on his life in the company of his Mother, we, like Mary, grow 
in our knowledge and love of him. We desire to become like 
him and we entrust ourselves in a special way to the 
maternal care of the Blessed Virgin. She helps to train and 
mould us with the same care as she lavished on her Son 
during his life on earth. 
 
As we ponder on the mysteries of the rosary, Mary is with us 
in offering prayer and love to her Son. 
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LECTIO DIVINA 
 

The whole plan of the Christian life is to be conformed to 
Christ: Life to me, of course, is Christ (Philippians 1:21). 
Despite the fact that the repeated use of the Hail Mary is 
directed to Mary, it is to Jesus that our love is ultimately 
directed with her and through her. The rosary, by our 
meditation on the mysteries, helps us to become more like to 
Christ until we attain true holiness. 

 
In recent years the ancient tradition of Lectio Divina or the 
sacred reading of the Scriptures has again been recognised as 
a way of growing in our relationship with God. In some ways 
the rosary is a form of this Lectio Divina. At times it is good to 
announce the rosary mystery at the beginning of each 
mystery and even to read the account in the Gospel. As we 
listen to the Word of God we are certain that it is the Word of 
God spoken to us today. 

 
What do we mean by Lectio Divina? In the 12th century many 
young people were joining religious life, anxious to come 
closer to God. A Carthusian monk, Guigo II, wrote about the 
four steps of reading, meditation, prayer and 
contemplation; these four steps of Lectio Divina were never 
intended to be hard and fast definitions. They were never just 
a way of prayer; it was, and is, a way of life. They flow in and 
out of each other and form a seamless whole. In other words 
it is not a matter of first reading the Scriptures, then of 
meditating or reflecting on that passage, then of praying 
about it, and finally receiving the gift of contemplation!  

 
If we really want to become holy, in other words, to know and 
love God, to be united with him in deep friendship, then 
under the guidance of the Holy Spirit we must first come to 
know him. The rosary can help us here. As we recite the 
mysteries of the rosary, we gradually ponder on those events 
of the life of Jesus and Mary and thus come to see how we 
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can imitate them in our daily lives; that is reading and 
meditation. We will be led to love them and see how we need 
to change our attitudes and our way of living. We will speak 
to them in prayer and be glad to be with them in silence 
throughout the day. It is then that God takes over. 
Contemplation begins when we entrust ourselves to God in 
whatever way he may choose to come to us; he comes to us to 
change or transform our lives so that we may be glad just to 
be with him. Under his guidance we enjoy the ever-loving 
presence of his overpowering love. We no longer think only of 
ourselves, but see his presence at all times and places. Of 
course this transformation does not come suddenly; the 
chances are that we may not become aware of it; it may even 
seem that there is no change in us and we may be tempted to 
give it all up as a waste of time. But do persevere; that is the 
time when Jesus seems far away, but, as has been said 
truthfully, when he seems most absent this is the time when 
he is closest to us. 

 
If we wanted to use Lectio Divina in a group what steps might 
we follow? 
 
The most important thing is to pray with faith in Jesus 
Christ and under the guidance of the Holy Spirit 
 
There are many methods of Lectio Divina - this is simply one 
suggested way. 
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(1)  An opening prayer to invoke the Holy Spirit 
 
(2)  Attentively read the text from the Scripture, and then 

allow a period of silence to let the text penetrate our 
minds and hearts. Then re-read the text. 

 
(3)  Ask what the text itself says. Spend another moment 
 in silence, and then share your thoughts if you wish. 
 
(4)  Ask yourself what the text says to us today? How do 
 we see it in relation to other readings? Share your 
 insights if you wish. 
 
(5)  Re-read the text again with great attention. In silence 
 pray about what the text means to you. Share this, if 
 you like, in the form of vocal prayer. 
 
(6)  Ponder on how you can live this text in the week 
 ahead. Choose a word or phrase which enshrines the 
 meaning of the text. Share this with others. 
 
(7)  Pray an appropriate Psalm. 
 
Do note that sharing is not of the essence of this group Lectio 
Divina. No one should feel that they must say something. The 
essence is being with God as we reflect on the passage 
chosen. 
 
Essentially, through Lectio Divina, we will begin to listen to 
the Word of God; it will come back to us during the day and 
will bring with it other ideas from God. A regular practice of 
this Lectio, even for as little as five or ten minutes a day, 
makes us attentive to God’s messages of love and will fill our 
hearts with an unexpected joy as we awaken to the Guest 
within us. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
THE ROSARY 

 
THE COMPENDIUM OF THE GOSPEL 
 
Way back in 1946, Pope Pius XII described the rosary as “the 
Compendium of the whole Gospel”. This was re-echoed by 
Pope Paul VI in his Apostolic Letter, To Honour Mary. More 
recently still Pope John Paul II in his Apostolic Letter of 2002 
has stressed the evangelical and Christo-centric character of 
the rosary. The 15 mysteries of the rosary contain, as it were, 
15 stills from the life of Christ on which we are asked to focus 
our attention; here we have 15 magnificent tableaux put 
before us on which we reflect as we allow the rosary beads to 
slip through our fingers. What in fact we are doing is what 
Mary did as recounted in the Gospel; she treasured all these 
things and pondered them in her heart (Luke 2:19 & 51). 
Surely this ‘treasuring’ applied not only to these two events, 
but to all the events – mysteries – of the life of Jesus; she 
pondered on them, prayed about them and delved ever more 
deeply into their meaning. That is just what we do as we 
reflect on the events recorded in the rosary. 
 
THE YEAR OF THE ROSARY 
October 2002 - October 2003 
 
Pope John Paul II writes… 
 

In continuity with my reflection in the Apostolic 
Letter, “At the beginning of the New Millennium”, in 
which, after the experience of the Jubilee, I invited 
the people of God to ‘start afresh from Christ’, I have 
felt drawn to offer a reflection on the rosary as a 
kind of Marian complement to that Letter and an 
exhortation to contemplate the face of Christ in union 
with, and at the school of his most holy Mother. To 
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recite the rosary is nothing other than to contemplate 
with Mary the face of Christ. As a way of 
highlighting this invitation, prompted by the 
forthcoming 120th Anniversary of the Encyclical of 
Leo XIII, I desire that during the course of this year 
the rosary should be especially emphasised and 
promoted in the various Christian communities. I 
therefore proclaim the year from October 2002 to 
October 2003 the Year of the Rosary 
 
I leave this pastoral proposal to the initiative of each 
ecclesial community. It is not my intention to 
encumber but rather to complete and consolidate 
pastoral programmes of the particular Churches. I 
am confident that the proposal will find a ready and 
generous reception. The rosary, reclaimed in its full 
meaning, goes to the very heart of Christian life; it 
offers a familiar yet fruitful spiritual and educational 
opportunity for personal contemplation, the 
formation of the People of God, and the new 
evangelisation. I am pleased to reaffirm this also in 
the joyful remembrance of another anniversary, the 
fortieth anniversary of the opening of the Second 
Ecumenical Council on October 11, 1962, the ‘great 
grace’ disposed by the Spirit of God for the Church 
in our time. 
 
[Rosarium Virginis Mariae, n. 3]. 
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MEMORIES 
 
Most of us have happy memories of being in a group of 
friends or of our family who have not met for many years. The 
conversation ranges over the events of those years when we 
last met… 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
  
And so on. We relive such moments of happiness or of 
sadness, sometimes relapsing into silence as these memories 
become vivid again. 
  
That is what happens when we say the rosary with Mary. 
Mary lived with her eyes fixed on Christ, treasuring his every 
word: she treasured all these things and pondered them in her 
heart (Luke 2:19 & 51). The memories of Jesus, impressed on 
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 will recite 
uninterruptedly throughout her earthly life. 
 
 

How did that conversation go? 

Do you remember the time when we 
were so happy at …..? 

Do you remember old so and so…….? 

Wasn’t it sad when we learnt of the death of our dear friend…..? 

Do you remember that lovely 

holiday we spent in France …..? 



Hugh Clarke, O. Carm. 

 

 

As the Pope observes: 
 

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. 
 
[Rosarium Virginis Mariae, n. 11]. 

 
Glad to be in the company of Jesus and Mary, either alone or 
in a group, we start well to say the rosary as we remember 
what we are about to do, namely, reflect in their company on 
the events in the life of Jesus (‘mystery’ = event). We relive 
these events in their company, praising God for his Love and 
Mercy, thanking him for his blessings, saddened at times by 
the sufferings of Jesus and Mary. Very often as the beads slip 
through our fingers, we are just glad to be with them. At 
times our thoughts will wander and we come to the end of 
one of the mysteries realising that our thoughts have been far 
away. It doesn’t matter for we have stayed with Jesus and 
Mary, and we start again with love in our hearts. Sometimes 
we can imagine that we are walking with Our Lady, or that 
she is at our side, and we reflect with her on these mysteries. 
What is important is that we spend this time with Jesus and 
Mary, glad to be with them. 
  
The rosary is a prayer which is simple and sincere, which 
lends itself to silent meditation on the life and mission of 
Jesus. It is a prayer which has led very many people to the 
heights of holiness and continues to do so. It is a prayer 
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which enables us to remain constantly in the presence of God 
and brings us closer to him. In this way we consecrate the 
whole of our life to him and penetrate more deeply into the 
mysteries of our salvation. 
  
In 1887 when she was just 14 years old, Thérèse Martin (later 
St. Thérèse of Lisieux) wrote in an essay about the rosary: 
 

Through the rosary we can obtain everything. It can 
be gracefully compared to a long chain joining 
heaven and earth; one end is in our hands and the 
other in the hands of the Blessed Virgin. As long as 
the rosary is recited, God cannot forsake the world, 
for this prayer is powerful over his Heart. It is like 
the leaven that can regenerate the earth. The sweet 
Queen of heaven cannot forget her children who 
unceasingly recite her praises. The rosary rises like 
incense to the foot of the Almighty’s throne. Mary 
sends it back like a bountiful dew which comes to 
give new life to our hearts. 

 
 [Fr. Stephanie-Joseph Piat, OFM, Our Lady of the 

 Smile and St. Thérèse of the Child Jesus (London: 
M. H. Gill & Son Ltd., 1953), quoted in Christine 
Frost, St. Thérèse of Lisieux — Child of Mary, 
(Thérèsian Study Series, No. 2, 1986), p. 22.] 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


