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Introduction

WHILE visiting Greccio in Italy where St. Francis of
Assisi created the first Christmas crèche, I saw

something carved over an ancient wooden doorway that
said: “If the heart does not pray, then the tongue labors in
vain.”

I was taken with this statement as soon as I read it. I
think it can be applied to many contexts. I will avoid the
preacher’s temptation to sermonize here and simply
apply this bit of wisdom to the Rosary. “If the heart does
not pray, then the tongue labors in vain.” The Rosary is
prayer, not the mechanical repetition of words. Prayer
comes from the heart and is essentially adoration of God. 

At the behest of our Holy Father, Pope John Paul II,
we are celebrating the year of the Rosary. In his Apostolic
Letter, Rosarium Virginis Mariae, Pope John Paul com-
mends the Rosary to us as a form of contemplative prayer.
In praying the Rosary he says we can contemplate with
Mary the face of Christ. The Holy Father emphasizes that
the Rosary is prayer; it is not simply the repetition of
words. It is prayer that is based on Christ and on the
Gospels.

Pope John Paul uses some truly memorable phrases
that form the background to his teaching on the Rosary.
The first is the directive Jesus gave to Peter at the shores of
Lake Tiberias: “Put out into the deep” (Luke 5: 4). Peter was
a fisherman. He knew the joys and the frustrations of his
trade. He was learning to be an apostle and Jesus used
what was familiar to him to get his attention. Peter put out
into the deep and caught a great number of fish. In the
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12 Introduction

Church and the world today people of faith need to put
out into the deep. We need to plunge ourselves into prayer
and action in praise of God and in spreading God’s Good
News. 

In beginning a new millennium of Christianity and
ending a great Jubilee Year, John Paul was enthusiastic:
“Duc in altum (Put out into the deep)! These words ring out
for us today and they invite us to remember the past with grati-
tude, to live the present with enthusiasm and to look forward to
the future with confidence: ‘Jesus Christ is the same yesterday
and today and forever’,” (Hebrews 13: 8).—Novo Millennio
Ineunte.

It is in this spirit of gratitude, enthusiasm, and confi-
dence that I begin these modest reflections upon the
Mysteries of the Rosary. I begin with gratitude because the
gifts of faith, family, and priesthood have formed my life
in so much richness, more than money or possessions
could ever provide. The older I get the more grateful I am
for the people who have enriched my life, both living and
deceased. Jesus Christ and His gospel way of life mean
more to me now than ever before. I am grateful beyond
words for the gift of faith and the gift of the Eucharist.

I begin with enthusiasm because I think that these
extraordinary times in our Church and our world call for
extraordinary responses. I do not claim to possess enthu-
siasm. Rather, I beg God for the gift of enthusiasm. I
remain happy as a priest even though I think it is harder
to be a priest now than ever before. The recent scandals in
the Church are part of this difficulty. But there are other
challenges that have been increasing in recent years.
Families are under greater pressure. In many families both
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parents are working. In some families one parent has sole
responsibility for the family. The struggling economy, the
crushing pace of modern life, the superficial narcissistic
values of the culture, and the perceived irrelevance of the
Church as an institution are further factors we face in try-
ing to speak of God today. It is harder to get people’s atten-
tion and to get them to give over their precious gift of time.
They claim to be spiritual but not religious. This, in my
opinion, leaves them rootless and wandering. Deeper
prayer and an intense focus on Christ nourish my enthu-
siasm to win them over to Christ and to the Eucharist.

I begin with confidence because I truly believe that
Jesus Christ is with us and will not abandon us. When I
start worrying, I find much to worry about. I can worry
about the changing habits of faith where many do not
come to Mass on Sundays and some who do come do not
come every week. I can worry about the Church, which
has been suspect as an institution ever since institutions
became suspect with Watergate and Vietnam and which is
in crisis at the present time. I can worry about retirement,
which seems less likely as the median age of priests rises.
But all this worrying does me no good whatever because
worrying distracts me from Christ and Christ is my confi-
dence and my hope.

The other memorable phrase I wish to recall as we
begin to look at the Rosary comes again from John Paul II.
He says that the Rosary “is a prayer of significance, destined
to bring forth a harvest of holiness” (Rosarium Virginis Mariae).
In the Church’s rendezvous with springtime, a harvest of
holiness is exactly what is called for at the present time.
The Rosary, whether prayed alone or in community, is a
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contemplative prayer. Now, as soon as I say the Rosary is
a contemplative prayer, I run the danger of losing readers
who may immediately conclude that the Rosary is not
meant for them because they are not contemplative. But
contemplation is not limited to the monks in the
monastery or the sisters in the cloister. Contemplation is
the goal of all prayer and is, therefore, the way of prayer
for all Christians. 

To contemplate means to view or consider with con-
tinued attention, to gaze upon, to ponder. Contemplation
simply means seeing what really is, appreciating reality
not for what is obvious in our daily life but for what is hid-
den in the mystery of the presence and the love of Jesus in
our fragile and passing world. Every one of us is called to
contemplation. There are many paths of contemplation.
The Rosary is one of them and a very good one. Centering
Prayer (reverently repeating a sacred name for God), the
Jesus Prayer (“Lord Jesus Christ, Son of the Living God, have
mercy on me, a sinner.”), the spiritual exercises of St.
Ignatius, and the use of Scripture in prayer are other
worthwhile paths of contemplation. Each in themselves
and all of these taken together are a harvest of holiness. 

Through praying the Rosary we meditate upon the
life of Jesus and the meaning of His life for our lives. We
pray the Rosary. We do not simply say the Rosary. The
Rosary is more than words said in a repetitive fashion. The
Rosary is a means of entering into the mystery of Jesus by
contemplating His life, death, and resurrection. Thus, the
Rosary is centered on Jesus. Mary, the first disciple, the
woman of extraordinary trust, can lead us to Christ
through the Rosary. Mary was a contemplative woman
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throughout the unfolding drama of her Son’s life. As we
will see in the Joyful Mysteries, Mary often did not under-
stand what was happening. After the visit of the shep-
herds to the stable Mary “treasured all these things and pon-
dered them in her heart” (Luke 2: 19). Years later, when Jesus
was lost in the temple and claimed to be about His
Father’s affairs, Mary and Joseph returned to the quiet life
of Nazareth, and Mary “treasured all these things in her
heart” (Luke 2: 51).

This contemplative stance of Mary throughout her
life is a model for us in our own Christian living and in our
praying the Rosary. There are many things we do not
understand in this passing and incomplete world. The
more we ponder the life of Christ, the more we become
one with Him, even in the midst of our doubts and fears.
The Rosary provides a contemplative way to ponder the
life of Christ through the trust of Mary. 

The Rosary is a beautiful prayer that everyone is
encouraged to pray. The Rosary was developed some six
hundred years ago as lay people sought a form of prayer
that would fulfill their desire to pray. The fifteen decades
were in imitation of the one hundred and fifty psalms of
the Old Testament.

Adding the Luminous Mysteries, the Holy Father
encourages us to pray the Rosary for peace in our terror-
filled world, an urgent need today. Praying the Rosary is a
great way to support people in need, for some special
intention or in thanksgiving for blessings received.

Ordinary people have experienced extraordinary
rewards by praying the Rosary, and so I have asked some
prayerful people to offer their thoughts on the meaning of
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the Rosary in their lives. Interspersed throughout the
reflections on the Mysteries of the Rosary you will find
their witness to the Rosary as a valuable form of prayer. I
recommend that you read these reflections in preparation
for your own prayer.

Allow me to end the beginning with a story that
expresses the true spirit of prayer: the spirit of expectation
and hope. A woman called her pastor and asked him to
visit her because she was quite ill and knew she would die
soon. She told him a story and gave him instructions for
her wake. She wanted him to place a fork in her hand
when she was laid out in her coffin. The pastor smiled as
he left from his visit. In a few months’ time, the woman
died. When her many friends and fellow parishioners
came to her wake, they asked the pastor why she had a
fork in her hands. He told them that the woman had gone
to many dinners at the church. For years, whenever the
volunteers came around to clear the tables before serving
the dessert, they always said: “Keep your fork. The best is
yet to come.” The woman wanted the fork in her hand at
her wake because she wanted everyone to know that the
best was yet to come. 



Chapter 1

The Joyful Mysteries

THE Joyful Mysteries place before us significant events
in the inception of the life of Christ. They are charac-

terized by joy and they center on the person of Mary, the
Mother of God and the first disciple of the beloved Son.
These mysteries invite us to enter into a journey of dis-
covery through Mary’s heart. Since this journey is unique
within all of history, I invite you to meditate upon these
mysteries with a perspective of faith. In this way these
events can surprise you because they are so rich. Instead
of praying these mysteries as events of the past with
which you are all too familiar, please join me in praying
these mysteries with awe and reverence for what God is
doing for His people through Mary and Elizabeth and
through Jesus and John the Baptist.

A disciple is someone who follows Christ by first
being in His company. Mary was the first disciple of
Christ. She began to follow Jesus when she accepted the
invitation to be the handmaid of the Lord. She was a
unique disciple carrying Jesus in her womb. In praying
these Joyful Mysteries, may we be disciples who enjoy the
company of Jesus as much as Mary did, and may we
prayerfully observe how Mary cooperated with God’s
plan and obeyed God’s word.

– 22 –



The Joyful Mysteries 23
The First Joyful Mystery: The Annunciation 
Luke 1:26-38

ASMary goes about her daily routine she pictures her-
self raising a family as the wife of the town carpenter.

She is excited that her cousin Elizabeth has surprised the
family with news that she is expecting a child and is
already in her sixth month. Elizabeth’s advanced age adds
to the surprise, and her long desire to give birth increases
the joy everyone is experiencing.

Mary senses that God is doing something new but
she does not anticipate what happens on this quiet spring
morning in Nazareth. The visit of the angel turns her life
upside down, but Gabriel tells Mary not to fear. Fear is an
obstacle to listening and to trusting the call of God. 

Gabriel’s words startle Mary. Who of us thinks we
have won God’s favor? How could she absorb what was
being said, to say nothing of sorting out the many and var-
ied feelings and fears welling up within her? Yet Gabriel
invites her to step beyond her fears by trusting this mes-
sage from God. 

Her mind races ahead as she thinks of telling her par-
ents and her betrothed and then of facing the rest of the
people in her small town. There was much to fear within
the culture and society of her time. Conception without
marriage was a disgrace, punishable by stoning. But Mary
moves from fear to faith because she trusts in God. She
places herself in God’s care with a resounding “yes” that
reflects the enthusiasm of youth and the resiliency of faith:
“I am the handmaid of the Lord. Let what you have said be done
to me” (Luke 1:38).
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