USING THE PRAYER BOOK OF THE SERVITE SECULAR ORDER

Article 29 of the Rule of Life states:  “In accordance with the traditions of the Order, the Secular Fraternity shows special honor to the Blessed Virgin by means of particular acts of devotion such as the Hail Mary, the Vigil of the Blessed Virgin, and the Rosary of the Seven Sorrows;  it celebrates as family feasts the principal Marian feasts of the Order and the local Church, and keeps the memorial of Our Lady of Sorrows, as well as the solemnities and memorials of the saints and blessed of the Servite Order”.

Regular use of the Prayer Book alone enables a Secular Servite to fulfill every single provision of Article 29! This is not to say that the Prayer Book exhausts all the Servite resources available for fulfilling Article 29.  In fact, it offers only a scant selection of the many prayer services available either from the Servite Development Office, Berwyn, IL or from the National Office of the Secular Order, Chicago, IL.  But for a Servite isolated from community by illness or distance and for communities with limited financial resources, the Prayer Book offers a wealth of materials, which if used regularly, can effectively form us in Servite prayer and spirituality.  Here is a brief guide to its content.

THE ANGELUS (pages 7-18)

The Angelus is a traditional way to honor Mary in the mystery of the Incarnation.  According to custom, it is prayed in the morning, at noon, and in the evening – so anytime a Secular Order community meets is an appropriate time to pray the Angelus.  We often associate the Angelus with the ringing of church bells – morning, noon, and night – calling people to prayer.  And in some towns in past ages, the Angelus bell served almost the same function as the contemporary factory whistle, signaling the beginning and the end of the work day and time for midday break.

Interestingly, though, the three times for praying the Angelus did not develop simultaneously.  The custom of praying the Angelus first developed in the late middle ages as a prayer to be prayed in the evening for the success of the Crusades.  The morning Angelus came along in the fourteenth century as a tie-in to the monastic custom of reciting three Hail Marys during Morning Prayer.  The noon Angelus began as a Friday-only devotion of the beginning of Our Lord’s Passion and was gradually extended to the rest of the week.

The Angelus, which we may have memorized and prayed as a child, did not take it final form until the 16th Century.  The tradition formula is contained within the Angelus service in the Prayer Book.  The Servite Angelus service also contains a psalm and a Gospel, intercessions, and seasonal antiphons, which means that it can be prayed at any time during the year.  However, as an occasional prayer service to be used to open or close a community meeting, it is most appropriate during Advent and Christmas.

THE VIGILIA   (Formula I, pages 19-28; Formula II, pages 29-39)

Unlike the Angelus and the Servite Rosary, which grew out of a desire of lay people to join with the religious in their time of prayer, the Vigilia began as a prayer service for the religious themselves.  Based on the Biblical instruction of St. Paul to “pray constantly” and the Old testament injunction to pray seven times a day, monastic communities would pause in their work (or their sleep!) to gather for community prayer seven times each day.  The prayer which came to be known variously as the Liturgy of the Hours, the Breviary, or Divine Office, consisted of one or more psalms, scripture, readings, intercessions, and closing prayer.  Although in the early Church a form of the Divine Office was often prayed by clergy and laity together, by the Middle Ages it had become the domain of the religious orders.  The sequence of psalms and prayers became standardized and the Divine Office became an official public prayer of the Church (and remains so today).  In addition to the regular assigned prayers, there developed to her so-called “little offices” devoted to the praise of Mary or one of the saints, which would be recited after the regular office.  These “little offices” followed the same format as the Liturgy of the Hours, with a hymn, psalms, and prayers.

The Vigilia as we know it began about the 11th Century as one of these “little offices”.  It was prayed on Friday evening, the day before Saturday, on which the Church traditionally honors Mary.  The Vigilia predates the beginnings of the Servites and was used by many religious communities in the middle ages which had a Marian orientation.  The Servites recited it daily as part of Evening Prayer.  The daily recitation of the Vigilia remained a requirement in the Rule of Life of the Friars until 1977, when it became a recommended practice for honoring Our Lady.

The Vigilia, which did not start out as a Sevite prayer, has become so over the centuries, as the Servites are now the only religious community that still recommends the Vigilia to its vowed and lay members.

The Prayer Book contains two forms of the Vigilia: the first is a translation of the ancient formula and the second was composed after the publication of the new Rule of Life for the Friars.  Since the Vigilia was for centuries prayed daily, it can still be used as a daily private devotion or to open or close a meeting at almost anytime during the year, though it might be most appropriate prayed on Friday evenings as well as on the eve of a Marian feast or at an event of significance to the Secular Order community (for example, at a Day of Recollection, Retreat, or the Rite of the Promise).

THE ROSARY OF OUR LADY OF SORROWS (First Method, pages 41-43; Second Method, pages 44-60)

The rosary is a kind of mantra, a prayer form that we find in many religions and dates back to the time before Christ.  The idea is that as human beings we often need to do something to keep our physical bodies busy if we are to focus on what is spiritual. So we move our hands across the beads and repeat the same words with our mouths so that we can focus on the spiritual encounter with God.

Within Western Christianity, the rosary began to take form about the 11th Century when the Mass and the Liturgy of the Hours prayed by communities of men and women had become standardized in Latin, using formulas that left little for the ordinary lay person to do.  One of the practices that led to the formation of what we now know as the Secular Order was the custom of lay persons coming to Servite churches to join the friars for Morning and Evening Prayer.  In an age before printing and limited literacy, handing out copies of the Divine Office (Breviary) would have been unthinkable.  What did happen, though, is that the rosary developed as a sort of “poor man’s breviary”.  There were 150 psalms in the breviary, and in a desire to “join in” this monastic practice, there developed a practice of saying 150 Our Fathers, with beads replacing the Breviary.  Since this was also a time of growing devotion to Mary in the church, an alternate form of praying the beads developed that consisted of 150 Angelic Salutations (“Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with thee”).  This came to be known as a “Rose Garden for Mary” or Rosarium for short.  Note that the Hail Mary as we know it did not yet exist.

It was only in the late 12th Century that the response of Elizabeth, (Blessed art thou amongst women…) was added, and not until the 14th Century did the prayer include the name “Jesus”.  In time, a phrase from the Psalms which could be applied to Mary was prayed after each Ave.  At first these were all “joyful” phrases, but the practice later expanded to include the so-called sorrowful and glorious events of Mary’s life.  By the end of the 14th Century, these phrases or “mysteries” had become standardized into 50 joyful mysteries, 50 sorrowful mysteries, and 50 glorious mysteries.

The problem was that the rosary had become as complex and unwieldy as praying the Breviary.  Who could remember all 150 mysteries? It was here that the Dominicans played a powerful force in shaping the rosary in its present form.  Thanks to their widespread preaching and writing on the rosary in the 15th Century, the rosary finally took its present form: the number of mysteries was reduced to 15, the 5 Our Fathers from the original “rosary” were inserted after the mysteries, the Hail Mary as we know it was completed, and the term “rosary” came to be applied to the 50 Hail Mary’s.

It is interesting to note that the Rosary of the Seven Sorrows (the Servite Rosary) followed a similar path.  During the earliest days of the Order, the emphasis was not on the sorrows of Mary but on her joys.  The color of the Servite habit, however, was the color of mourning and so it was often called Mary’s mourning garment.  Certain devotions became attached to certain religious communities and the connection between the Servites and the sorrows of Mary was formalized.

In the early 16th Century, Servites (including Secular Servites) were encouraged to recite the Sorrowful Mysteries of the rosary every day and to reflect on Mary at the foot of the Cross.  The seven mysteries of the Servite Rosary began as individual reflections for the friars to use for each of the seven days of the week.  The earliest references to what we now call the traditional “Servite Rosary” comes in 1617.

The Prayer Book contains both the traditional rosary of the Seven Sorrows and an alternate formula, which includes only the angelic salutation and response by Elizabeth followed by a short phrase recalling the sorrow being commemorated.  Each Sorrow begins with the reading of a biblical passage.  Although this second method of praying the rosary may seem “new” or “different”, we see from the history of the rosary, that this alternate way of praying the Servite Rosary actually brings us back to the earliest form of the Rosary (before the “Holy Mary, Mother of God…” became part of the Hail Mary). For group prayer, this alternate form will normally require that all members of the group have copies of the Prayer Book.

LITANIES  

(Our Lady of Sorrows, pages 61-64; Servants of Mary, pages 65-68; Our Lady of Hope, pages 69-73; In Honor of the Seven Holy Founders, pages 123-126)

A litany is a form of prayer in which a leader expresses a series of petitions or invocations, to which the congregation or choir replies each time with a set response.  As with the Rosary, the litany is a prayer form that predates Christianity and has been part of Catholic Christian practice from the very early days.  As form of public prayer, the litany has a number of advantages: members of the congregation do not necessarily need copies of a text in order to participate actively in praying a litany; and a litany may be (and often has been used) during processions that involve members of the congregation.  Among the most familiar litanies are the Litany of the Saints and the Litany of Loreto.  In fact, the “Lord, have mercy” and the “Lamb of God” are litanies that have found their way into the Mass.

The Prayer Book contains three litanies in honor Mary: Litany of Our Lady of Sorrows; Litany of the Servants of Mary; Litany of Our Lady of Hope; and a Litany in Honor of the Seven Holy Founders.  

Litanies normally do no exist on their own, but are prayed as part of some other prayer service.  The litanies in the Prayer Book may be prayed at the conclusion of the Rosary, as part of Eucharistic Adoration, during a procession, or as a simple way to end a meeting of the Secular Order community.

THE STABAT MATER (pages 74-76)

The familiar hymn, the Stabat Mater, most probably was composed as a poem in the late 13th Century.  This hymn is often sung during the Stations of the Cross, but some Secular Order communities use it in its original format as a poem to conclude the recitation of the Rosary of Our Lady of Sorrows, as an alternative to reciting the Litany of Our Lady of Sorrows, during Lent.  Needless to say, it can also be sung.

THE VIA MATRIS (pages 77-87)

This prayer service focusing on the Seven Sorrows of Mary is essentially an alternative to the Servite Rosary.  It consists of opening and closing prayers along with meditations and prayers for each of the Seven Sorrows.  Its development in many ways parallels the development of the Servite Rosary.  Many versions of this service have been prayed through the years.  The most famous of which is the Friday Novena in Honor of Our Lady of Sorrows which began with one service on a cold January night in 1937 at Our Lady of Sorrows Church in Chicago, IL.  Within a few years, the Friday Novena of Our Lady of Sorrows was attracting some 70,000 people to 38 novena services at that one church every Friday! It later spread to some 2000 churches throughout the world, as literally millions of people faithfully prayed these prayers for nine consecutive Fridays (“a novena”).  Copies of this original service, along with a revised version compiled in the early 1990s, are available from the Servite Development Office, Berwyn, IL.  The Via Matris included in the Prayer Book dates from the late 1970’s.  It has been used in a number of Servite churches in the United States as a weekly devotion.

DEVOTIONS IN HONOR OF MARY AND THE SERVITE SAINTS AND BLESSED (Commemorations of Mary, pages 91-106; Servite Saints and Blessed, pages 115-157; Servite spirituality, pages 109-113)

This next large portion of the Prayer Book consists of liturgical prayers for Marian feasts and a brief biography and prayer for each of the Servite saints and blessed.  Here we have an invaluable calendar of feasts, which, if faithfully followed, will enable the Secular Servite to become very familiar with the Servite heavenly family.

In addition to the encouragement Article 29 of the Rule of Life gives to observe each of these family feast days, Article 28 of the Rule of Life stresses that Secular Servites are to take an active role in the Mass and, where possible, in Morning and Evening Prayer of the Liturgy of the Hours.  An increasing number of our Secular Order communities do not have the luxury of attending Mass in a church staffed by Servites or celebrating these feasts with friar or sister communities.  The Prayer Book offers the opportunity of, at least, a private celebration of every Servite feast.  Within the section on Servite saints and blessed is a brief and helpful summary of Servite spirituality and also included are triduum of prayers for the Feast of the Seven Holy Founders and the Feast of St. Philip Benizi.

PRAYERS FOR PARTICULAR OCCASIONS (pages 159-171)

The final pages of the Prayer Book contain prayers that may be used on different occasions:  At Meetings and Fraternal Greetings; Dedication to a Life of Perfection and Service; The Promise; Days of Retreat; For Vocations; For the Missions; For the Sick; For the Dead; Reaffirmation of the Promise; At Elections.
Those familiar with the Rule of Life will immediately recognize that the Prayer Book is a carefully selected group of prayers that relate directly to the commitment to prayer that Servites have made.  Article 43 of the Rule of Life states that “the Secular Servite fraternity supports and participates in the Order’s work for vocations and in its apostolate, especially the missions”.  Thus, a healthy Secular Order community will find itself turning to these last pages of the Prayer Book quite often.
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