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Introduction
Rev. Msgr. Stephen J. Rossetti

A few days before Christmas, I received a note from A few days before Christmas, I received a note from A the Editorial Director of Ave Maria Press, Bob A the Editorial Director of Ave Maria Press, Bob A Hamma. Bob relayed an experience he had. He A Hamma. Bob relayed an experience he had. He A 
was in New York and standing in line for communion 
at St. Patrick’s Cathedral on the Feast of the Immaculate 
Conception, and an inspiration came to him: he should 
publish a book on the role of Mary in the spiritual lives of 
priests. He then wrote to me, “I haven’t seen much lately 
on this subject, and since it is a very traditional idea, it 
would seem that the renewal of priestly spirituality in 
these times could benefi t from the focus on this dimension 
of priestly spirituality.” He confi ded, “I guess that’s about 
as close as Mary can come to hitting me over the head, so 
I thought I should get started on exploring it.” Bob is not 
one usually given to spiritual enthusiasms and inspira-
tions, so I knew this was a special grace.

Like Bob, I have not heard much about the subject in 
recent years. I have been at scores of priest convocations 
and other priestly gatherings, and the subject of a Marian 
spirituality for priests seems all but forgotten. The old 
days when priests would fi nger their rosary beads while 
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driving their cars to pastoral stops have largely disap-
peared. I seldom hear priests preaching about Our Lady. 
In many parishes, Marian devotions and statues have 
disappeared or been relegated to a forgotten corner of the 
parish’s life. Have we priests forgotten our Mother?

Post-Vatican II Refocusing

It is understandable that we have ended up in this 
place. In pre-Vatican II days, many priests experienced 
excesses of Marian piety. One priest complained to me 
that he saw people walking right by the Blessed Sacra-
ment in his church without the slightest acknowledgment 
and then proceeding directly to the statue of Mary and 
praying. Similarly, another priest told me that when he 
mentioned to some of the laity that Jesus alone is Lord and 
Savior and that Mary must be considered in a subordinate 
role to Jesus, they looked surprised. Excesses in Marian 
piety were apparently contaminating people’s theology. 
As theologian Hans Urs Von Balthasar noted:

. . . they thus elevate Mary into the divine 
sphere and so overlook Christ’s decisive work 
. . . the above-mentioned impression can be 
accurate in the case of peoples who are less 
well catechized. . . . Marian piety, if it means 
to be Catholic, must not isolate itself; it must 
always be embedded in, and ordered to, Christ 
(and thus to the Trinity) and the Church.1

The Second Vatican Council cautioned against excesses 
in Marian piety. In Lumen Gentium, the Council Fathers 
wrote,
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But this Synod earnestly exhorts theologians 
and preachers of the divine word that . . . they 
carefully and equally avoid the falsity of exag-
geration on the one hand, and the excess of 
narrow-mindedness on the other. . . . Let them 
rightly explain the offi ces and privileges of 
the Blessed Virgin which are always related to 
Christ . . . (LG 67).2

But a full-scale looting of our Marian spirituality was 
not intended by the Vatican Council. While the Council 
did “not hesitate to profess this subordinate role of Mary” 
(LG 62), it also said,

This most Holy Synod . . . admonishes all the 
sons of the Church that the cult, especially 
the liturgical cult, of the Blessed Virgin, be 
generously fostered . . . and the practices and 
exercises of devotion, recommended by the 
magisterium of the Church toward her in the 
course of centuries be made of great moment 
(LG 67).

It is diffi cult for frail human beings to achieve proper 
balance. It appears that we move from one extreme to the 
next, fi nding the middle point of balance only in passing.

In the wake of this “re-focusing” on Jesus and apparent 
loss of Marian spirituality, are we doing better theologi-
cally and spiritually? We priests can confi dently say that 
the notion of refocusing on Jesus alone as Lord and Savior 
is important. But I wonder if this has actually happened. 
When the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith 
published Dominus Jesus, many people within our Catho-
lic communion took offense. While some criticized the 
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tone of certain passages, there were others who actually 
criticized the essential notion that Jesus alone is Lord and 
Savior. They said it was harmful to our outreach to other 
religions. In a recent convocation of priests, I reiterated 
this integral Christian belief of Jesus’ unique role as Savior 
and, surprising to me, one of the priests openly objected. 
Similarly, recent polls of Catholics have shown a surpris-
ing lack of belief in what the Church teaches about the 
real presence of Jesus in the Eucharist. Is it possible that 
the post-Vatican II weakening of Marian spirituality, in an 
attempt to refocus on Jesus, has actually had the deleteri-
ous effect of weakening our understanding of Jesus?

As we step back and view it from a distance, this 
should not be a surprise to us. It is Mary’s role to bring us 
to her Son. When we distance ourselves from her, we lose 
an important conduit to Jesus.

Is a Marian Spirituality Optional?

In this modern era, I think many priests, including 
myself, viewed a Marian spirituality as something option-
al. We may have kept our own Marian devotion quietly 
alive, but we presumed it was largely a private affair, like 
having a devotion to a particular patron saint. Upon 
research and after listening to knowledgeable scholars, 
including the authors in this book, I have come to realize 
that I was mistaken.

A Marian spirituality is not an optional, private devo-
tion. Rather, God wills this woman to be an integral part of our 
Christian spiritual lives.

As Hans Urs Von Balthasar wrote, “Whoever intends to 
listen to, and to heed, the gospel . . . see[s] the total picture 
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of Mary, of her person and function, light up. Anyone who 
fails to do so . . . can hardly be called an attentive hearer 
of the Word.”3 Thus, an honest reading of the scriptures 
highlights the essential role of Mary.

Similarly, Cardinal Ratzinger, now Benedict XVI, wrote, 
“The Church neglects one of the duties enjoined upon her 
when she does not praise Mary. She deviates from the 
word of the Bible when her Marian devotion falls silent. 
When this happens, in fact, the Church no longer even 
glorifi es God as she ought.”4

These are strong words. I am convinced they are true.

Are We Better Off?

We might also ask ourselves, are priests better off focus-
ing solely on Jesus and leaving out a private and public 
devotion to Mary? In my years of working with priests, 
my heart goes out to them. Their hours are long; they lis-
ten to many complaints; the material rewards are slight; 
and the road ahead can look very long and, at times, bar-
ren. I sometimes wonder what motivates these men. How 
do they get up, day after day, with no real thought of any 
earthly reward, and accomplish their ministries with such 
motivation and heartfelt care? These are dedicated men.

I think each of them needs some tenderness in their 
lives. I want each of them to have some appropriate mater-
nal consolation and some chaste feminine warmth. This is 
not only possible within the context of a faithful, priestly 
celibacy, it positively contributes to living our lives with 
full integrity.

We can fi nd some feminine connection with the women 
who cross our daily paths, including family members 
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and friends. But with Mary, there is also a real feminine 
intimacy offered directly to priests and a path to a kind 
of divine feminine intimacy as well. These thoughts are 
echoed in Pope Benedict’s writings: “We cannot praise 
[God] rightly if we leave her out of account. In doing so 
we forget something about him that must not be forgotten. 
What exactly? Our fi rst attempt at an answer could be his 
maternal side, which reveals itself more purely and more 
directly in the Son’s Mother than anywhere else.”5 When 
we lose Mary, the feminine side of God is less visible and 
perhaps less accessible to us.

A faithful, priestly life without Mary is possible, but it 
is more diffi cult and it is more barren. And it is not in full 
conformity with God’s design spoken to us through the 
Word.

——

As you read the individual chapters by these nine 
exemplary priests, I recommend you not only pay atten-
tion to their theological refl ections and pastoral insights 
but, most importantly, listen with your heart to the fervor 
of their spirits. What is apparent to me is that a Marian 
spirituality among priests is not dead. In fact, each of these 
men of God has kept alive and nurtured a strong personal 
devotion to Our Lady. Perhaps this is one of the reasons 
why they are, indeed, exemplary priests. The Mother of 
Jesus is an important pillar of their priesthoods.

In his original motivation for commissioning this work, 
editor Bob Hamma spoke of the need for a renewal of 
priestly spirituality. There are many possible ways to 
begin such a renewal and many possible avenues to take, 
but one sure way of rekindling an ardent and faithful 
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priestly spiritual life is to begin with Mary. As we enter a 
time of spiritual renewal, we priests might begin by rais-
ing our eyes to the Mother of God. As John Paul II told 
us in Redemptoris Mater, “Mary does not cease to be the 
‘Star of the Sea’ for all those who are still on the journey 
of faith.”6


