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History of Devotions in the Church 
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Devotions are a form of popular piety whereby the religious sense of the faithful is expressed outside of the liturgy 

from which they have their source and to which they lead. In the Catholic tradition, “Devotions” refers to popular 

prayers, rituals and pious practices used by individuals or groups to worship God or venerate Mary and the saints.  

Often devotions express a particular conviction about the object of the devotion: Eucharistic devotions are 

commonly an expression of Catholic belief in the real presence of Jesus in the Eucharist; devotions to Mary and the 

saints commonly express a confidence in their role as spiritual companions, guides and mediators.  

 

The Origins of Popular Devotions 

Unlike the sacraments themselves, popular devotions cannot be traced directly back to the ministry of Jesus and 

the practice of the Apostles. Most developed gradually over the years and even centuries as people sought ways of 

living out their faith. The origins of the more ancient devotions are often rather obscure. Some devotions, such as 

the rosary and scapulars, have come down to us as adaptations of the practices of religious orders. A few, such as 

devotion to the Sacred Heart and the Miraculous Medal, are considered to have their origin in a private revelation, 

that is, some vision or message given to one of the faithful. 

 

Over the centuries, a wide number and variety of devotions originated in local cultures and reflected the unique 

spiritual and ethnic sensitivities of the local population; others originated in a particular community or religious 

order.  Over time, these local devotions spread more widely through the universal church and were eventually 

sanctioned by church authorities. These popular and indigenous devotions are a manifestation of the Catholic 

sense of sacramentality -- the ability of time and space, nature, human relationships and human activity to 

mediate (signify or express) the presence, love and grace of an Incarnate God.  

 

Although devotions are a supplement to the official prayer and public worship of the Christian community, in many 

cases they became a substitute for official prayer and practices when those practices seemed remote or 

inaccessible to people’s common experience.  Thus, for example, it was not uncommon before the liturgical 

reforms of the 1960s to see Catholics praying the Rosary during a Mass which was being conducted in Latin. 

 

As a part of the liturgical renewal which followed the Second Vatican Council, the Church made a deliberate effort 

to recover a proper understanding of popular devotions. The Vatican's Congregation for Divine Worship warned 

that popular devotions cannot become substitutes for the Liturgy of the Eucharist or be incorporated into Liturgical 

celebrations. It stressed that the Liturgy has a preeminence over any other legitimate form of Christian prayer, no 

matter how worthy or widespread it might be.  Moreover, the Congregation said, various forms of popular 

devotion, especially those associated with particular groups or regions, should not overshadow the common and 

universal nature of the church and its worship; nor should veneration of the saints take precedence over worship 

of the Divine Trinity. 

  

Some Common Catholic devotions: 

a. Chaplets: A chaplet is a set of beads on a chain or a series of knots tied on a cord which is used in prayer.  The 

practice of using beads or knots during meditation or prayer pre-dates Christianity and is widely used in many 

religious traditions.  Chaplets occupy the senses so that the mind is freed to contemplate spiritual mysteries; 

they also help guide or structure private prayer when it is not possible to use printed or ritual texts.  In the 
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Catholic tradition, the most popular chaplet is the Rosary, but there are a variety of other chaplets such as the 

Divine Mercy Chaplet, which was created to contemplate and invoke God's mercy.  

b. Devotion to the Sacred Heart: Devotion to the Sacred Heart of Jesus, and the love symbolised by the Lord’s 

heart, originated among Christian mystics in the 13th and 14th centuries as a response to spiritualties 

characterised by moral rigidity and pessimism about the human condition. It spread more widely as the result 

of the vision of the Sacred Heart received by St. Margaret Mary Alacoque, a French nun, in the 16th century.  

Over the years, it was associated with attending Mass and receiving Holy Communion on the first Friday of 

each month.  It was common for Catholic families to hang a picture of the Sacred Heart in their home as a sign 

of their devotion.  The feast of the Sacred Heart was added to the Church's liturgical calendar in 1856 and is 

celebrated on the Friday after Corpus Christi.  

 

c. Divine Mercy: These devotions honouring God’s mercy revealed in Jesus Christ originated in revelations 

perceived by St. Maria Faustina Kowalska, a Polish nun and mystic, who lived in the first half of the twentieth 

century.  During the course of Jesus’ revelations to St. Faustina he asked that a feast day dedicated to Divine 

Mercy be established on the Sunday after Easter, when the Gospel reading recounts the institution of the 

Sacrament of Penance. This feast was first celebrated in Poland and later in Vatican City.  It was extended to 

the universal church by St. Pope John Paul II on the occasion of the canonisation of St. Faustina in 2000. In 

addition to the annual feast, devotion to Divine Mercy includes a nine-day novena which precedes the feast 

and regular recitation of the Divine Mercy Chaplet. 

 

d. Eucharistic Adoration: The custom of adoring or worshipping the Blessed Sacrament outside of the Liturgy 

(Mass) has its roots in an early liturgical custom of honouring the Eucharist while it was reserved on a separate 

altar or in a separate chapel during the Holy Triduum (the solemn period in Holy Week between the 

conclusion of the Mass of the Lord’s Supper on Holy Thursday and the celebration of the Easter Vigil on Holy 

Saturday).  Over time, the devotion was duplicated on other occasions and became in general an expression of 

the Catholic community's belief in the real presence of Christ in the Eucharistic Assembly and in the bread 

consecrated at Mass. While preserving the value of adoring Christ present in the Eucharist, the liturgical 

reforms following the Second Vatican Council stressed the preeminence of receiving and being transformed by 

Christ present in the Eucharist.  

 

e. Rosary: The Rosary as we know it was introduced by St. Dominic in the early 13th century and popularised by 

Alan of Rupe in the late 15th century.  Some early forms of the Rosary consisted of fifteen “decades” (groups 

of ten beads), but the popular Rosary used today consists of five decades; each decade consists of the Lord’s 

Prayer, ten Hail Marys, and the Glory Be.  The beads help occupy the senses so that the mind can contemplate 

the sacred mysteries of Christ’s life, death and resurrection.  These mysteries, assigned to different days, are 

divided into Glorious (on Sundays and Wednesdays), Joyful (on Mondays and Saturdays), Sorrowful (on 

Tuesdays and Fridays) and Luminous Mysteries (on Thursdays). 

 

f. Litanies: A litany is a form of prayer which uses a series of short invocations followed by common 

acclamations like “Have mercy on us” or “Pray for us.”  The invocations recognise a particular attribute, role or 

title of the person being invokes -  Jesus, Mary or one of the saints.  In many cases, both the invocation and 

the acclamation are frequently repeated; in others, the invocations vary but the acclamation is repeated. 

Litanies became popular in the Middle Ages when they were used during processions and other public rituals 

where it was impractical to use longer ritual prayers or readings, and among populations which were not 

literate.  There are a wide variety of litanies dedicated to Jesus, the Holy Spirit, Mary and the saints. 
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g. Marian Devotions: Although there is little historical evidence, it is likely that devotion to Mary began early on 

in the Christian tradition.  For Christian believers, the gradual recognition that Jesus was both human and 

divine made Mary not only his human mother but also the "Mother of God" (“Theotokos” in Greek). By the 7th 

century, the church was celebrating five annual feasts of the Blessed Virgin. Although the Protestant 

Reformers rejected many of the claims made for Mary, the Catholic Counter-Reformation vigorously 

promoted them and popular devotion to Mary grew, especially in Spain and France.  Mary’s Immaculate 

Conception, a feast first celebrated in the 15th century, was proclaimed a doctrine of the Church in 1854; her 

assumption into heaven was proclaimed a doctrine in 1950.  In 1964, the Second Vatican Council 

recommended that devotion of the Blessed Virgin be generously fostered, but warned against exaggerations 

of Marian devotion focus on the Mother of God and distract from Christ, “the source of all truth, sanctity and 

piety” (Sacred Constitution on the Church, #67).  Marian apparitions are considered to be private revelations 

according to what is taught in the Catechism; according to the Catechism of the Catholic Church, apparitions 

don’t improve or complete Christ’s definitive Revelation, but help the faithful to live it more fully at a certain 

period of history” (cf. #67). The primary Marian feasts which the church celebrates each year are: Mother of 

God (January 1), Purification (February 2), Annunciation (March 25), Queen of Heaven (May 31), Assumption 

into heaven (August 15) birth (September 8), and the Immaculate Conception (December 8).  

 

h. Miraculous Medal:  In 1830 St. Catherine Laboure, a French nun, reported a vision in which Mary revealed 

herself as the Immaculate Conception and requested that a medal be fashioned honouring the vision. The 

result was an oval medal, with an image of Mary standing on the globe and crushing a serpent under her feet; 

the image is surrounded by the words “O Mary, conceived without sin, pray for us who have recourse to you.”  

On the reverse side are twelve stars and representations of the Sacred Heart of Jesus and Immaculate Heart of 

Mary.  The medal became popularly known as “the Miraculous Medal” because of numerous and presumably 

miraculous favours reported by people who wore it. 

 

i. Immaculate Heart of Mary: Devotion to the Immaculate Heart of Mary, a symbol of God’s love for the world 

and Mary’s maternal love for the church, emerged in the Middle Ages and grew in the seventeenth century as 

it was more prominently associated with devotion to the Sacred Heart of Jesus.  The devotion was enhanced 

in the 20th century as the result of Mary’s reference to her immaculate heart in an apparition at Fatima, 

Portugal in 1917.  Pope Pius XII dedicated the world to the Immaculate Heart of Mary in 1942.  Over the years, 

popular devotion to the Immaculate Heart was associated with attending Mass and receiving Holy Communion 

on the first Saturday of each month. The church celebrates the feast of the Immaculate Heart of Mary on the 

Saturday following the feast of the Sacred Heart of Jesus. 

    

j. Our Lady of Fatima – Devotion to Our Lady of Fatima developed following a series of six  apparitions of the 

Blessed Virgin between May and October, 1917, in Fatima, Portugal.  During her appearances to three peasant 

children, ages 10, 8 and 7, Mary revealed herself as the “Lady of the Rosary” and requested daily recitation of 

the rosary for world peace and an end to World War I.  She also urged that Russia, then on the verge of the 

October Revolution, be consecrated to her Immaculate Heart.  At the final appearance on October 13 

witnesses reported seeing unusual variations in the appearance and movement of the sun; the occasion 

became known as “the day the sun danced.”  Devotion to Our Lady of Fatima is promoted by the World 

Apostolate of Fatima, formerly known as Our Lady’s Blue Army.  In many locations the Apostolate sponsors 

the "Pilgrim Virgin"; these statues of Our Lady of Fatima travel among local homes where neighbors and 

relatives gather regularly to pray the rosary. 
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k. Novenas: A novena is a nine-day period of prayer which was inspired by the nine days the Apostles spent in 

prayer between the Ascension and Pentecost.  A novena consists of a specific petition, which is repeated each 

day, and a variety of other prayers.  In the Middle Ages, novenas were a time of prayerful preparation, calling 

the faithful to reflect on the meaning of major religious feast days.  More recently, novenas became of form of 

devotional prayer addressed to Mary or one of the saints, petitioning their intercession for special intentions 

or needs.  Novenas may be prayed privately by individuals or publicly in groups.  

 

l. Relics: Relics are objects which are honored or reverenced in memory of a holy person.  These may include 

pieces of the person's body such as bones or teeth, pieces of objects which belonged to them or objects 

touched by them.  In the Christian tradition, relics came first from the early martyrs and later from saints who 

were exceptional examples of Christian living.  Veneration of relics was especially popular in the Middle Ages 

and spread widely as Crusaders brought back objects from the Holy Land thought to be relics of the early 

disciples, martyrs or Christ himself.  Local churches competed for possession of the most famous relics, which 

were displayed in shrines and attracted pilgrims from far and wide.  The practice of venerating relics too easily 

devolved into magical and superstitious activities and was rejected by the Protestant Reformers.  Today 

veneration of relics in the Catholic Church is carefully regulated.  Although the authenticity of many relics was 

dubious, the example of the individuals they represented were often powerful incentives for those who 

honored them. 

 

Who has the responsibility to ensure that popular devotions are faithful to church teaching? 

We all have a responsibility to be prudent and to do the best we can to ensure that the popular devotions we 

practice are faithful to church teaching and that we practice them in an appropriate way. As successors to the 

Apostles, however, bishops have a special responsibility both for their own dioceses and for the Church as a whole. 

Priests and deacons assist bishops in fulfilling this responsibility. With regard to the whole Church, all bishops have 

the obligation to promote and to safeguard the unity of faith and the discipline common to the whole Church, to 

instruct the faithful in love for the whole mystical body of Christ, especially for its poor and sorrowing members 

and for those who are suffering persecution for justice's sake, and finally to promote every activity that is of 

interest to the whole Church, especially that the faith may take increase and the light of full truth appear to all 

men.  

 

In addition, bishops have the particular responsibility to exercise pastoral care over their dioceses, which includes 

overseeing the fostering of sound popular devotions and monitoring their appropriateness. In some cases, the 

pope may grant approval to a popular devotion or express caution regarding a particular devotion, sometimes 

even forbidding its use. Ordinaries of the dioceses in which devotional materials are published and/or devotions 

are broadcast, even on the Internet, should exercise proper oversight to ensure that these materials are consistent 

with the theological and ecumenical developments of the contemporary Magisterium. 
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