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31- Catholic devotions as expressions of popular piety (L/13)
Roman Catholic devotions are external practices of piety which are not part of the official liturgy of the Catholic Church, but are part of the popular spiritual practices of Catholics. Such devotions do not become part of liturgical worship, even if they are performed within a Catholic church, in a group, in the presence of a priest. The liturgy includes, above all, the Eucharist and the other six sacraments, but also other actions of the Church such as the daily prayer of the Liturgy of the Hours, the rites of Christian burial, and the rites for the dedication of a church or for those making religious profession. Examples of popular devotion include pilgrimages, novenas, processions and celebrations in honor of Mary and the other saints, the Rosary, the Angelus, the Stations of the Cross, the veneration of relics, and the use of sacramentals. Most of the popular devotions developed gradually over the years and even centuries as people sought ways of living out their faith. More recently, Pope John Paul II has devoted an entire apostolic letter to a popular devotion, the Rosary, calling on bishops, priests, and deacons "to promote it with conviction" and recommending to all the faithful, “Confidently take up the Rosary once again.” The The Congregation for Divine Worship at the Vatican publishes a Directory on Popular Piety and the Liturgy. It explains the theology of popular devotions and gives the rules and regulations to be followed by Catholics in their use of popular devotions. 

Importance: Popular devotional practices play a crucial role in helping to foster the ceaseless prayer urged by Paul, "Pray at all times in the Spirit, with all prayer and supplication" (Ephesians 6: 18). Properly used, popular devotional practices do not replace the liturgical life of the Church; rather, they extend it into daily life. The faithful have always used a variety of practices as a means of permeating everyday life with prayer to God. Faithful practice of popular devotions can help us experience God in our everyday lives and conform us more closely to Jesus Christ. Drawing on Mathew 6: 6  which encourages private prayer, the Church also encourages an "interior life" of prayer and devotion and the development of a personal relationship with God, as well as with the Blessed Virgin Mary, the angels and the saints. The Church teaches that the genuine forms of popular piety, expressed in a multitude of different ways, derive from the faith and, therefore, must be valued and promoted.  As Pope Pius XII pointed out in his Encyclical letter On the Sacred Liturgy (Mediator Dei; November 20, 1947), the purpose of popular devotional practices is to attract and direct our souls to God, purifying them from their sins, encouraging them to practice virtue and, finally, stimulating them to advance along the path of sincere piety by accustoming them to meditate on the eternal truths and disposing them better to contemplate the mysteries of the human and divine natures of Christ. 

Common devotions: Devotion to the saints, with the Blessed Virgin Mary as the most prominent example, is a key characteristic of Catholic devotions.  The Catholic devotions range from formalized, multi-day prayers such as Novenas to activities which do not involve any particular prayers, such as Eucharistic adoration outside Mass. The wearing of scapulars and medals and the veneration of the saints expressed in the form of daily prayers or novenas are other forms of popular devotion. The most common examples of Catholic devotions include the Angelus prayer, the Rosary, Adoration of the Blessed Sacrament, the Stations of the Cross especially during Lent, Consecration and prayers to the Sacred Heart of Jesus. Popular novenas include those: to the Holy Spirit; to the Divine Mercy; to the Infant Jesus of Prague; to Our Lady of Perpetual Help; to Mary, Our Lady of Sorrows; to the Immaculate Heart of Mary; to Our Lady of Guadalupe; to the Mother of God (praying for all who are infected and affected by HIV/AIDS); of the scapular; of the Miraculous Medal; to St. Joseph; to various saints like St. Jude the patron of the impossible or St. Anthony, especially in preparation for their feasts.  Various litanies, and the prayerful use of scapulars and medals are also popular devotions.  

The Church’s teaching on the relationship between the liturgy and popular devotions: The Catholic Church considers the  liturgy, especially the Eucharistic celebration, as central to her life and mission. “The Liturgy is the summit toward which the activity of the Church is directed; it is also the fount from which all powers flow” (Constitution on Liturgy), because Jesus is present by his power in the Eucharistic celebration and in the administration of all the sacraments, in the reading and proclamation of the word in the Church and Breviary prayers.  At the same time, the Church realizes that the spiritual life is not limited solely to participation in the liturgy. Hence, it encourages pious acts and personal devotions.  Indirectly these predispose those who use them for the liturgical celebration of the Sacred Mysteries. “While the liturgy always remains the primary reference point, the liturgy and popular piety are two forms of worship which are in mutual and fruitful relationship with each other." (Directory on Popular Piety and the Liturgy, no. 58).  The Church teaches that all popular devotions should ideally be oriented towards the celebration of the liturgy. They should be so drawn up that they harmonize with the liturgical seasons (Advent, Christmas, Lent, and Easter). They should be in accord with the sacred liturgy, are in some fashion derived from it and lead the people to it, because the liturgy by its very nature far surpasses any of them." They must also be approved by the Church. The Constitution on Liturgy (no. 13) by Vatican Council II gives the following directive: "Popular devotions of the Christian people are warmly commended, provided they accord with the laws and norms of the Church. Such is especially the case with devotions called for by the Apostolic See. Devotions proper to individual churches also have a special dignity if they are conducted by mandate of the bishops in accord with customs or books lawfully approved. 
Relationship between popular devotions and the Bible As the Bible stands at the core of what God has revealed to the Church, sound popular devotions should naturally be strongly imbued with biblical themes, language, and imagery. Pope Paul VI explained, “Today it is recognized as a general need of Christian piety that every form of worship should have a biblical imprint" (Marialis Cultus, no. 30). He applied this in particular to the example of Marian devotions: "What is needed is that texts of prayers and chants should draw their inspiration and their wording from the Bible, and above all that devotion to the Virgin should be imbued with the great themes of the Christian message." (Ibid). In speaking of the Rosary, Pope John Paul II insisted that it is not a substitute for the reading of the Bible; "on the contrary, it presupposes and promotes" prayerful reading of the Holy Scriptures (ibid). While the mysteries of the Rosary "do no more than outline the fundamental elements of the life of Christ, they easily draw the mind to a more expansive reflection on the rest of the Gospel, especially when the Rosary is prayed in a setting of prolonged recollection" (ibid).
Papal teaching on Marian devotions: Paul VI further developed the teaching of  Vatican Council II in his encyclical Marialis Cultus. In this exhortation, he gives us a sound theology with which Marian piety may be rooted in the public prayer of the Church. He speaks of the times of the year when Mary is venerated in the liturgy. Especially in Advent and the Christmas season, he says, there are many liturgical references to Mary. There are also the special solemnities of Mary like the Immaculate Conception, the Assumption, as well as lesser feasts in the course of the year with liturgical prayers addressed to Mary. Individual regions may have special feasts in honor of Mary.  They may use the Saturday Masses of Our Lady. Most important of all, the Pope recalls the teaching of the Second Vatican Council that various practices of piety, such as Marian hymns, prayers, and devotions, be carried out with consideration for the Liturgical Year and in harmony with the liturgy. He says that the faithful must show a willingness to accept guidelines and ideas drawn from the true nature of Christian worship. But accepting such theology of the liturgy will sometimes make it necessary, he says, to change long-standing customs. 

Two important guidelines on Marian devotions: Pope Paul VI gives us two important guidelines for applying this teaching. First, some people have eliminated all Marian devotions, have suppressed all Marian devotions hymns and have created a vacuum which they do not fill. These people forget, he says, that the Council asked that such expressions of piety should be harmonized with the liturgy, not suppressed. Second, there are people who mix practices of piety (devotions, hymns, or prayers), and liturgical acts in what the Pope calls "hybrid celebrations." With regard to the Mass, he says that with such practices there can be a danger that the Eucharistic becomes the occasion, as it were, for devotional practices. So, he recalls the rule of the Council that such acts of Marian piety should be harmonized with the liturgy, not merged into it. In summary, then, both the Second Vatican Council and the teaching of the Pope are clear. On the one hand, Marian piety itself is good. It should be encouraged and fostered. It should be reformed to agree with the liturgy and should be coordinated with the Liturgical Year. On the other hand, such private devotions should not be mixed in with the liturgy. The two realms should be kept separate. Overall, the liturgy should influence Marian devotion, not vice versa.

The role of the saints and popular devotions to them: Many popular devotional practices involve veneration of the saints. We believe in the “Communion of saints.” This means that, through Christ, we on earth remain in communion both with the saints in heaven and with the dead who are still in Purgatory. We can pray for those in Purgatory and ask the saints to pray for us. (Lumen Gentium, no. 49).  Through their prayers of intercession, the saints in heaven play an integral role in the life of the Church on earth. "For after they have been received into their heavenly home and are present to the Lord, through Him and with Him and in Him they do not cease to intercede with the Father for us, showing forth the merits which they won on earth through the one Mediator between God and man" (ibid).   The saints, the members of the Church who have arrived at perfect union with Christ, join their wills to the will of God in praying for those in the Church who are still on their pilgrimage of faith. Besides what the saints can do for us by their prayers, the very practice of venerating the saints does great good for those who are devoted to the saints. By practicing love of the saints we strengthen the unity of the entire Body of Christ in the Spirit. This in turn brings us all closer to Christ. "For just as Christian communion among wayfarers brings us closer to Christ, so our companionship with the saints joins us to Christ, from Whom as from its Fountain and Head issues every grace and the very life of the people of God." (Lumen Gentium, no. 50). Love of the saints necessarily includes and leads to love of Christ and to love of the Holy Trinity. "For every genuine testimony of love shown by us to those in heaven, by its very nature tends toward and terminates in Christ who is the 'crown of all saints,' and through Him, in God Who is wonderful in his saints and is magnified in them" (ibid).   
Sources and additional resources: 
1)http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/ccdds/documents/rc_con_ccdds_doc_20020513_vers-direttorio_en.html 

2) http://www.usccb.org/prayer-and-worship/prayers/popular-devotional-practices-basic-questions-and-answers.cfm 
3) 
4" 

http://www.shc.edu/theolibrary/devotion.htm 

4
) 
5" 

http://www.americancatholicpress.org/Father_Gilligan_Liturgy_Devotions.html 

5
) http://www.shc.edu/theolibrary/papalr.htm (Papal documents on rosary) 
