episcopacy and priesthood, took the lead in encouraging
frequent recitation of the “short” Hail Mary. By 1200, some
bishops required their priests to teach the Hail Mary to
everyone under their care. Prior to this time, they taught only
the Our Father and Apostles’ Creed.
In 1261, Pope Urban IV mandated the addition of “Jesus”
to the words “and blessed is the fruit of thy womb,” thereby
strongly accenting the “Cristo-centric” nature of the prayer.
Two factors probably delayed this slight change for so long:
first, opposition to altering a biblical text; and second,
widespread reluctance to pronounce the Holy Name of Jesus
aloud and too frequently.
Now, let’s examine the non-biblical part of the Hail Mary. In
the second part we pray: “Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for
us sinners, now and at the hour of our death.”
This text is fairly new, first appearing in the 15th century. It
comes from a sermon preached by Saint Bernardine of Siena
in 1426. Saint Bernardine, a Franciscan who was enormously
famous as a preacher, especially in promoting devotion to the
Holy Name, probably repeated this little prayer hundreds of
times. Thousands of people heard it, liked it very much and
began imitating Saint Bernardine by adding it to the private
recitation of the “short” Hail Mary. Gradually, this fusion of
the “short” prayer with the extra verse became common in
many monastic communities, giving the custom the force of
monastic endorsement.
This “longer” Hail Mary, as we currently have it, became the
only official version when it appeared in the Breviary – the
Divine Office prayed by clergy, religious, and some lay people
– approved by Pope Saint Pius V in 1568.
Though the Our Father holds the preeminent place
among all formal vocal prayers because it originates from
the “Lord’s own mouth,” the Hail Mary has great importance
for Catholics, indeed for all Christian believers. Like the
Our Father, its core – the first half – comes directly from
Sacred Scripture. And it carefully balances the Our Father’s
more “abstract” image of God as the “unseen Origin” with
the image of Jesus, a human being born from the womb
of a specific woman named Mary. The rosary, which is so
simple yet enormously rich, uses
both prayers together, giving us an
excellent and integrated way of
praying to the Father, Son, and
Spirit, always in the company
of Mary, never alone. Who
could object, or desire
anything more?
Father Michael Kerper
is the pastor of Saint Patrick
Parish in Nashua, NH.
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