SATURDAY SEPTEMBER 8TH 2007

REFLECTION ON DEVOTION TO OUR LADY

Confreres and Dames of the Order of Malta,

What a wonderful setting and what a wonderful day, Our Lady’s birthday, for us to reflect together on the Order’s proud tradition of devotion to Our Lady.

We have just visited the shrine of Our Lady at Ta ‘Pinu and left our petitions there in the loving hands of Mary.  

In doing so we follow in hallowed steps.  The shrine’s origins are lost in the sands of time, but we know it was visited by Papal representatives as far back as 500 years ago. 

After the miraculous visions of local people in the 19th century the decision was taken to build a proper and fitting sanctuary. 

In 1932 the new Church was blessed and opened to the public and in 1935, Pope Pius XI raised it to the dignity of Minor Basilica. In the same year the miraculous image of Our Lady was crowned by Cardinal Alessio Lepicier, the decree signed by the Secretary of State Cardinal Eugenio Pacelli later Pope Pius XII. 
In May 1990, Pope John Paul II came to Ta` Pinu Shrine and after praying in the Chapel he celebrated mass in the forecourt and decorated the image of Our Lady with five golden stars, as testimony of the Maltese people's love to the blessed Virgin Mary. 
I say this to put our devotional visit, as members of the Order of Malta, in some kind of historical context.  Coming here to Malta it is hard to believe that back home you often hear people bemoaning the lack of devotions, or is it devotion? 
But that is a common complaint, especially in the northern parts of Europe, where, perhaps the culture is less inclined to public manifestations of devotion than the Mediterranean piety we see so proudly expressed all around us.

I want to examine for a moment what we mean by these two terms, devotion and devotions, and what is the connection between them.
Devotion is a Latin word which has at its heart the word votum, something vowed; a solemn promise; a votive offering. You will still see round many shrines in Italy (and Malta!) silver hearts which are ex voto offerings. Signs of something promised and an acknowledgement of graces received. 
The verb is voveo, meaning to dedicate or consecrate something to a deity. Devoveo means to give as a consequence of a vow. Devotion is therefore self-giving; an attachment of oneself to God as a result of a promise or vow.

Reflecting on this in a Christian context we recognise the promise which arises out of our baptism, and we would describe devotion as consequently a heartfelt attachment to God. This is manifested by prayer, trust, and various forms of service directed both towards God himself and towards our neighbour. 
The sentences "she had a great devotion to the Sacred Heart", and "he was devoted to the work of the St Vincent de Paul", would be familiar ways of using the word "devotion" and the adjective arising from it, namely "devoted".

“Devotions” on the other hand, refer in the main to the first of the two sentences mentioned above, and would refer to those prayers and actions by which an individual Christian expresses his or her love, their self-giving to God, to Mary, to the saints, to the Church and its Sacraments. 
It has traditionally taken different forms, focusing for example on the love of God revealed in Christ as expressed by his Sacred Heart. Our mediaeval forebears had a great devotion to the five wounds of Jesus, as an expression of his sufferings undertaken for our salvation. Devotion to the Cross is almost universal among Christians, with a crucifix being particularly loved by Catholic Christians. The Way of the Cross, or "Stations" remains a popular Lenten Devotion even in our own country.

Both Catholic and Orthodox Christians express their love for Our Blessed Lord in the Holy Eucharist in various ways, the simplest of which is by genuflecting towards the Blessed Sacrament on entering or leaving the church. 
The exposing of the Blessed Sacrament can vary from a simple ceremony to a very elaborate one. 
We are all familiar with the lovely ceremony of benediction, and perhaps less familiar with, but not unaware of, the solemn bearing of the Blessed Sacrament from station to station within church grounds, or perhaps, in Catholic countries, through the streets during the celebration of the feast of Corpus Christi, the feast of the Body and Blood of Christ. 
The forty hours' devotion is still commonplace and enables people to spend a considerable time in adoration of the Blessed Sacrament exposed. It was, and still is, a very intense form of devotion to Christ's sacramental presence in the Eucharist. 

The Orthodox have particular devotion to icons representing Christ in majesty, and Mary bearing the child Jesus, addressed as Mother of God. Orthodox Christians kissing these icons in their churches is a familiar sightand one I witnessed myself earlier this year during a trip to Kiev in the Ukraine.
Western, Latin rite devotions to Our Lady can also include processions in her honour, as at Lourdes. I am sure many of you will share with me many fond memories of pilgrimages to the grotto of Massabielle. Earlier this year I had the privilege of leading around 500 Glaswegians to that sanctuary at the foot of the Pyrenees at which little Bernadette Soubirous was privileged to hear the virgin’s words … “I am the Immaculate Conception.”

The crowning of the statue of Our Lady with flowers in May was perhaps more popular once than it is today, though ceremonies of crowning statues and pictures of the Mother of God are still authorised by the Holy See as I mentioned earlier with reference to the great shrine at Ta ‘Pinu.

The most popular devotion to Our Lady is of course the Holy Rosary, where the frequent repetition of the Hail Mary provides for the lay faithful what the psalms appear to have provided for those in choir, namely the marking of a time during which one could reflect upon the mysteries of our redemption.
Devotions in honour of the saints are perhaps more common in Catholic countries where often these devotions take on a very public expression, and engage whole communities in a way in which the secular galas to which we are more used, with their "queens" and attendants do not. Malta is perhaps second to none in these almost daily expressions of popular and exuberant piety especially during the summer months.

Devotions often reflect, and sometimes even help to shape, popular culture. They can also vary from time to time, changing as cultures change. The loss of some devotions, mentioned at the very beginning of this talk. is due perhaps as much to cultural changes, as to a loss of devotion itself. Nonetheless we do see new devotions arising, such as that to Divine Mercy. popularised through the the recently canonised St. Faustina.
There is evidently a close relationship then between devotion and devotions, the former prompting the latter, and the latter increasing the former. Devotions are important, if not actually necessary, to ensure our continued devotion.

On this special day of grace, in which we recall the birth of Mary I thought it worth quoting the words of the Holy Father when asked, before his election to the See of Peter, why it is important for the Church to rediscover authentic devotion to Our Lady.  

He said: “Mary undauntedly proclaims the Magnificat, but she is also the one who renders silence and seclusion fruitful. She is the one who does not fear to stand under the Cross, who is present at the birth of the Church. But she is also the one who, as the evangelist emphasizes more than once, 'keeps and ponders in her heart' that which transpires around her. As a creature of courage and of obedience she was and is still an example to which every Christian—man and woman—can and should look." (Vittorio Messori, The Ratzinger Report, Ignatius Press 1985) 

Underlying the whole notion of devotion and devotions is the theology of grace. Theologians distinguish between sanctifying grace which is an habitual gift of God by which the soul is sanctified i.e. enabled to love God as Father by being transformed by the Holy Spirit into the likeness of Christ as an adopted son; and actual gracess, which also originate from God and are to be found either by way of the disposing of a person for sanctifying grace, or in helping that grace to grow.  
These graces are gratuitous gifts of God, originating in his mercy which "has gone before us". The catechism of the Catholic Church quotes St. Augustine in the following passage: “It has gone before us so that we may be healed, and follows us so that once healed, we may be given life; it goes before us so that we may be called, and follows us so that we may be glorified; it goes before us so that we may live devoutly, and follows us so that we may always live with God; for without him we can do nothing".
The very effect of grace is that we may "live devoutly". 
A word needs to be said with regard to the discernment necessary to ensure that the devotions by which we respond to the grace of God are consistent with the content of Revelation and the truths of the Faith. 
The Church has exercised an oversight, whereby she has acknowledged, fostered, shaped, and sometimes limited devotions in order to ensure that they are consonant with and supportive of the Church's faith: "The magisterium of the Church has the task of discerning the fidelity of these ways of praying to the tradition of Apostolic faith; It is for pastors and catechists to explain their meaning, always in relation to Jesus Christ". (cf CCC 2663)

Such devotions must be suitable to the way and state of life of individual Christians. 

St Francis de Sales in his Introduction to the Devout Life  - still a classic spiritual manual for lay people - wrote wisely of this matter: "At the creation God commanded the plants to bear fruit each according to its kind, and he likewise commands Christians, the living branches of the vine, to bear fruit by practising devotion according to their state in life". 
St. Francis then goes on to give example of what he means:

"The practice of devotion must differ for the gentleman and the artisan, the servant and the prince, for widow, young girl or wife. Further, it must be adapted to their particular strengths, circumstances and duties. Is the solitary life of a Carthusian suited to a bishop? Should those who are married practice the poverty of a Capuchin? If workmen spent as much time in church as religious; if religious were exposed to the same pastoral calls as a bishop, such devotion would be ridiculous and cause intolerable disorders.”
St Francis says that this foolish mistake is often made and concludes: "True devotion never causes harm, but rather perfects everything we do; a devotion which conflicts with anyone’s state of life is undoubtedly false".

Finally it should be noted, that "at its core the piety of the people is a storehouse of values that offers answers of Christian wisdom to the great questions of life. The Catholic wisdom of the people is capable of fashioning a vital synthesis ... it creatively combines the divine and the human, Christ and Mary, spirit and body, communion and institution, person and community, faith and homeland, intelligence and devotion"
(CELAM final document, Puebla 1979)

"The piety of the people" - what St. Francis de Sales calls their "devotion" called from him this lovely passage with which I conclude this talk:
"The bee sucks honey from the flowers without injuring them, leaving them as whole and fresh as when it found them. Devotion goes further, not only is it unharmful to any state of life, it adorns and beautifies it. Precious stones of all kinds when steeped in honey become more brilliant thereby, each one according to its colour, so everyone becomes more loveable and more perfect in his vocation if he combines it with devotion". 

My dear confreres, let us never let go of the devotional practices of the order. May our own prayer lives be nurtured by those acts of piety we learned at our mother’s knee and which we never forget.  And may our life of service and devotion find succour and rest beneath the kindly mantle of Our Lady.

I want to end with some of the most consoling words of a devotional nature ever written. They come from the pen of St Bernard of Clairvaux. 

On this Saturday – Mary’s day; on this September 8th – Mary’s birthday – let us listen with eager hearts to these words of a great doctor of the Church.

"O man, whoever you are, know that in this world you are tossed around on a stormy sea, rather than walking on solid ground. Remember that, if you want to escape shipwreck, you must never tum your eyes from this bright star which is Mary. Keep your eyes fixed on her and call on her. 
“In dangers, in troubles, in doubts, remember Mary, call on Mary. Yes, in danger of sinning, and when beset by temptations, when in doubt how to act, remember that Mary can help you. Call on her and she will help you immediately.
“ Never let her name be absent from your heart and lips. Follow her, and you cannot go astray. Pray to her and you will never despair. If she sustains you, you will not fall. If she protects you, you need never fear. If she guides you, you will never become exhausted. With her help, you will reach your goal. In short, with Mary on your side, you will surely reach heaven…”

Amen
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