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Introduction
The Rosary is a central element in the prayer lives of Catholics throughout 
the world. Even some non-Catholics have found solace in praying the Rosary. 
This is not so surprising when we consider that repetition—especially in the 
comforting rhythm of prayer—is a natural human tendency, and the feel of 
beads on a cord is as soothing to the body as the repeated words of prayer are 
to the mind. 

The Rosary is fundamentally a prayer that helps us to connect with God and 
to grow in relationship with him. Through repetition of prayers from our 
Catholic tradition, the use of our imagination to contemplate the mysteries in 
the life of Jesus and Mary, and the physical discipline of fingering each bead, 
our whole being is brought into prayer. Mind, body, and spirit are united 
in the act of opening oneself to God. To pray the Rosary individually or 
with our family is to recognize the inherent connectedness we have with one 
another through Christ our Lord.

The History of the Rosary
The string of rosary beads that we know today developed over time. Counting 
prayers on strings of beads or knotted cords is a practice that originated well 
before the time of Christ. It’s difficult to know exactly who first started this 
practice or when; however, archaeological evidence points to the Hindus in 
ancient India. They used a string of beads called a mala (which translates as 
“rose” or “garland”) to count repeated sacred words. Buddhists adopted this 
practice, and as Buddhism spread, so did the practice. Within Judaism, prayer 
beads were forbidden; however, the Jewish prayer shawl or tallith had a set 
number of tassels that could be used to keep track of prayers. 

Within Christianity, there is some evidence that third-century Christians 
used pebbles or seeds to keep track of their prayers. In the sixth century, 
Saint Benedict encouraged his monks to pray all 150 psalms. In imitation 
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on the Rosary. Take time to consider how the Rosary can be a 
path into prayer for your family.
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of this practice, the common people would pray 150 Our Fathers using a 
string of beads to keep track. This string of beads was called a Paternoster, 
which is Latin for “Our Father.” It was not until the middle of the 12th 
century that the Hail Mary was used as a devotion. We don’t know how long 
it took to incorporate both the Hail Mary and the Our Father or how the 
Joyful, Sorrowful, and Glorious Mysteries came to be, but in 1568 the prayer 
was formalized as we know it today. In 2002, Pope John Paul II added the 
Luminous Mysteries.

Why, after almost 450 years, did Pope John Paul II add the five mysteries 
that make up the Luminous Mysteries, or Mysteries of Light as they are 
sometimes called? The pope, who had a special devotion to Our Lady, 
proposed the new mysteries because the existing mysteries did not account for 
Jesus’ life from the time of his Baptism to his passion. Since the Rosary is a 
prayer that helps us contemplate Christ, it made sense to include Jesus’ public 
life of ministry. 

You Are a Part of the Rosary’s History
With all the challenges that families face, having a prayer that brings the 
family together with Christ can not only strengthen the family but be a 
powerful witness to the world.

The Rosary can be prayed anywhere—around the dining room table, in the 
living room, or on a road trip in the car —wherever the family can be at ease 
with one another. Each family member can take a turn at leading the Rosary. 
Each one of you can share your concerns or intentions before beginning or 
share your reflections on the mysteries afterward. 

While the basic structure of the Rosary does not change, praying the Rosary 
can be adapted to your family’s needs. You can pray one decade each day or 
once each week. You can pray with one single mystery or reflect on a whole 
set of mysteries. There are many online resources which will give you further 
ideas. The most essential part of the Rosary is that you join together with 
your family united with God and reflect on Christ’s life and the faithfulness 
of his mother, Mary.


