
DEVOTION TO OUR MOTHER OF PERPETUAL HELP
INTRODUCTION

The Historic Customs and Practices Committee was asked to research and write:

"A brief and authentic history of the devotion to Our Mother of Perpetual Help.” and "An authentic history of how our Congregation developed a devotion to Our Mother of Perpetual Help. "

This assignment which was included in a letter to the Committee under date of March 1, 1985 was undertaken by Sister Marilyn Phillios who prepared a first draft.  The following includes portions of that draft and certain additions.

The paper is divided into three sections.  The first section treats of the development of devotion to the Blessed Mother in the Church.  The second considers devotion to Mary under the title of Our Mother of Perpetual Help. The third traces the development of devotion to Our Mother of Perpetual Help in our Institute.

I.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE DEVELOPMENT OF
DEVOTION TO OUR BLESSED MOTHER IN THE CHURCH

Marian devotion developed very early in the Church despite the fact that the evangelists give sparse information; their chief emphasis was on Christological and Trinitarian truths. The few recorded events in the New Testament include: Mary's betrothal to Joseph, the Annunciation, the Visitation, the birth of the Messiah, the Purification, the flight into Egypt, the return to Nazareth, the finding of the Child Jesus in the temple, the wedding feast at Cana, a visit to Jesus during the course of His missionary activity, the witnessing of the crucifixion, Christ's entrusting His Mother to the care of St. John, and finally, her presence with the Apostles as they awaited the coming of the Holy Spirit on Pentecost. 

That is historical data; tradition has honored other incidents but these belong to the apocrypha. There are only four doctrines regarding Mary which are dogmatically defined: the divine Motherhood, Mary's virginity, her Immaculate Conception, and her Assumption.

The earliest Christians must have been aware of Mary for St. Paul says that "God sent his Son, born of a woman. "3 This allusion to the reality of Mary's maternity of Christ presupposes some knowledge about her both on the part of Paul as well as the Galatians.

During the second and third centuries references to Mary, the Mother of God, often appear in letters, sermons and other writings. Already in the fourth century Christmas was considered the greatest Marian feast. The Council of Ephesus in 431 defined the divine maternity and this was confirmed by Pope Sixtus III.  The Fathers of Vatican II declared that “from the earliest times the Blessed Virgin is honored under the title of Mother of God. "4

In 649 a Lateran Council held under the auspices of Pope St. Martin I proclaimed the perfect and perpetual virginity of Mary.

Duns Scotus (1264-1308), a Franciscan from Oxford, was chiefly responsible for showing that the doctrine of the Immaculate Conception was not in contradiction with the doctrine of the universal Redemption. The controversy, however, was so great that it was not until December 8, 1854, that Pope Pius IX dogmatically defined it. Less than four years later, Mary appeared to St. Bernadette at Lourdes and proclaimed "I am the Immaculate Conception. "5

As early as the ninth century, the Assumption of Mary was depicted in art, but the doctrine was disputed for many centuries. It was only on November 1, 1950, that Pope Pius XII most solemnly declared: "The Immaculate Mother of God, the ever Virgin Mary, having completed the course of her earthly life, was assumer body and soul into heavenly glory." 

From 1263 on, July 2 was celebrated by Franciscans to honor the Visitation. In the wake of Vatican II this feast was retained but has been transferred to May 31.

The object of almost every feast instituted in the West since the twelfth century is one of Mary's attributes or the commemoration of some marvelous intervention. The feasts arose and developed, in most cases, under the influence of the medieval religious orders or of private devotion, and they generally faced a more or less enduring resistance. The multiplication of these secondary Marian feasts - approximately 940 have been counted..
..is a sign of the consciousness that Christian peoples have of the role Mary played in the economy of the redemption. The purpose of these feasts is only to distribute, according to local needs, the truth of faith that Mary is the one by whom the Savior is given to mankind - a truth that is expressed on the human level at Christmas.


II.
A SUMMARY OF THE HISTORY OF THE DEVOTION 
TO OUR MOTHER OF PERPETUAL HELP

The icon of Our Mother of Perpetual Help is distinctly Byzantine in style, and many similar portrayals of Our Lady are found throughout the East and in Russia. As certainly as can be established from tradition, the original icon of Our Mother of Perpetual Help was painted by an unknown artist in Crete in the fourteenth or fifteenth century. According to an ancient legend, it was stolen from some Church by an Italian merchant and brought to Rome around 1495. At his death, this merchant asked a friend to place it in a Church as restitution. The friend’s wife dissuaded him from keeping his promise.  Then , so the legend goes Mary herself appeared to the couple's little daughter and commanded that the icon be placed in a Church dedicated to St. Matthew between the Basilicas of St. Mary Major and St. John Lateran. On March 27 in 1499 the picture was solemnly enthroned on the high altar and a tablet narrating the story placed nearby.

According to Attwater, the eminent historian and researcher, the story has little historical support. Be that as it may, until the French seized Rome in 1798 Our Lady was venerated and many miracles were attributed to her. The Augustinian Fathers who had charge of the Church rescued the icon before the revolutionists destroyed the Church and hid it in one of their monasteries on the left side of the Tiber River where it remained in relative obscurity for many years.

In 1863 a Jesuit preaching about the various Roman shrines mentioned the one to Our Mother of Perpetual Help and expressed the wish that it could be found and restored.  A Redemptorist priest chanced to hear about this request; it so happened that he knew its whereabouts for he had served Mass in the Augustinian monastery as a lad. The picture was still in the monastery, although the Redemptorists had purchased the land and built a motherhouse on the site of the original St. Matthew's Church. When the story came to the attention of Pope Pius IX, he commanded that the picture be given to the Redemptorists so that the original request of Our Lady might be honored. The picture was exposed for public veneration on April 26, 1866.

III.
THE HISTORY OF DEVOTION TO OUR BLESSED MOTHER
IN OUR RELIGIOUS INSTITUTE

Our Religious Institute began as a pious society of Franciscan Tertiaries and like Francis cultivated a very special devotion to the Mother of God.  The first chapel was dedicated to her under the title "Mariahilf" (Mary, help).

The Sisters prayed the Little Office of the Blessed Virgin Mary.

The Litany of the Blessed Virgin Mary was prayed during Night Prayer on Tuesdays and Saturdays.

Novenas were prescribed for the nine days prior to the Feasts of the Assumption and Immaculate Conception.

The Angelus was prayed three times a day.

The Vigil of the Feast of the Immaculate Conception was a day of fast. For a time Saturdays were days of abstinence.

The earliest Constitution stated that there was to be a statue or picture of Mary in the Refectory.
Each Sister was asked to pray a Rosary daily for the welfare of the Congregation.

Thus, devotion to Mary is a part of our patrimony.

The earliest recorded history of devotion to Mary under the specific title "Mother of Perpetual Help" is as follows:

The Night Prayer of the Sisters in the Manual of Prayers printed in German in 1923 includes the ejaculation "Mother of Perpetual Help, pray for us." 

The Chronicle of the Congregation on page 53 provides the following information:

For a long time, the Novenas were held each month, one in honor of the Little Flower, the other in honor of the Holy Child. In July 1932, a third Novena was added in honor of Our Mother of Perpetual Help.

Oral history provides information concerning this devotion also. Sisters recall that the Motherhouse Chapel in Joliet (constructed in 1895 and dedicated to the Sacred Heart) had a picture of Our Mother of Perpetual Help inserted into the high altar. In the 1940's this altar was reduced in height and the picture of Our Mother of Perpetual Help was glued to the rear wall of the sanctuary above the high altar. At the demolition of the Chapel in 1965, it was impossible to remove the picture and thus it was destroyed.

These above-mentioned items are the only history to us regarding devotion to Mary under the specific title "Mother of Perpetual Help."

During the various Chapters of Affairs following Vatican II, some of the above-mentioned practices were altered as greater emphasis was placed on liturgical renewal and more opportunity was provided for personal prayer.

However, neither the Fathers of Vatican II nor the Chapter Delegates ever considered downgrading devotion to Mary. In Chapter VIII of the Constitution on the Church promulgated by Vatican II we read: 

From the earliest times the Blessed Virgin is honored under the title of Mother of God, whose protection the faithful take refuge together in prayer in all their perils and needs; (66) and the cult, especially the liturgical cult of the Blessed Virgin (is to) be generously fostered. 10

In the Constitution of the Institute (approved in 1982) we read:

We hold it (consecrated chastity) in reverence, for it is a summons to imitate the Virginal Christ and His Blessed Mother.11

• • • like Mary, we ponder the Sacred Scriptures in our hearts.12

We become one with the rejoicing Church by celebrating the feasts of our Lord, His Blessed Mother, and the saints ... 13

We daily recite a rosary for the spiritual and temporal welfare of the Congregation. 14

We observe the Vigils of the Immaculate Conception of the Blessed Virgin Mary and of our Seraphic Father Francis as days of fast and abstinence. 15

We minister in imitation of Mary who sent herself caring for the needs of the Holy Familv.

Prior to the General Chapter of 1979 no mention was made in our Constitutions concerning devotion to Mary under the title "Mother of Perpetual Help." In response to questions and proposals regarding our history, heritage and traditions the Delegates added the following:

From the beginning they (the pioneer members) cherished a very special devotion to the Sacred Heart of Jesus and to Mary, the Mother of Perpetual Help. 17

CONCLUSION

From the foregoing we conclude that the devotion to our Blessed Mother is a part of our patrimony both as Franciscans and as an Institute,  

Throughout history, Mary has been invoked under a variety of titles.  Some of these have appeal at certain times and may change with varying circumstances.  Such variety allows us the freedom to honor her and seek her help and protection as the spirit moves us.

There is little evidence in our history concerning devotion to Mary under the specific title: Mother of Perpetual Help”.  Some may even debate whether or not devotion under the title Mariahilf (Mary, help) is the same as devotion to Our Mother of Perpetual Help (Mutter von der Immer Wahrenden Hilfe).

Be that as it may, we can only conclude that our pioneer Sisters did honor, and pray to Mary, for like Francis they recognized her as the one who gave us Jesus and is now our great intercessor.


