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TERTIUS ORDO PENITENTIAE LETTER Nº 12
                                                                                                                                  October 7, 2017
                                                                                                                  The Feast of the Most Holy Rosary
Dear Tertiaries and Aspirants,
The feast of the Most Holy Rosary is obviously a Dominican feast par excellence. It even has the rank of a first class feast for us, as is fitting, since it is through our holy father Saint Dominic that Our Lady gave this precious gift to the world, so how could his sons and daughters not celebrate it with the highest grade of solemnity ?
For this feast we send you an excerpt of an article of the well known French Dominican, Fr. Petitot. The passage we have chosen explains an aspect of the Rosary which is often criticized, especially in the Conciliar Church, namely, the fact that it has us repeat over and over mindlessly (so they say), the same prayers. I remember, for example, the bishop in our diocese making this precise criticism and using it as a reason to explain to people why he didn’t preach the Rosary any more.
As Fr. Petitot explains, this criticism reveals a singular lack of understanding of and compassion for human nature. One could apply here the French proverb : “He who pretends to be an angel ends up being a beast” : he who disdains vocal prayer, ends up not praying at all. The pride that refuses to lower itself and humbly pass through this mechanical repetition of vocal prayers is punished by being deprived of the grace God and the Mother of God give to the humble.
The Rule of the Third Order does not disdain vocal prayer, on the contrary, it requires the daily recitation of the entire fifeteen decades of the Rosary or the divine Office. May this little passage of Fr. Petitot encourage you to be faithful to these prayers and receive their fruits.
                                                                                                  In Sancto Patre Dominico
                                                                                                                                  Father Albert
P.S. You will find here attached the continuation of the commentary of the third article of the Rule.
News
As I explained in the special letter I sent several weeks ago our community is disbanding. On October 17th I will be going to western Canada where I will reside in a mission chapel of the Society of Saint Pius X, while continuing the apostolate I have been doing for the last several years. The other friars will be staying in Europe to continue their apostolates there, and Michael Crawford, our American former postulant, will be entering the seminary in Virginia this very week. Please keep us all in your prayers.
Mrs. Mary Frances Camden (Sr. Mary Francis) passed away some weeks ago in St. Mary’s Kansas. A faithful tertiary for many years, I would visit her in her home when I passed through and would give her holy communion. May all of you be sure to recite the prescribed prayers for the repose of her soul as stipulated in n. 46 of the Rule.
The Rosary as Vocal Prayer 1
 
The body, the matter, the quantity of the Rosary is constituted by the 150 Ave Maria, divided by the Paters into decades. It is incontestable that at the beginning of this devotion one recited merely these prayers. And it was above all the illiterate people who said the Rosary or the Psalter of Mary ; cultivated spirits recited the 150 psalms. A little later was annexed to the Aves the meditation of determined mysteries.
Now it is a law often verified that the individual must redo, for himself, by going through the principal stages, the progress slowly accomplished by the species or by society. It is necessary, then, that we first learn during our childhood to say the Rosary before we can manage to meditate it. Also one must often recall to oneself, according to the recommendation of Saint Theresa of Avila, that there is no giant in the spiritual and contemplative life who doesn’t often have to become a child again. Indeed, in many circumstances we find ourselves in such a state of weakness and helplessness that we can do nothing hardly but mechanically run the beads through our fingers.
Saint Theresa of Avila confesses, in her autobiography, that she herself, at times, was unable to gather together her thoughts that were dispersed among a thousand and one subjects that had no importance. We much more then will suffer quite often this state of distraction, dissipation, and wandering of our imagination and our mind. Force oneself, become troubled or impatient, only increases the dispersion and feebleness of our thoughts. (…) What can we do in this state of nervous dissipation in which we can just barely manage to eliminate bad thoughts and desires, if it isn’t to recite more or less mechanically our Rosary ?
In other circumstances which are certainly much more dangerous, although perhaps less frequent, we are not any longer distracted, dissipated by the flight of a hundred fantastic thoughts, but on the contrary haunted by one sole idea that tempts us. Like a bird, fascinated by the look of a serpent, flies back and forth, incapable of getting away, our soul, which would just have to beat its wings to escape off into the heights of heaven, is unable, at first, to flee the temptation that seduces it. She is the victim of a sort of suggestion, she feels, as it were, already conquered. A movement of sensuality, a desire for vengeance, a violent sentiment of jealousy, of anger, a thought of revolt, a tentation against faith, or even of blasphemy, grasps her, obsesses her. The soul no longer seems to possess herself, be herself, she finds herself as if in a state of alienation in her imagination, her passions, her senses ; she no longer has control of herself. What can be done in such a grave and pressing peril but to take hold of one’s Rosary and recite it, the least badly as possible, but untiringly and, if necessary, for whole hours at a time, until the temptation be conquered ?
Or again, more simply and ordinarily, we find ourselves, at the end of a day, prey to physical and moral lassitude. Various and troublesome tasks have worn us out. We no longer feel the strength nor the energy to do anything. It seems to us that we cannot even think. (…) Again in this case one can do no better than to take hold of one’s Rosary and recite it mechanically, the mind at rest and in peace.
This mechanical, automatic recitation, it is true, is subject to the criticism and ridicule of unbelievers, who don’t perceive its profound efficacy. Mumble, without thinking of the words, these conventional formulas which are always the same, is it not to turn around, step by step, in a vicious circle, like the donkey who turns the water-wheel with its eyes blindfolded and without knowing what he is doing ? (…) To put it briefly, this automatic recitation of the Ave, according to the unvbelievers, is nothing but a parrotry.
To respond to these criticisms and mockeries we can have recourse to the doctrine of Pascal, when he speaks of “the machine”. This theory, taken partly from Descartes, can be easily reconciled, if one doesn’t exaggerate it, with traditional philosophy. Animals are not pure machines or robots, but how many of their most habitual actions are truly mechanical and automatic ! And man, being a raisonnable animal, does he not obviously participate in this robot-like activity ? “We must not misjudge ourselves”, writes Pascal, “we are as much robots as we are spirits… Custom inclines the robot, who leads on the spirit unawares”. 
We are like robots. The habits we have formed act on us spontaneously, they execute such and such an act without our having to think about it and they continue to perform it while we think about something else. (…) A large part of virtue, the work on our perfection, must consist precisely in acquiring good habits, to install in our nature reflexes of wisdom and sanctity. The mathematician who, for years, has exercised himself at working with numbers has, as it were, constructed in his brain a calculating machine, the unbelievers and the perverse have constituted in their natures a whole mechanism of irreligion and immorality ; the saint, on the contrary, has acquired, in the end, a hundred automatic reflexes of faith, virtue and perfection.
The doctrine of Pascal then is very true : “When one believes only by the work of the spirit, and the robot is inclined to believe the opposite, it is not enough…”. In the same way, when one has recognized the usefulness and necessity of frequent prayer and the robot is not inclined, led on by habit to prayer, it isn’t enough. “It is necessary therefore”, continues Pascal, “that the exterior be joined to the interior, that is to say, that one kneels, prays out loud, etc…” The vocal prayers repeated a hundred times have no other purpose than to incline our spirit, unawares, towards the intimate acts and sentiments of religion. No doubt it would be superstition to think that a certain number of Aves, a hundred or a thousand, obtain such and such a favour, but to believe in the efficaciousness of frequent prayer to be reasonable and dispose oneself to become pious : “It is superstitious”, concludes Pascal, “to put one’s hope in these formalities ; but it is proud to refuse to submit to them…”
These proud people who don’t want to submit to the laws of human nature, what remedies have they to propose to us, not only for this dissipation of our spirit, these temptations, this lassitude we have experienced in ourselves, but against the moral suffering and psychological torture that so often overwhelm us mortals ? When a man is tried by deceptions, infidelities, ingratitudes, mourning, when someone he trusted has betrayed him, when his children turn against him, abandon him, give themselves up to bad conduct (…) when he himself falls sick, when he finds himself immobilised on a bed of pain, when he is crushed by intolerable sufferings day and night, what do these proud people who despise vocal prayer have to offer him ? (…) But let this man, tried in so many ways, take up his Rosary, and begin to say it : soon, even if he says it mechanically, the spirit of prayer will insinuate itself into this recitation that one might have thought to be merely automatic. Religious sentiments of resignation, abandonment to the divine will, hope, trust in God, charity, while console and fortify this soul and give him little by little supernatural light and peace.
Recite the Rosary, pass the beads incessantly through one’s fingers, is to imitate, we are told, the donkey that endlessly turns the water-wheel without knowing what he is doing ; perhaps, but this water-wheel of the Rosary makes flow into our soul the water of grace that purifies, quenches, extinguishes the fires of our passions, fecundates the arid and desolate parts of our hearts. The decades of the Ave Maria recited out loud make the noise of a mill ; but this mill also grinds out the flour of grace.
 
1                 ‑ Le Rosaire école de la plus haute contemplation (particulièrement pour les âmes adonnées aux occupations de la vie active) H. Petitot O.P. – La Vie spirituelle, octobre 1929 p. 5 - 34.
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