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PRAYING THE ROSARY KICK-START GUIDE

So you’ve decided to pray the Rosary. (Or pray more Rosaries.)

This kick-start guide is designed to give you information, ideas, and the 
tools you need to join the millions upon millions who share in this great 
devotion.  

Step 1: Meaning and Motivation

Why Pray the Rosary?
By Gretchen R. Crowe

When I was a small child and would have difficulty going to sleep, I inev-
itably reached for my white rosary, given to me by my parents for my first 
Communion. Fingering the beads and reciting the repetitious prayers was 
soothing and calmed the thoughts that always seemed to swirl in my head 
at that time of night. When I contemplate the questions “Why the Rosary? 
Why now?” I think of those moments when we reach to Mary for comfort, 
peace, and consolation. When we turn to her, she quiets our minds, calms 
our hearts, and focuses our thoughts where they should be more often: on 
her son. 

Even as adults, there is much to be intimidated by in today’s world: grow-
ing secularism and the disappearance of faith from the public square; the 
spread of evil and terrorism; war and violence; broken families; abounding 
distractions; a general lack of drive for holiness. But we know how to get 
to the answer today, just as people did 100 years ago when Mary spoke to 
three shepherd children in Fátima, Portugal. She warned them of trials to 
come, and she strongly encouraged praying the Rosary for peace to reign 
in the world and in our hearts. This is not because the Rosary possesses 
magical powers, or because it is a talisman against evil. Rather, as the late 
Cardinal Francis E. George said at the conclusion of the Year of the Rosary 
in October 2003, the Rosary “brings us to the heart of the Gospel,” to Jesus 
who is peace.  

It’s hard to believe that this one prayer can be the key to so many prob-
lems of such great magnitude. But indeed it is. The Rosary is our most 



secret of secret weapons, ready to be wielded against any challenge we face. 
Unfortunately, many Catholics take the Rosary for granted. We tend to 
purchase the strings of beads as souvenirs, stashing them here and there in 
case we feel the need for comfort or a simple reminder of our faith. Some-
times, when it is fashionable, we even wear them. Instead, we could (and 
should) be praying with them! When we do, we discover that the Rosary 
is both our sword and our shield, one that helps us through the trials of 
everyday life.

Receiving the gifts of the Rosary to the fullest requires great persever-
ance and patience. We must enter into praying the Rosary with the same 
commitment and attention as we would enter into a conversation with a 
loved one. As Cardinal George said, “Relationships grow with familiarity, 
and praying the Rosary makes us familiar with the various dimensions of 
Christ’s life.” In order to get as much as possible from it, we must put as 
much as we can into it. Otherwise, our commitment will waver, indiffer-
ence can take root, and our best efforts and intentions eventually will fade. 
“The best way to pray is to pray,” Cardinal George reminded us. “We get 
used to praying the Rosary by praying it often.” 

To that end, we must develop a strategy. Praying the Rosary daily should 
be planned, not left to chance. Make a routine out of it, whether undertak-
en while commuting, during a daily walk or run, or kneeling every night 
before bedtime. If you’re feeling particularly motivated, make time to visit 
your parish’s Blessed Sacrament chapel once a day to pray your Rosary in 
the presence of Jesus. Where you pray doesn’t matter as much as consis-
tency does. A routine will help trigger your brain, making you less likely to 
forget your commitment. The most important thing is to simply pray.

World events may change, but one thing never does: the perpetual need 
we have to reach for our rosary beads and immerse ourselves in prayer to 
our Blessed Mother. So, Why the Rosary? Why Now? Because the Rosary 
is a pathway that leads us to the truth of Jesus Christ—a path that has been 
trod steadily and faithfully by so many men and women of faith over the 
centuries.

From Why the Rosary, Why Now? Edited by Gretchen R. Crowe



A Brief History of the Rosary
The Rosary as we know it was developed in the Middle Ages. It 

evolved out of an ancient practice in which people who could not 
read Scripture recited one hundred fifty Our Fathers for the one hun-
dred fifty Psalms. Strings of beads, called “paternosters,” were used to 
keep track of the prayers.

Over time, this practice merged with the scriptural greeting to 
Mary (“Hail Mary, full of grace … ”) and with meditations on the 
lives of Christ and Mary.

Step 2: Mysteries and Prayers

The Mysteries of the Rosary
By Gretchen R. Crowe

When we pray the Rosary, we use the mysteries to meditate on different 
moments in Jesus’ life, all through the lens of his holy mother. As Pope 
St. John Paul II writes in Rosarium Virginis Mariae, “the Rosary is one of 
the traditional paths of Christian prayer directed to the contemplation of 
Christ’s face.” This contemplation leads us to a personal encounter with Je-
sus Christ, the first step toward Christian discipleship. The “quiet rhythm” 
and “lingering pace” of the Rosary, St. John Paul writes, fosters meditation 
on Jesus’ life “as seen through the eyes of her who was closest to the Lord,” 
thereby finding “unfathomable riches.” 

St. John Paul identifies Mary in the primary way she is meant to be 
seen—as one who points to Christ. “Do whatever he tells you,” she says to 
the servers at the wedding in Cana (see Jn 2:5). By meditating on all twenty 
mysteries of the Rosary, through Mary’s perspective, we are brought into a 
deeper understanding of both his human and divine natures. This deeper 
understanding is what sets us on the path to becoming disciples of Jesus 
Christ and to living our lives accordingly 

From Why the Rosary, Why Now? Edited by Gretchen R. Crowe



The Joyful Mysteries — traditionally prayed on Mondays and Saturdays
The events surrounding the coming of Our Lord, God made man, are 

a cause for intense joy. We meditate on these mysteries asking Our Lady 
to help us discover the secret of Christian joy — the coming of Our Lord 
Jesus Christ in the flesh.

1. The Annunciation of the Lord
2. The Visitation
3. The Nativity of the Lord
4. The Presentation of the Lord
5. The Finding in the Temple

The Luminous Mysteries — traditionally prayed on Thursdays
The public life of Our Lord reveals what the reign of God’s kingdom is 

like — both in the miracles he worked and in his preaching. We meditate 
on these mysteries asking Our Lady to help us allow his light to shine in 
our darkness.

1. The Baptism of Jesus
2. The Wedding Feast of Cana
3. The Preaching of the Kingdom
4. The Transfiguration
5. The Institution of the Eucharist

The Sorrowful Mysteries — traditionally prayed on Tuesdays and Fridays
The passion and death of Our Lord reveals how much God loves us. We 

meditate on these mysteries asking Our Lady to help us comprehend this 
love and to experience its life-giving power.

1. The Agony in the Garden
2. The Scourging
3. The Crowning with Thorns
4. The Carrying of the Cross
5. The Crucifixion 



The Glorious Mysteries — traditionally prayed on Wednesdays and 
Sundays

In triumph, Our Lord empowers us to follow him courageously. We 
meditate on these mysteries asking Our Lady to intercede for us, that we 
may always keep in mind the glory of God as we seek to do his will here on 
earth.

1. The Resurrection
2. The Ascension of the Lord
3. The Descent of the Holy Spirit
4. The Assumption of Our Blessed Mother
5. The Crowning of Mary as Queen of Heaven

The Prayers of the Rosary
The following prayers are the foundational prayers of the Rosary. If you’re 

just starting and don’t have them memorized, don’t worry. Just print out 
this kick-start guide and have it handy when you begin.

Apostles’ Creed
I believe in God, the Father almighty, Creator of heaven and earth, and in 

Jesus Christ, his only Son, our Lord, who was conceived by the Holy Spirit, 
born of the Virgin Mary, suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, died 
and was buried; he descended into hell; on the third day he rose again from 
the dead; he ascended into heaven, and is seated at the right hand of God 
the Father almighty; from there he will come to judge the living and the 
dead. I believe in the Holy Spirit, the holy catholic Church, the commu-
nion of saints, the forgiveness of sins, the resurrection of the body, and life 
everlasting. Amen.

Our Father
Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name; thy kingdom 

come; thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven. Give us this day our 
daily bread; and forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass 
against us; and lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil. Amen.

Hail Mary
Hail Mary, full of grace. The Lord is with thee. Blessed art thou among 

women, and blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus. Holy Mary, Mother of 
God, pray for us sinners, now and at the hour of our death. Amen.



The Soundtrack to Prayer
By Greg Willits

Because of its ability to draw us closer to Jesus through the interces-
sion of his mother, the Hail Mary provides the soundtrack to the narra-
tive of popular prayers such as the Rosary and the Angelus.

The Rosary, in particular, is a prayer of the Gospels, with the myster-
ies and stories of the life of Jesus Christ as the focal point of the prayers 
of the Rosary. When we pray the Rosary, oftentimes the repeated Hail 
Marys become like background music to our mindful meditations of 
the joyful, luminous, sorrowful, and glorious sets of mysteries which 
themselves are based on Scripture.

Rather than vain repetition, the prayerful repetition of the Hail Mary 
allows us to share in the very joy of God himself who first sent these 
words to the Mother of God though the angel Gabriel and St. Elizabeth.

Glory Be (The Doxology)
Glory be to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Spirit. As it was in 

the beginning, is now, and ever shall be, world without end. Amen.

Fátima Prayer
O my Jesus, forgive us our sins, save us from the fires of hell. Lead all 

souls to heaven, especially those who have most need of your mercy.

Hail, Holy Queen
Hail, holy Queen, Mother of Mercy. Hail, our life, our sweetness, and our 

hope. To you do we cry, poor banished children of Eve. To you do we send 
up our sighs, mourning and weeping in this valley of tears. Turn, then, 
most gracious advocate, your eyes of mercy toward us and after this, our 
exile, show unto us the blessed fruit of your womb, Jesus. O clement, O 
loving, O sweet Virgin Mary.

V. Pray for us, O Holy Mother of God
R. That we may be made worthy of the promises of Christ.
Concluding Rosary Prayer
O God, whose only begotten Son, by his life, death, and resurrection, has 

purchased for us the rewards of eternal life, grant, we beseech thee, that 



meditating upon these mysteries of the Most Holy Rosary of the Bless-
ed Virgin Mary, we may imitate what they contain and obtain what they 
promise, through the same Christ our Lord. Amen.

Step 3: Getting Started

It might seem complicated at first. There are many beads, and various 
prayers. Don’t worry. The most important thing is your desire to pray, and 
to meditate on the life of Christ. Ask the Blessed Mother to intercede for 
guidance during your prayer time. And don’t worry. It still “counts” even 
while you’re learning!

Follow the image of a rosary with numbers corresponding to the instruc-
tions on the next page.

1. Hold the crucifix as you begin, and make the Sign of the Cross, then 
pray the Apostles’ Creed.

2. Hold the first large bead and pray an Our Father.

3. For each of the next three smaller beads, pray a Hail Mary.

4. Hold the next large bead (before the centerpiece), pray the Glory Be, 
announce the first mystery, and pray an Our Father.

5. For each set of ten beads on the loop, pray a Hail Mary while meditat-
ing on the first mystery. This is called a decade.

6. Holding the next pater bead, pray the Glory Be and the Fátima Prayer. 
Then, announce the next mystery and pray an Our Father.

7. After completing the five decades, pray the Hail, Holy Queen and the 
concluding Rosary Prayer.

That’s it! It may take a few times to become more comfortable with the 
rhythm and pace of the prayer. During your meditation, it may be helpful 
to reflect on Scripture for each mystery. 





Step 4: FAQ about the Rosary

What if I don’t have time to pray all five decades?
While it usually only takes about fifteen to twenty minutes to pray the 

traditional Rosary, if you don’t have time, just pray one decade. If you 
have time for two decades, pray two. Pray one decade in the morning and 
another during your day or at bedtime. It’s not the quantity as much as the 
quality and what’s in your heart.

What are the promises of the Rosary?
According to the promises made to St. Dominic, Mary promised special 

graces and protection to those who prayed the Rosary and called the Rosa-
ry a “very powerful armor against hell” that “will destroy vice, deliver from 
sin, and dispel heresy.” (Why the Rosary? Why Now?, Gretchen R. Crowe, 
Editor)

What does the Catholic Church teach about praying the Rosary?
The Rosary is a private devotion, so it is not required as a Catholic. 

However, popes and other Church leaders have encouraged its use both 
privately and in groups. According to Pope St. John Paul II: “In the spiritu-
al journey of the Rosary, based on the constant contemplation — in Mary’s 
company — of the face of Christ, this demanding ideal of being conformed 
to him is pursued through an association which could be described in 
terms of friendship. We are thereby enabled to enter naturally into Christ’s 
life and as it were to share his deepest feelings.”

When and why were the Luminous Mysteries added to the Rosary?
In 2002, St. John Paul declared a Year of the Rosary, and in his apos-

tolic letter Rosarium Virginis Mariae he added five luminous mysteries, 
also known as the Mysteries of Light. He stated, “I believe, however, that 
to bring out fully the Christological depth of the Rosary it would be suit-
able to make an addition to the traditional pattern which, while left to the 
freedom of individuals and communities, could broaden it to include the 
mysteries of Christ’s public ministry between his baptism and his passion,” 
and further, “consequently, for the Rosary to become more fully a ‘compen-
dium of the Gospel.”



Step 5: Making It Your Own

If you’ve started praying the Rosary for the first time, or if you’ve in-
creased your time praying the Rosary, you may be noticing the graces that 
can flow from this devotion. Once you’re comfortable with the traditional 
Rosary, you might want to consider new or different ways to pray that will 
enhance your meditation and bring you closer to God. 

Scriptural Rosary — In a Scriptural Rosary you announce the mystery 
and read a short passage of Scripture related to that event before the Our 
Father. This allows you to immerse yourself even more fully in the mystery 
and the life of Christ, the Word made flesh. You can find some suggested 
Scripture readings in The Catholic Source Book (Our Sunday Visitor, 2008).

Rosaries for Special Intentions — You can offer a traditional Rosary for 
an intention such as for an end to abortion, for justice and peace, or for 
the poor. There are also many books that have a more structured approach 
for praying the Rosary for special intentions and needs such as Praying the 
Rosary for Spiritual Warfare, Praying the Rosary for Inner Healing, Praying 
the Rosary for Intercession, and The Rosary for the Holy Souls in Purgatory.  

Rosaries for Your Own Intentions — Pope St. John XXIII wrote, “Fi-
nally there is the intention: that is intercession for persons, institutions, or 
necessities of a personal or social nature, which for a really active and pious 
Catholic forms part of his charity towards his neighbor, a charity which 
is diffused in our hearts as a living expression of our common sharing in 
the Mystical Body of Christ.” This can be particularly fruitful prayer as 
you offer your Rosary for a friend or family member. You can offer each 
bead or each decade for a different person. You might take it a step further 
and connect the particular mystery with a person that that event speaks 
to — for instance, when you pray the Joyful Mystery of the Nativity, you 
might pray that decade for a woman expecting a child, or when you pray 
the Sorrowful Mystery of the Agony in the Garden, that decade may be for 
someone making a difficult life decision. 



The Rosary for Virtues — In this approach you look at each mystery and 
the corresponding virtue that Our Lord or the Blessed Mother embody and 
pray for God to perfect these virtues in our own lives.

The Joyful Mysteries
1. The Annunciation of the Lord — Humility
2. The Visitation — Charity
3. The Nativity of the Lord — Poverty
4. The Presentation of the Lord — Obedience
5. The Finding in the Temple — Piety

The Luminous Mysteries
1. The Baptism of Jesus — Commitment
2. The Wedding Feast of Cana — Fidelity
3. The Preaching of the Kingdom — Conversion
4. The Transfiguration — Promise
5. The Institution of the Eucharist — Grace

The Sorrowful Mysteries 
1. The Agony in the Garden — Repentance
2. The Scourging — Purity
3. The Crowning with Thorns — Courage
4. The Carrying of the Cross — Patience
5. The Crucifixion — Self-renunciation

The Glorious Mysteries 
1. The Resurrection — Faith
2. The Ascension of the Lord — Hope
3. The Descent of the Holy Spirit — Love
4. The Assumption of Our Blessed Mother — Eternal Happiness
5. The Crowning of Mary as Queen of Heaven — Marian Devotion

The Catholic Source Book, Our Sunday Visitor
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