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WW EDITORS’ INTRODUCTION

Meditations and Devotions was originally published in the first half of 
the year 1893, just three years after the death of then-Cardinal John 
Henry Newman. The great nineteenth-century priest, writer, convert, 
and churchman had long wanted to compose a book of devotions that 
might be used on a calendar basis, but that project never materialized 
during his lifetime. 

After Newman’s death, his literary executor, Fr. William Neville, 
compiled these meditations and devotions, all of which were part of 
Newman’s own daily spiritual practice. Neville wrote in his original 
preface: 

It was the Cardinal’s custom to note down, in the roughest 
way, any thought that particularly struck him while meditating, 
that he might reflect upon it during the day or pursue it in the 
future; and thus he was led on to enlarge such thoughts, and 
write out the notes and rewrite them carefully (for he always, 
he said, could meditate best with a pen in his hand). It is 
chiefly to this custom of the Cardinal’s of keeping the current 
of holy thoughts within his easy reach, that we owe, it is 
believed, the preservation of the greater part of this volume.

The book was an immediate success. One contemporary reviewer, 
in The Month, remarked how “the intense sympathy and gentleness 
which rings through every page, appeals to the sorrowful or wounded 
heart; and the personal holiness and attitude of loving reverence and 
gratitude and hope and trust, impart to these meditations the reality 
and a force of one who pours out his soul before God. For these 
meditations are essentially a pouring forth of the soul.”1 The profound 
sense of gentleness, gratitude, and soul in this collection of short 
writings of prayer and devotion are still clearly felt today. 

1  Anonymous reviewer, The Month, published by the English Province of the Society 
of Jesus, Volume 78, August 1893; 417.

Meditations and Devotions_NewmanFORMAT_208 pgs.indd   5 6/12/19   3:01 PM



vi   |   Meditations & Devotions

There is renewed interest today in now-Saint John Henry Newman. 
It is our wish that the reissuing of this book will help twenty-first 
century Christians to rediscover him.

Finally, Meditations and Devotions is practical. It is a book that is 
meant to be used. And it demonstrates the habits and spiritual practices 
of this remarkable saint of the Church—habits that are perhaps best 
summarized in this one representative short paragraph:

If you ask me what you are to do in order to be perfect, I 
say, first—Do not lie in bed beyond the due time of rising; 
give your first thoughts to God; make a good visit to the 
Blessed Sacrament; say the Angelus devoutly; eat and drink to 
God’s glory; say the Rosary well; be recollected; keep out bad 
thoughts; make your evening meditation well; examine yourself 
daily; go to bed in good time, and you are already perfect. (see 
p. 79, below)

A B O U T  T H E  A U T H O R

John Henry Newman (1801–1890) was a poet and theologian, first an 
Anglican priest, then founder of the Oxford Movement, and later a 

Catholic priest and cardinal in the Roman Church. The autobiography 
of this important and controversial figure in the religious history of 
England in the nineteenth century, Apologia Pro Vita Sua, is widely 
considered to be one of the great Christian classics of the modern era. 

Newman was beatified by Pope Benedict XVI in 2010. This book 
goes to press with Pope Francis planning to canonize St. John Henry 
Newman in the fall of 2019.
—The Editors
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Introductory
M A Y  1

MAY, THE MONTH OF PROMISE

Why is May chosen as the month in which we exercise a special 
devotion to the Blessed Virgin? The first reason is because it is the time 
when the earth bursts forth into its fresh foliage and its green grass after 
the stern frost and snow of winter, and the raw atmosphere and the 
wild wind and rain of the early spring. It is because the blossoms are 
upon the trees and the flowers are in the gardens. It is because the days 
have got long, and the sun rises early and sets late. For such gladness 
and joyousness of external Nature is a fit attendant on our devotion to 
her who is the Mystical Rose and the House of Gold. 

A man may say, “True; but in this climate we have sometimes a 
bleak, inclement May.” This cannot be denied; but still, so much is 
true that at least it is the month of promise and of hope. Even though 
the weather happens to be bad, it is the month that begins and heralds 
in the summer. We know, for all that may be unpleasant in it, that fine 
weather is coming sooner or later. “Brightness and beautifulness shall,” 
in the Prophet’s words, “appear at the end, and shall not lie: if it make 
delay, wait for it, for it shall surely come, and shall not be slack.” 

May then is the month, if not of fulfilment, at least of promise; 
and is not this the very aspect in which we most suitably regard the 
Blessed Virgin, Holy Mary, to whom this month is dedicated? 

The Prophet says, “There shall come forth a rod out of the root of 
Jesse, and a flower shall rise out of his root” (Isaiah 11:1). Who is the 
flower but our Blessed Lord? Who is the rod, or beautiful stalk or stem 
or plant out of which the flower grows, but Mary, Mother of our Lord, 
Mary, Mother of God? 

It was prophesied that God should come upon earth. When the 
time was now full, how was it announced? It was announced by the 

Meditations and Devotions_NewmanFORMAT_208 pgs.indd   2 6/12/19   3:01 PM



   |   3

Angel coming to Mary. “Hail, full of grace,” said Gabriel, “the Lord 
is with thee; blessed art thou among women.” She then was the sure 
promise of the coming Savior, and therefore May is by a special title 
her month. 

Introductory

M A Y  2
MAY, THE MONTH OF JOY

Why is May called the month of Mary, and especially dedicated to 
her? Among other reasons there is this, that of the Church’s year, the 
ecclesiastical year, it is at once the most sacred and the most festive and 
joyous portion. Who would wish February, March, or April to be the 
month of Mary, considering that it is the time of Lent and penance? 
Who again would choose December, the Advent season, a time of 
hope, indeed, because Christmas is coming, but a time of fasting too? 
Christmas itself does not last for a month; and January has indeed the 
joyful Epiphany, with its Sundays in succession; but these in most years 
are cut short by the urgent coming of Septuagesima. 

May on the contrary belongs to the Easter season, which lasts fifty 
days, and in that season the whole of May commonly falls, and the 
first half always. The great Feast of the Ascension of our Lord into 
heaven is always in May, except once or twice in forty years. Pentecost, 
called also Whit-Sunday, the Feast of the Holy Ghost, is commonly in 
May, and the Feasts of the Holy Trinity and Corpus Christi are in May 
not unfrequently. May, therefore, is the time in which there are such 
frequent Alleluias, because Christ has risen from the grave, Christ has 
ascended on high, and God the Holy Ghost has come down to take 
His place. 

O N E  Meditations for the Month of May 
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Here then we have a reason why May is dedicated to the Blessed 
Mary. She is the first of creatures, the most acceptable child of God, the 
dearest and nearest to Him. It is fitting then that this month should be 
hers, in which we especially glory and rejoice in His great Providence 
to us, in our redemption and sanctification in God the Father, God the 
Son, and God the Holy Ghost. 

But Mary is not only the acceptable handmaid of the Lord. She is 
also Mother of His Son, and the Queen of all Saints, and in this month 
the Church has placed the feasts of some of the greatest of them, as if to 
bear her company. First, however, there is the Feast of the Holy Cross, 
on the 3rd of May; when we venerate that Precious Blood in which the 
Cross was bedewed at the time of our Lord’s Passion. The Archangel 
St. Michael, and three Apostles, have feast-days in this month: St. 
John, the beloved disciple, St. Philip and St. James. Seven Popes, two 
of them especially famous, St. Gregory VII. and St. Pius V.; also two of 
the greatest Doctors, St. Athanasius and St. Gregory Nazianzen; two 
holy Virgins especially favored by God, St. Catherine of Siena (as her 
feast is kept in England), and St. Mary Magdalen of Pazzi; and one 
holy woman most memorable in the annals of the Church, St. Monica, 
the Mother of St. Augustine. And above all, and nearest to us in this 
church, our own Holy Patron and Father, St. Philip, occupies, with 
his Novena and Octave, fifteen out of the whole thirty-one days of the 
month.2 These are some of the choicest fruits of God’s manifold grace, 
and they form the court of their glorious Queen. 

2  In 1847 St. John Henry Newman was ordained a Catholic priest in Rome and 
joined the Congregation of the Oratory, founded three centuries earlier by 
Saint Philip Neri.
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I On the Immaculate Conception

M A Y  3
MARY IS THE VIRGO PURISSIMA, 

THE MOST PURE VIRGIN

By the Immaculate Conception of the Blessed Virgin is meant the great 
revealed truth that she was conceived in the womb of her mother, St. 
Anne, without original sin.

Since the fall of Adam all mankind, his descendants, are conceived 
and born in sin. “Behold,” says the inspired writer in the Psalm 
Miserere—“Behold, I was conceived in iniquity, and in sin did my 
mother conceive me” (Psalm 51:5). That sin which belongs to every 
one of us, and is ours from the first moment of our existence, is the sin 
of unbelief and disobedience, by which Adam lost Paradise. We, as the 
children of Adam, are heirs to the consequences of his sin, and have 
forfeited in him that spiritual robe of grace and holiness which he had 
given him by his Creator at the time that he was made. In this state of 
forfeiture and disinheritance we are all of us conceived and born; and 
the ordinary way by which we are taken out of it is the Sacrament of 
Baptism.

But Mary never was in this state; she was by the eternal decree 
of God exempted from it. From eternity, God, the Father, Son, and 
Holy Ghost, decreed to create the race of man, and, foreseeing the fall 
of Adam, decreed to redeem the whole race by the Son’s taking flesh 
and suffering on the Cross. In that same incomprehensible, eternal 
instant, in which the Son of God was born of the Father, was also the 
decree passed of man’s redemption through Him. He who was born 
from Eternity was born by an eternal decree to save us in Time, and 
to redeem the whole race; and Mary’s redemption was determined 
in that special manner which we call the Immaculate Conception. It 
was decreed, not that she should be cleansed from sin, but that she 
should, from the first moment of her being, be preserved from sin; so 

O N E  Meditations for the Month of May 
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that the Evil One never had any part in her. Therefore, she was a child 
of Adam and Eve as if they had never fallen; she did not share with 
them their sin; she inherited the gifts and graces (and more than those) 
which Adam and Eve possessed in Paradise. This is her prerogative, 
and the foundation of all those salutary truths which are revealed to us 
concerning her. Let us say then with all holy souls, Virgin most pure, 
conceived without original sin, Mary, pray for us.

I On the Immaculate Conception

M A Y  4
MARY IS THE VIRGO PRÆDICANDA,

 THE VIRGIN WHO IS TO BE PROCLAIMED

MARY is the Virgo Prædicanda, that is, the Virgin who is to be 
proclaimed, to be heralded, literally, to be preached.

We are accustomed to preach abroad that which is wonderful, 
strange, rare, novel, important. Thus, when our Lord was coming, 
St. John the Baptist preached Him; then, the Apostles went into the 
wide world, and preached Christ. What is the highest, the rarest, the 
choicest prerogative of Mary? It is that she was without sin. When 
a woman in the crowd cried out to our Lord, “Blessed is the womb 
that bare Thee!” (Luke 11:27), He answered, “More blessed are they 
who hear the word of God and keep it.” Those words were fulfilled in 
Mary. She was filled with grace in order to be the Mother of God. But 
it was a higher gift than her maternity to be thus sanctified and thus 
pure. Our Lord indeed would not have become her son unless He had 
first sanctified her; but still, the greater blessedness was to have that 
perfect sanctification. This then is why she is the Virgo Prædicanda; she 
is deserving to be preached abroad because she never committed any 
sin, even the least; because sin had no part in her; because, through 
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the fullness of God’s grace, she never thought a thought, or spoke a 
word, or did an action, which was displeasing, which was not most 
pleasing, to Almighty God; because in her was displayed the greatest 
triumph over the enemy of souls. Wherefore, when all seemed lost, in 
order to show what He could do for us all by dying for us; in order 
to show what human nature, His work, was capable of becoming; to 
show how utterly He could bring to naught the utmost efforts, the 
most concentrated malice of the foe, and reverse all the consequences 
of the Fall, our Lord began, even before His coming, to do His most 
wonderful act of redemption, in the person of her who was to be His 
Mother. By the merit of that Blood which was to be shed, He interposed 
to hinder her incurring the sin of Adam, before He had made on the 
Cross atonement for it. And therefore it is that we preach her who is the 
subject of this wonderful grace.

But she was the Virgo Prædicanda for another reason. When, why, 
what things do we preach? We preach what is not known, that it may 
become known. And hence the Apostles are said in Scripture to “preach 
Christ.” To whom? To those who knew Him not—to the heathen world. 
Not to those who knew Him, but to those who did not know Him. 
Preaching is a gradual work: first one lesson, then another. Thus were 
the heathen brought into the Church gradually. And in like manner, 
the preaching of Mary to the children of the Church, and the devotion 
paid to her by them, has grown, grown gradually, with successive ages. 
Not so much preached about her in early times as in later. First she was 
preached as the Virgin of Virgins—then as the Mother of God—then 
as glorious in her Assumption—then as the Advocate of sinners—then 
as Immaculate in her Conception. And this last has been the special 
preaching of the present century; and thus that which was earliest in 
her own history is the latest in the Church’s recognition of her.

O N E  Meditations for the Month of May 
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