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Little Office Of The Blessed Virgin Mary

Introduction: A Timeless Prayer
for the Faithful

In the vast tapestry of Christian prayer traditions, few
devotional  practices  possess  the  quiet  beauty  and
enduring appeal of the Little Office Of The Blessed
Virgin Mary. For centuries, this ancient cycle of prayers
has offered clergy, religious, and laity a structured yet
accessible  way to  sanctify  the day while  honoring the
Mother of God. Unlike the more extensive Liturgy of the
Hours,  which  forms  the  official  daily  prayer  of  the
Church,  the  Little  Office  provides  a  shorter,  more
manageable alternative that still  follows the traditional
rhythm of the canonical hours. Its simplicity, combined
with its profound theological depth, has made it a beloved
companion for countless souls seeking to deepen their
interior life and grow in devotion to Mary. Whether you
are discovering this prayer form for the first time or are
looking to return to a cherished practice, understanding
the history, structure, and spiritual power of the Little
Office Of The Blessed Virgin Mary  can enrich your
daily walk of faith.

What Is the Little Office of the
Blessed Virgin Mary?

The Little Office Of The Blessed Virgin Mary  is  a
shortened form of the Divine Office, arranged specifically
to honor the Blessed Virgin. It consists of a set of psalms,
hymns, antiphons, readings, and prayers that are recited
at fixed times throughout the day, mirroring the structure
of  the  larger  Liturgy  of  the  Hours.  Traditionally,  this
office includes the following hours: Matins (with Lauds
often attached), Prime, Terce, Sext, None, Vespers, and
Compline. Each hour focuses on a particular aspect of
Mary's  role  in  salvation  history,  her  virtues,  and  her
unique relationship with her Son.

What distinguishes the Little Office is not only its brevity
but  also  its  accessibility.  While  the  full  Divine  Office
requires  a  multi-volume  set  of  books  and  a  deep
familiarity  with  the  psalter,  the  Little  Office  is  often
contained in a single, portable volume. This made it an
ideal  prayer  book  for  the  laity,  especially  during  the
Middle Ages, when literacy was spreading and devotion
to Mary was flourishing. Today, the Little Office Of The
Blessed  Virgin  Mary  remains  a  staple  for  many
religious communities and is gaining renewed popularity
among  lay  Catholics  and  Anglicans  who  wish  to
incorporate  structured  Marian  prayer  into  their  daily
lives.

The Historical Origins and
Development

The roots of the Little Office Of The Blessed Virgin
Mary can be traced back to the early medieval period.
While the Divine Office itself is ancient, dating back to
the early Church, the idea of a shorter office dedicated
solely to Mary emerged gradually. By the 9th and 10th
centuries, monasteries and cathedrals began to develop
local customs of reciting an additional office in honor of

the Virgin, often on Saturdays or during the Advent and
Christmas seasons. These early forms were not uniform,
but they shared a common desire to give special liturgical
recognition to Mary.

The  real  turning  point  came  in  the  11th  and  12th
centuries, a period of intense Marian devotion in Western
Europe.  The  Cistercians,  under  the  influence  of  Saint
Bernard of Clairvaux, were particularly instrumental in
popularizing the Little Office. They adopted it as part of
their daily routine, and from there, the practice spread to
other religious orders, including the Dominicans and the
Franciscans. By the 13th century, the Little Office Of
The Blessed Virgin Mary had become a standard part
of the breviary for many clerics and monks.

Perhaps the most significant moment in its history came
in  1568,  when  Pope  Pius  V  issued  the  apostolic
constitution Quod a nobis as part of the reforms of the
Council of Trent. In this document, he revised the Roman
Breviary  and  officially  sanctioned  the  Little  Office  for
universal use. He also granted indulgences for those who
recited it devoutly. This papal endorsement cemented the
Little Office as a major form of Catholic prayer for the
next  four  centuries.  It  became  the  daily  prayer  of
countless secular clergy and was often the first breviary
that seminarians learned to use.  The Little Office Of
The Blessed Virgin Mary was, for many, the gateway to
the liturgical life of the Church.

Structure and Contents of the
Little Office

Understanding the structure of the Little Office Of The
Blessed Virgin Mary  is  key to praying it  well.  While
there are regional variations, the standard Roman version
follows a consistent  pattern across each of  the hours.
Below is a breakdown of the typical structure for each
hour.

The Opening Versicles

Each hour begins with the versicle "God,  come to my
assistance. Lord, make haste to help me," followed by the
"Glory  Be."  This  sets  the  tone  for  the  prayer,
acknowledging our dependence on God and asking for
His grace.

The Hymn

A hymn appropriate to the hour or the liturgical season
follows. The hymns of the Little Office are beautiful and
ancient,  many  of  them  composed  by  notable  Church
figures such as Saint Ambrose. Hymns like "Quem terra,
pontus, sidera" (The God whom earth and sea and sky)
are classics of Latin hymnody.

The Psalms and Antiphons

The  psalms  form  the  core  of  the  office.  Each  hour
includes a selection of psalms, or sometimes portions of
psalms,  that  are  sung  or  recited.  These  psalms  were
chosen for their relevance to Mary or for their traditional
association  with  a  particular  hour  of  the  day.  For
example, Psalm 109 (110), "The Lord said to my Lord," is



a classic psalm for Vespers in the Marian office. Each
psalm is accompanied by an antiphon, a short verse that
frames the psalm and highlights its Marian meaning.

The Little Chapter and Responsory

Following the psalms, a short biblical reading (the Little
Chapter)  is  proclaimed.  This  is  usually  a  verse  from
Scripture that speaks of Mary or of the mystery of the
Incarnation.  A  brief  responsory  follows,  allowing  the
community or the individual to respond in praise.

The Hymn or Canticle

At certain hours, notably Lauds and Vespers, a Gospel
canticle  is  included.  Lauds  uses  the  Benedictus  (the
canticle of Zechariah), and Vespers uses the Magnificat
(the  canticle  of  Mary  herself).  The  Magnificat,  in
particular, is the crown of the Little Office, as it is Mary's
own song of praise. The office also includes the antiphon
Salve Regina (Hail, Holy Queen) at the end of Compline.

The Collect and Conclusion

Each hour concludes with a collect prayer, which varies
according to the season or feast. The office ends with the
versicle "Let us bless the Lord" and the response "Thanks
be to God."

The Little Office vs. the Divine
Office: Key Differences

It is helpful to understand how the Little Office Of The
Blessed Virgin Mary differs from the full Liturgy of the
Hours, which is the official daily prayer of the Church.
While they share the same basic structure of hours, the
differences are significant.

Length and Complexity: The most obvious
difference is length. The full Divine Office,
especially in its pre-Vatican II form, involves a large
number of psalms, lengthy readings, and complex
rubrics. The Little Office is much shorter, with fewer
psalms and simpler rules. It can typically be prayed
in 15 to 20 minutes per hour, depending on whether
it is sung or recited.
Scriptural Focus: The full Divine Office cycles
through the entire psalter over a period of weeks or
months. The Little Office uses a fixed set of psalms
that do not change. This makes it easy for the user
to learn by heart and creates a sense of stability and
familiarity.
Marian Theme: While the Divine Office honors
Mary on her feast days and on Saturdays, the Little
Office is entirely dedicated to her. Every psalm,
antiphon, and reading is chosen with Mary in mind.
This makes it a profoundly Marian prayer.
Liturgical Status: The Divine Office is the official
prayer of the Church, obligatory for clergy and
religious. The Little Office is a devotional office. It is
not obligatory for anyone, though it was
traditionally recited by many religious orders as a
secondary office.

Despite  these  differences,  the  two  offices  are  deeply
related.  The  Little  Office  has  often  been  called  "the
breviary  of  the  laity"  because  it  allowed  ordinary
Christians to participate in the liturgical prayer of the
Church without needing to master the full  breviary.  It
remains a beautiful way to unite oneself with the praying
Church throughout the day.

The Spiritual Significance and
Benefits

Why has the Little Office Of The Blessed Virgin Mary
endured for so many centuries? The answer lies in its
spiritual power. Here are some of the key benefits and
graces associated with this devotion.

Sanctification of the Day

The Little Office, like the full Divine Office, breaks the
day into distinct "hours" of prayer. This structure helps
the  Christian  to  live  in  constant  awareness  of  God's
presence. By pausing at morning, midday, afternoon, and
evening to offer praise and petition, the day becomes a
continuous act of worship. This is a powerful antidote to
the secularization of time and the distractions of modern
life.

Deepening Union with Mary

Because the office is  centered entirely on the Blessed
Virgin, it naturally fosters a deeper relationship with her.
The  repetition  of  her  praises,  the  meditation  on  her
mysteries, and the constant invocation of her intercession
gradually conform the soul to her virtues. Mary is not
only honored in the office; she is also encountered as a
mother and a teacher. Many who pray the Little Office
Of The Blessed Virgin Mary report a growing love for
her  and a  greater  sensitivity  to  her  presence in  their
lives.

Participation in the Liturgical Life of the
Church

The Little Office connects the individual to the broader
liturgical  tradition  of  the  Church.  It  uses  the  same
psalms, hymns, and seasons that are found in the official
prayer of the Church. By praying it,  one enters into a
tradition that stretches back hundreds of years and spans
the  globe.  This  sense  of  communion  with  the  Church
triumphant, suffering, and militant is a profound source
of grace and encouragement.

Interior Peace and Order

There is a rhythm and stability to the Little Office that
brings peace to the soul. In a world that is often chaotic
and  unpredictable,  the  fixed  structure  of  the  hours
provides a reliable framework. The soul learns to return
to God at regular intervals, and this discipline bears fruit
in increased self-control, patience, and joy.

How to Begin Praying the Little
Office

If  you are new to  the Little Office Of The Blessed
Virgin  Mary,  you  might  be  wondering  how  to  get
started. Fortunately, it is easier today than ever before.
Here  is  a  practical  guide  to  beginning  this  beautiful
prayer.

Obtain a Copy of the Little Office: The text is1.
available in many forms. You can purchase a printed
book from a Catholic publisher, download a free
PDF from traditional Catholic websites, or use a
mobile app. Some popular editions include the one
published by Baronius Press and the one included in
the St. Joseph Daily Missal. Look for an edition that
includes propers for the different seasons.
Learn the Basic Order: Begin with one hour at a2.
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time. Many people start with Compline, the night
prayer, because it is the shortest and most restful.
Once you are comfortable with Compline, add
Vespers (evening prayer), then Lauds (morning
prayer), and gradually work your way up to praying
all the hours.
Set a Regular Time: Choose a consistent time for3.
each hour. For example, you might pray Lauds
immediately after waking, Terce at mid-morning,

Sext around lunch, None in the mid-afternoon,
Vespers at sunset, and Compline before bed.
Consistency is key to forming a lasting habit.
Pray with Intention: Before you begin each hour,4.
take a moment to quiet your heart and offer the
prayer for a specific intention. You might pray for
your family, for the Church, for the souls in
purgatory, or simply for the grace to love Mary
more.
Don't Worry About Per5.


