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In a fast-paced world where time seems to slip through our fingers and distractions abound,
there exists a spiritual treasure that has withstood the passage of centuries, keeping the
flame of prayer and contemplation alive. This treasure is the Breviary, also known as

the Liturgy of the Hours. For many, the term may sound ancient or even mysterious, but in
reality, it is a deeply relevant and timely practice that invites us to sanctify time and live in
communion with God throughout the day.

In this article, we will explore what the Breviary is, its origin, its historical evolution, its
theological significance, and its importance in the spiritual life of Catholic faithful.
Additionally, we will discover how this ancient practice can serve as a luminous guide in our
current context, filled with challenges and spiritual searches.

What is the Breviary?

The Breviary is a liturgical book containing the prayers, psalms, biblical readings, and sacred
texts that the Catholic Church uses to pray the Liturgy of the Hours. This practice consists
of a series of prayers distributed throughout the day, intended to sanctify different hours and
moments, thus uniting the life of the believer with the rhythm of the universal prayer of the
Church.

The name “Breviary” comes from the Latin breviarium, meaning “summary” or
“compendium.” This term emerged in the Middle Ages when texts previously scattered
across various books, such as the Psalter (the psalms), the Lectionary (biblical readings), and
other liturgical texts, were compiled into a single volume.

The Liturgy of the Hours is structured around key moments of the day: Lauds (at

dawn), Terce, Sext, and None (during the morning and afternoon), Vespers (at dusk),

and Compline (before sleep). Additionally, it includes an Office of Readings, which can be
prayed at any time of the day and delves deeper into the Word of God and the writings of the
Church Fathers.

The Origin of the Breviary: Biblical Roots and Apostolic Tradition

The practice of praying at specific times of the day has its roots in Jewish tradition. In the Old
Testament, we see how the Israelites offered sacrifices and prayers in the Temple of
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Jerusalem at set hours. The psalms, which are the heart of the Breviary, were an essential
part of this communal prayer.

Jesus Himself, as a devout Jew, would have followed this tradition of prayer. In fact, the
Gospels contain references to moments of prayer at specific hours, such as when Peter and
John went up to the Temple “at the hour of prayer, the ninth hour” (Acts 3:1). The early
Christians, faithful to this heritage, continued to pray at fixed times of the day, as attested by
the Didache, one of the oldest Christian writings.

Over time, this practice became more formally structured, especially in monasteries, where
monks dedicated their lives to prayer and manual labor. The Rule of Saint Benedict, written in
the 6th century, was instrumental in organizing the Liturgy of the Hours in monastic life,
establishing a balance between ora et labora (pray and work).

The Historical Evolution of the Breviary

Over the centuries, the Breviary has undergone various reforms and adaptations, always with
the goal of making it more accessible and relevant to the faithful. In the Middle Ages, the
compilation of texts into a single volume facilitated its use, especially for clergy and religious
who were obligated to pray the Liturgy of the Hours.

However, over time, the Breviary became more complex and extensive, leading to the need
for simplification. One of the most significant reforms was that of the Council of Trent
(1545-1563), which sought to unify and organize the liturgy in response to the Protestant
Reformation. The Roman Breviary, published in 1568 under the pontificate of Saint Pius V,
became the standard for the Latin Church.

In the 20th century, the Second Vatican Council (1962-1965) promoted a new reform of the
Liturgy of the Hours, aiming to make it more accessible to all the faithful, not just clergy and
religious. The new Breviary, promulgated by Pope Paul VI in 1971, simplified the structure
and allowed for greater participation by the laity.

The Breviary Today: A Prayer for Everyone

Today, the Breviary is not exclusive to priests and religious. More and more laypeople are
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discovering the richness of this practice, which allows them to integrate prayer into their
daily lives. In a world where stress and anxiety are common, the Liturgy of the Hours offers a
serene and contemplative rhythm, reminding us of God’s constant presence.

Moreover, the Breviary connects us with the universal prayer of the Church. When we pray
the Hours, we join millions of Christians around the world who, at that very moment, are
lifting their hearts to God. It is a deeply communal experience that transcends borders and
cultures.

The Theological Significance of the Breviary

The Breviary is not simply a collection of prayers; it is a school of spirituality. Through the
psalms, biblical readings, and texts of the saints, we immerse ourselves in the mystery of
salvation and learn to see life through the eyes of faith.

The psalms, in particular, are a mirror of the human soul. In them, we find expressions of joy,
sorrow, repentance, hope, and praise. By praying them, we identify with the experiences of
the psalmists and learn to address God with sincerity and trust.

Additionally, the Breviary helps us sanctify time. Each hour of the day becomes an
opportunity to encounter God, remembering that He is present in every moment of our lives.
As Saint Augustine said: “You have made us for yourself, O Lord, and our hearts are restless
until they rest in you.”

An Inspiring Anecdote: The Breviary of Saint John Paul Il

Saint John Paul I, one of the most beloved popes in history, had a deep devotion to the
Liturgy of the Hours. It is said that even amid his hectic schedule, he always found time to
pray the Breviary. On one occasion, during an apostolic journey, his secretary reminded him
that he needed to rest. The Pope responded with a smile: “First, prayer. Then, rest.” This
testimony shows us how the Breviary can be a spiritual anchor, even in the most demanding
circumstances.
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How to Start Praying the Breviary
If you wish to incorporate the Breviary into your spiritual life, here are some practical tips:

1. Start with one hour a day: You can begin by praying Lauds in the morning or Vespers
in the evening. These are the most important hours of the Liturgy of the Hours.

2. Use a guide: There are apps and websites that help you follow the prayers of the day.
You can also purchase a printed Breviary.

3. Pray in community: If possible, pray the Breviary with your family, friends, or parish
community. Praying together enriches the experience.

4. Be consistent: The key is perseverance. Although it may feel challenging at first, over
time you will discover the beauty and depth of this practice.

Conclusion: The Breviary, a Bridge Between Heaven and Earth

The Breviary is much more than a prayer book; it is a bridge that unites heaven and earth, a
constant dialogue between God and His people. In a world that often disconnects us from
what is essential, this ancient practice invites us to pause, listen, and respond to God'’s love.

As Saint Basil the Great said: “The Psalter is the voice of the Church.” By praying the
Breviary, we join that voice, which resonates in the heart of creation and reminds us that, in
every moment, God is with us.

Are you ready to discover this jewel of Catholic spirituality? The Breviary is waiting for you,
ready to transform your life and draw you closer to God. Start today!
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