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Generally, the earliest short prayer addressed to Mary 
is dated to the third century. It’s known by its Latin 
beginning, Sub tuum praesidium:  
 

To your protection we flee, holy Mother of God  
[“God bearer”]: 

Do not despise our prayers in [our] needs 
But deliver us from all dangers, 
Glorious and blessed Virgin.1 

 
In an article, “Luke and the Trinity,” Duke Divinity 
School New Testament Professor C. Kavin Rowe 
reviews the references of the word “Lord” in the 
annunciation and visitation narratives.2  
 
The annunciation to Mary ends with these words, 
from the angel to Mary, “ ‘And behold, your 

                            
1 Paul F. Bradshaw and Maxwell E. Johnson, The Origins of Feasts, Fasts and Seasons in 
Early Christianity (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 2011), 199. 
2 C. Kavin Rowe, “Luke and the Trinity: An Essay in Ecclesial Biblical Theology,” 
Scottish Journal of Theology 56 (2003), 1–26. 
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kinswoman Elizabeth in her old age has also 
conceived a son; and this is the sixth month with her 
who was called barren. For with God nothing will be 
impossible.’ And Mary said, ‘Behold, I am the 
handmaid of the Lord; let it be to me according to 
your word.’ ”3  
 

When Mary says, “Behold, I am the δούλη κυρίου—
the handmaid of the Lord, “Lord” refers to 
“Yahweh.” And then today’s gospel begins. Mary goes 
to the house of Elizabeth. The evangelist tells us, 
“When Elizabeth heard the greeting of Mary, the babe 
leaped in her womb; and Elizabeth was filled with the 
Holy Spirit and she exclaimed with a loud cry, ‘Blessed 
are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your 
womb! And why is this granted me, that the mother of 

my κυρίου”—same word that Mary used—“should 
come to me?’ ”4  
 
Our Bibles spell “mother” here with a lower case “m.” 
Professor Rowe invites us to consider spelling it with a 
capital “M” and to understand this as possibly the 

                            
3 Luke 1:36–38. 
4 Luke 1:41–43. 
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earliest written prayer addressed to the mother of 
Jesus.5 
 
Another thing. Paul Bradshaw and Maxwell Johnson, 
in their book The Origins of Feasts, Fasts and Seasons in 
Early Christianity, 6 call our attention to an article by the 
late Cyrille Vogel, an important, influential French 
Roman Catholic liturgical scholar. He died in 1982. 
Vogel noted that “up until the middle of the second 
century ancient burial inscriptions reveal that 
Christians prayed both to and for deceased Christians, 
whether they were martyrs or not.”7  
 
Bradshaw and Johnson conclude the last chapter of 
the book with these words, “As with devotion to the 
martyrs and saints, the building blocks of a later 
popular and liturgical Marian piety appear quite 
early”8—and by God’s grace, the devotion to Mary 
remains strong today.  
 

In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the 
Holy Spirit. Amen. 

                            
5 Rowe, 13–15. 
6 Paul F. Bradshaw and Maxwell E. Johnson, The Origins of Feasts, Fasts and Seasons in 
Early Christianity (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 2011), 198. 
7 Ibid., 180–81. 
8 Ibid., 214. 


