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St. Louis Marie de Montfort’s present influence on the Christian world, primarily because of his doctrine on total consecration to Our Lady, can only be termed immeasurable. It is this teaching of the French missionary on total consecration — or “Holy Slavery,” as it is also called — which will be briefly studied here. In order to understand the doctrine of St. Louis de Montfort on this subject, we will briefly explain his teachings concerning consecration to Mary.





Theological Foundations of Total Consecration


During most of his sixteen years of priesthood, St. Louis traveled throughout the countryside of Western France, preaching missions and retreats. He was not a professional theologian. The pulpit was his rostrum, the crowded church his class. Although his writings are relatively numerous, we cannot expect to find a section devoted to a scholastic explanation of total consecration to Our Lady. However, even though he wrote particularly “for the poor and the simple,” his books and pamphlets are founded on solid theological principles which a serious study of his works clearly brings to light.


In a very general sense, it may be said that St. Louis de Montfort bases his “Holy Slavery” upon the role which Mary plays in the entire work of salvation. “That grand Lord, always independent and sufficient unto Himself, never had nor has now any absolute need of the Blessed Virgin. . . Nevertheless . . . having willed to com�mence and to complete His greatest works by the most Blessed Virgin ever since He created her, we may well think He will not change His conduct in the eternal ages.” Our Lady is, therefore, “the inseparable companion of His life, of His death, of His glory, and of His power in heaven and upon earth.”


However, what is the precise privilege, that aspect of her redemptive role upon which St. Louis builds his consecration? It appears to be her “complete spiritual maternity,” i.e., her motherhood of men considered with its implicit consequence, her authority and dominion over the hearts of men. Since Mary’s spiritual maternity is, according to St. Louis de Montfort, deduced from her Motherhood of the Redeemer and her office as Co-Redemptrix, we will first consider these two privileges as the radical foundations of “Holy Slavery”; we can then consider the proximate foundation of total consecration, the “com�plete spiritual maternity.”


The Radical Foundations Of Total Consecration: Mother Of The Redeemer And Co-Redemptrix


Not only is the Divine Maternity the fundamental mystery of Mary in St. Louis’ teaching, but it is also the principal foundation of her spiritual maternity of men. “If Jesus Christ the Head of men is born in her, . . . the members of this Head must also be born in her by a necessary consequence. . . the Head and Members are born of the same Mother.” Basing himself on the unity of Head and Members through Christ’s capital grace which existed at the very first moment of the Incarnation, St. Louis — and St. Pius X after him — declares that by conceiving Christ the Redeemer, Mary by that very fact spiritually conceives all those who with Him form but one Mystical Body.


However, Mary’s spiritual maternity is also based upon her co�redemptive action, which, therefore, forms a part of the foundation of St. Louis’ total consecration. Our Lady’s role in the redemption may be considered both at the Incarnation and at Calvary; St. Louis insists on the Blessed Mother’s cooperation in both these phases of the one act of redemption.


Our Lady’s part in the redemptive Incarnation is considered princi�pally under two aspects by St. Louis: her merit of the Incarnation, and her consent to become the Mother of God. De Montfort explicitly teaches that the patriarchs were unable to merit the Incarnation, for “their cries, their prayers and their sacrifices had not enough force to attract the Eternal Wisdom, yet Our Lady did merit this “grace of graces”: “there was found only Mary who by the sublimity of her virtues attained to the very throne of the Divinity and who has merited this infinite treasure. Our Lady has therefore merited not only the acceleration of the coming of the God-Man — which the Patriarchs of the Old Testament could also do — but the Incarna�tion itself. Although not explained by St. Louis, we can well presume that he is referring to a “de congruo” merit, “in ordine executionis.”


However, Mary is “Co-Redemptrix” in an even greater sense be�cause her consent was necessary in God’s plan for the Incarnation to take place: “The Eternal Wisdom desired to become man in her, provided that she give her consent.” St. Louis therefore calls Our Lady a victim with Christ at the very moment of the Incarnation: “Their hearts, united by strong and close ties, are offered both together to be two victims to hold back the chastisement which our crimes merit.” De Montfort can therefore conclude: “In this mystery [the Incarnation] the elect have received their birth. Mary, united with Jesus, chose them in advance, to have part in their riches, their glory, and their power.” Already at this first phase of the Redemp�tion, Mary, the New Eve, “has turned God’s maledictions into a blessing” for us.


St. Louis de Montfort also insists on Mary’s cooperation in the very formal act of redemption, Christ’s death upon Calvary. We may distinguish in this final act of the redemption a double aspect: the suffering and death of Christ on the Cross which forms the material element, and the willing acceptance of His Passion and Death, His obedience to His Father even to the death of the Cross, which make up the formal and principal element. According to De Montfort, Our Lady cooperated in both these aspects. Our Blessed Mother’s partici�pation in the material element of the Redemption is clearly explained by the saint when speaking of the intense sufferings of Our Lady caused by the Passion of her Son and offered for the human race. Her role in the formal element is stated in the True Devotion: “He [Jesus] glorified His independence and His Majesty in depending on this admirable Virgin, in His conception, in His Birth and His presentation in the temple, in His hidden life of thirty years, up to His Death, where she had to assist, in order that He make with her but one and the same sacrifice and in order to be immolated by her consent to the Eternal Father, as Isaac of old was offered by Abraham’s consent to the will of God. It is she who has nursed Him, nourished Him, supported Him, raised and sacrificed Him for us.” So strong are these words that they appear to affirm the proximate and immediate cooperation of Our Lady in the objective redemption.


We, therefore, belong to Christ and to Mary as a result of the redemption. She has redeemed us with Christ and hence she, too, has acquired rights over the entire human race.





The Proximate Foundation Of Total Consecration: The Complete Spiritual Maternity


Because Our Lady is the Mother of Christ the Redeemer, because she is the companion of Jesus in the work of redemption, she can be called, and truly is, the Mother of Men. St. Louis clearly deduces this privilege from Mary’s Maternity of the Head of the Mystical Body and also from her share in the redemption. It is upon this privilege of the spiritual maternity that St. Louis de Montfort has formally built his edifice of total consecration. Basing himself upon the role which Our Lady plays in the sanctification of men, Montfort often considers Mary’s maternity of men as that of a woman with child: “all the predestinate . . . are in this world, hidden in the womb of the Blessed Virgin, where they are guarded, nourished, brought up, and made to grow by that good Mother until she has brought them forth to glory after their death, which is properly the day of their birth.”


Yet in this prerogative of Our Lady’s actual spiritual maternity is contained implicitly her dominion over the souls of men. For since she is the “true Mother” of men and the members of the Mystical Body are in this life “hidden in Mary’s womb,” she has received a great authority over the souls of the elect in order to accomplish her task as spiritual mother: “For she cannot make her residence in them as God the Father ordered her to do, and as their mother, form, nourish, and bring them forth into eternal life . . . she cannot, I say, do all these things unless she has a right and a domination over their souls by a singular grace of the Most High.”  Mary is therefore the Mother of Men; yet, as De Montfort insists, a tender Mother with great authority, a Mother who is the Queen of the hearts of her children whom she is nourishing with grace. This “complete” maternity appears to be the very foundation of St. Louis’ “Holy Slavery of Love.” The consecration will be the formal recog�nition that we have a Mother, a Mother who has true authority over us in order to form us into Christ: “Mother and Mistress”; it will be the formal recognition that we are her children, yet so much her children that we depend completely upon her as a child yet unborn: children and slaves.


That this is truly the foundation of “Holy Slavery” can be seen from the first 37 numbers of the True Devotion where St. Louis summarizes Mary’s role in the subjective redemption as a Mother with child, a Mother with authority. Moreover, he sees in the story of Rebecca and Jacob the Biblical figure of this devotion, for Mary, as Rebecca, is a Mother who loves her children, nurtures, protects, and defends them. Although the example used is no longer a woman with child, nonetheless, her spiritual maternity with authority is clearly brought out. St. Louis’ Hymn, The Devout Slave of Jesus in Mary, constantly extols the “devout slave” as a “child at the breast” in total dependence on his mother, “in whom and through whom it does all things.” And in the very Act of Consecration, Montfort declares: “I choose thee today for my Mother and Mis�tress,” and he calls the consecrated souls: “children and slaves,” again expressing Our Lady’s spiritual Maternity with the explicit reference to her authority over the hearts of her children in order to carry out her task as Mother.


The solid theological foundation for St. Louis de Montfort’s “Holy Slavery of Love” is therefore, radically, the Divine Maternity and the Co-Redemption. He has, however, “formally based his Holy Slavery of Love . . . on the spiritual maternity of the Blessed Mother.”


The Consecration Of St. Louis


St. Louis de Montfort’s total consecration is the adequate recog�nition of the “complete” maternity of Mary over the souls of men. The essential part of his formula of consecration clearly brings this out: “In the presence of all the heavenly court, I choose thee this day for my Mother and Mistress, I deliver and consecrate to thee, as thy slave, my body and soul, my goods, both interior and exterior and even the value of all my good actions, past, present and future, leaving to thee the entire and full right of disposing of me and all that belongs to me, without exception, according to thy good pleas�ure, for the greater glory of God in time and in eternity.” St. Louis’ consecration embraces, therefore, “(1) our body, with all its senses and its members, (2) our soul, with all its powers, (3) our exterior goods of fortune, whether present or to come, (4) our interior and spiritual goods, which are our merits and our virtues and good works, past, present, and future . . . we give her all that we have in the order of nature and in the order of grace and all that may become ours in the future in the orders of nature, grace and glory; and this we do without reserve of so much as one farthing, one hair or one least good action; we do it also for all eternity.”


As H. Boudon before him, St. Louis explains the meaning of consecrating our interior and spiritual goods: “In this consecration. . . we give her all the satisfactory, impetratory, and meritorious value of our good actions; in other words, the satisfactions and the merits of all our good works. We give her all our merits, graces, and virtues — not to communicate them to others, for our merits, graces, and virtues are, properly speaking, incommunicable. . .  but we give them to her to keep them, augment them, and embellish them for us. . . Our satisfactions, however, we give her, to communicate to whom she likes, for the greatest glory of God.” St. Louis de Montfort himself concludes: “By this devotion, we give to Jesus Christ in the most perfect manner — inasmuch as it is by Mary’s hands — all that we can give Him.”


Following Cardinal de Bérulle, St. Louis insists that this conse�cration is “a perfect renewal of the vows and promises of Holy Baptism,” because in this consecration we reaffirm what was prom�ised in Baptism: to renounce Satan, his pomps and works, and to take Christ for our sovereign Master in all things. The consecration is, St. Louis points out, a perfect renewal, for it adds three modalities to the promises of Baptism: “. . . in Baptism we ordinarily speak through another . . . but in this devotion we do it ourselves, volun�tarily, knowing what we are doing; . . . in holy Baptism, we do not give ourselves to Jesus through the hands of Mary, at least not in an explicit manner; and we do not give Him the value of our good actions. We remain entirely free after Baptism, either to apply them to whom we please or to keep them for ourselves. But by this devo�tion we give ourselves to Our Lord explicitly by the hands of Mary and we consecrate to Him the value of all our actions.”


However, St. Louis is not content with the mere recital of an act of consecration: “It is not enough to have given ourselves once as slaves to Jesus through Mary, . . . it is not very difficult to enroll in a confraternity nor to practice this devotion insofar as it prescribes a few vocal prayers every day; but the great difficulty is to enter into its spirit. Now its spirit consists in this, that we be interiorly dependent upon Mary.” This interior spirit of total consecration to Mary, St. Louis sums up in the formula, “to do all our actions through Mary, with Mary, in Mary, and for Mary; so that we may do them all the more perfectly through Jesus, with Jesus, in Jesus, and for Jesus.” Although differing somewhat in his explanation of this formula in his Secret of Mary and True Devotion, these interior practices are paramount in the living of the Montfortian consecration.


To do all our actions “through Mary” implies renouncing our own dispositions and trying to do everything with the intentions of the Mother of God: we must “deliver ourselves to the spirit of Mary to be moved and influenced in the manner she chooses. We must put ourselves in her virginal hands, like a tool in the grasp of a work�man, like a lute in the hands of a skillful player. We must lose ourselves and abandon ourselves to her, like a stone one throws into the sea.”


“With Mary” means imitation, accomplishing our actions as Mary would, were she in our place: “We must in all our actions regard Mary as an accomplished Model of every virtue and perfection which the Holy Ghost has formed in a pure creature for us to imitate ac�cording to our little measure.”


The practice “in Mary” is founded upon St. Louis’ repeated state�ment that we are in this world “hidden in the womb of Mary.” We must, therefore, “become accustomed little by little to recollect ourselves interiorly and thus try to form within us some idea or spiritual image of Mary. She will be, as it were, the oratory of our soul in which we offer up all our prayers to God.”


“For Mary” does not mean “that we take her for the last end of our services, for that is Jesus Christ alone; but we take her for our proximate end, our mysterious means, and our easy way to go to Him . . . we must work for no recompense. . . except the honor of belonging to so sweet a Queen and the happiness of being united through her to Jesus her Son by an indissoluble tie, in time and in eternity.”





Approvals Of St. Louis’ Doctrine


Hidden in a trunk for many years, as St. Louis himself had prophesied, the Treatise on True Devotion was found only in 1842 at the Motherhouse of the Montfort Fathers, Vendée, France. To�gether with the other writings of Montfort, it was sent to Rome for careful scrutiny in view of his proposed beatification. The first reac�tion of the Promoter of the Faith was a stinging condemnation: “the devotion which the pious author proposes and upholds . . . could never be approved by the Church; . . . every sign of approbation or commendation of this writing must be avoided by all means.” However, other censors appointed by Rome clearly answered all objections against the True Devotion, and in 1853 it was officially declared to be free from all error and in no way an impediment to Montfort’s cause for beatification.


This approval of the Congregation of Rites has been re-echoed by bishops and theologians of the Church, as Francis Parisi declared in an address before Pope Pius XII in one of the preliminary steps to the canonization of Louis de Montfort: “There exists an extraordinary witness to his [Montfort’s] Marian devotion — his Treatise on True Devotion to Mary, written in his own hand. This work has merited for him in the past and continues to merit for him today the praise and admiration of theologians, bishops, cardinals, and of the Sover�eign Pontiffs themselves.”


Of the many encomiums showered upon St. Louis de Montfort by the Sovereign Pontiffs, none can equal those of St. Pius X. Not only did he declare his dependence on this French missionary in writing his encyclical Ad diem illum, but he granted a plenary indulgence “in perpetuum” to those who recite St. Louis’ formula of consecra�tion. He also granted special indulgences to the Confraternity of Queen of All Hearts, founded to further total consecration, and in 1913 erected it into an Archconfraternity. He himself joined the Association of the Priests of Mary (composed of the members of the clergy who practice the “Holy Slavery of Love”) and granted the apostolic blessing to all those who even merely read the True Devotion, declaring in his concession of the blessing, “we eagerly recommend the Treatise of True Devotion.”


Benedict XV, in a letter to the Superior General of the Montfort Fathers on the occasion of the second centenary of the death of their founder, declared that it was their vocation to spread devotion to Our Lady by explaining the True Devotion, which he declared was “of great unction and high authority.”


The love of Pope Pius XII for St. Louis de Montfort and his works is well known. In the De tuto decree for Montfort’s canoniza�tion, the saint’s True Devotion is spoken of as a shorter path to perfection, and in the homily delivered on the day of the canon�ization, the Holy Father declared the saint’s devotion to Our Lady to be “flagrans, solida, ac recta.” On the following day, addressing the pilgrims who had come to Rome for the canonization, the Holy Father spoke of St. Louis as the guide “who leads you to Mary and from Mary to Jesus; . . . he is incontestably one of those who have worked the most ardently and the most efficaciously to make Mary loved and served.” And addressing himself especially to the mem�bers of the communities Montfort founded, the Pope, alluding to the Marian doctrine of St. Louis, declared: “Remain faithful to the precious heritage which this great saint has left you in legacy! A magnificent heritage, worthy of being continued by you, and of devoting yourselves to it and sacrificing yourselves for it without ever counting your strength or your life.”


Bishops and theologians alike have repeated these praises of the Sovereign Pontiffs. The first International Marian Congress, held at Fribourg in 1902, was eloquent in its praise of St. Louis de Montfort: “Considering that the devotion to the Blessed Mother according to Blessed de Montfort is a magnificent synthesis of the most developed Marian theology; that it is the most perfect form of cult to the Blessed Mother; that it harmonizes so well with the actual movement of Catholic piety and that it seconds it powerfully; that it answers the present-day needs and offers in the present strife a special and providential help, the Congress defers to the desires expressed by a great number of cardinals, bishops, and theologians, and formulates the wish that this devotion be propagated among the faithful and principally among the clergy and religious institutes.” The Marian Congress of Rome (1904) repeated similar praise for St. Louis, as did the Marian Congresses of Einsiedeln (1906), Trier (1912) and the special Marian-Montfortian Congress held at Barcelona in I9I8.


Father Faber summed up the praises of the Church for the writings of St. Louis — and in particular for the True Devotion —when he wrote: “I would venture to warn the reader that one perusal will be very far from making him the master of it. If I may dare to say so, there is a growing feeling of something inspired and supernatural about it, as we go on studying it; and with that we cannot help experiencing that its novelty never seems to wear off, nor its fullness to be diminished, nor the fresh fragrance and sensible fire of its unction ever to abate.”





