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FR ABBOT’S LETTER 
 

 

Dear Friends, 

 

On Pentecost Sunday the Church prays, “With the divine 

grace that was at work when the Gospel was first proclaimed, fill 

now once more the hearts of believers” (Collect for Mass on 

Pentecost Sunday). During Eastertide the Gospel has been 

proclaimed. We have listened to the Gospel stories of the 

appearances of the risen Lord, and read back over the earlier parts 

of the Gospel in the light of the resurrection. St John tells us that 

all this – only a part of what Jesus said and did – was written so 

that we might believe, and believing have life in his name. 

The proclamation of the Gospel is not just the presentation 

of historical facts to inform us or convince us of what happened. 

The response the Gospel is meant to evoke is not a conclusion 

concerning what happened, based on the evidence. The evidence is 

there, and because of it our faith is reasonable, but this is not faith. 

Or to be more precise, it is not the divine grace that fills the hearts 

of believers when the Gospel is proclaimed. The demons believe, 

in the sense that they know intellectually what is true, “and they 

tremble” (James 2:19). Theirs is a dead faith. The faith that the 

Holy Spirit gives is a living and life-giving faith, a relationship 

with Jesus. 

We have a human experience though which we can 

understand divine faith, and it is the experience of love, to be 

precise the experience of being loved. When someone tells us they 

love us, we cannot know that this is true in the way we know 

simple matters of fact. That is because we cannot see into the soul 

of another human being. We might have all the evidence and signs 

of love. But in the end, we must make a choice. We must believe 

them. Our belief in them is our own act of love. This belief is the 

foundation of relationship. Without it a really human life becomes 

impossible. 
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Jesus’ words and signs and above all His bodily 

Resurrection show that he is the Son of God. They are not simply 

proofs from which we are to draw the correct factual conclusion. 

As an example to show us what faith in Jesus is, St John’s Gospel 

gives us, not the first to believe that He is risen – John himself – 

but the last of the twelve to come to belief, Doubting Thomas. In 

him we see the process of coming to faith. Thomas had doubted 

the facts. He will not accept that Jesus is alive again unless he sees 

and touches. But when the evidence is before him, his response is 

not just intellectual. He doesn’t say, “Yes, all right”, and carry on 

with life, just carrying in his mind this new information and 

adapting to it. His response is recognition, love and worship: “My 

Lord and my God!” His response is not to what happened but to 

Whom it is that stands before him. He recognises in Jesus, in His 

wounds, the God Who loves him. 

One of the Saints we celebrate in Eastertide is St 

Athanasius. He was the great defender of the truth that Jesus’ 

divine Sonship means he is God in the flesh, true God and true 

man. He defended this truth against the easier belief that Jesus’ 

sonship means he is a pre-eminent creature of God, like God, 

reflecting God, but not actually God. Athanasius defended this 

truth against most ecclesiastics of the day and against the secular 

power. It was “Athanasius against the world”. Many must have 

wondered why he made such a fuss. Since Jesus’ divinity is a 

mystery beyond reason, surely it is just a matter of choosing 

between formulae all of which are inadequate to express truth. So 

why is it so important to arrive at the correct formula? But for 

Athanasius, it was a matter of life and death. It was not simply a 

matter of his personal integrity, but life or death for the world, as 

important to him in his day as nuclear armament in ours, and much 

more so. He wanted to preserve life in the world:  because the life 

of the world is God living in the world in human flesh.  

Jesus does not bring us a message from God proclaiming 

God’s love. In Him God is present in flesh showing us His love. 

To return to the comparison with human relationships, it is the 

difference between the bride and bridegroom’s family arranging 
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for them to marry, and the bride and bridegroom saying to each 

other that they love each other. It is only to God in the flesh that 

we can say, with Thomas, “My Lord and my God.”  

 

 

 

 
*******************  

 

The Jubilee of Mercy 
 

“Jesus Christ is the face of the Father’s mercy. These words might 

well sum up the mystery of the Christian faith. Mercy has become 

living and visible in Jesus of Nazareth, reaching its culmination in 

him. The Father, ‘rich in mercy’ (Eph 2:4), after having revealed 

his name to Moses as ‘a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, 

and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness’ (Ex 34:6), has 

never ceased to show, in various ways throughout history, his 

divine nature. In the ‘fullness of time’ (Gal 4:4), when everything 

had been arranged according to his plan of salvation, he sent his 

only Son into the world, born of the Virgin Mary, to reveal his 

love for us in a definitive way. Whoever sees Jesus sees the Father 

(cf. Jn 14:9). Jesus of Nazareth, by his words, his actions, and his 

entire person reveals the mercy of God. 

“We need constantly to contemplate the mystery of mercy. 

It is a wellspring of joy, serenity, and peace. Our salvation depends 

on it. Mercy: the word reveals the very mystery of the Most Holy 

Trinity. Mercy: the ultimate and supreme act by which God comes 

to meet us. Mercy: the fundamental law that dwells in the heart of 

every person … on the path of life. Mercy: the bridge that connects 

God and man, opening our hearts to a hope of being loved forever 

despite our sinfulness.” 

Pope Francis , Misericordiae Vultus, nn.1-2  
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FROM THE ANNALS 
 

 

January 2015 

31
st
: There is a largish group from the Scottish Catholic Student 

Network staying at St Benedict’s and St Scholastica’s guest 

houses. 

 

February  

1
st
: FOURTH SUNDAY OF ORDINARY TIME. The members of 

the Scottish Network of Catholic students departed in the course of 

the afternoon. 

2
nd

: PRESENTATION OF THE LORD. There was the usual 

procession with lighted tapers before Conventual Mass; we went 

around the transepts before processing through the glass doors into 

the sanctuary and on to choir. 

6
th

: RECOLLECTION DAY. Fr Abbot gave a conference at 

12.10. He touched on the Gospel of the day and on the martyrdoms 

of St Paul Miki and his Companions in the context of current 

murders. Members of the Canmore Society of St Andrew’s 

University arrived later in the evening to spend the weekend here 

with their chaplain Fr Galbraith. 

7
th

: Monica Wilde, daughter of our oblate Ursula Humphrey, gave 

some members of the community practical lessons in how to make 

soap. The sessions took place at the lodge (see photo). The 

participants showed the results of their labours to the rest of the 

brethren at recreation. 

9
th

: This morning Gordon Mackenzie, the plumber, replaced the 

fat trap fitted to the kitchen plumbing. This meant that there was 

no water supply to the kitchen. The new trap was fitted in time to 

allow the sinks to be used for washing up at lunch. 

12
th

: Br Martin Osei set out for Ghana today from Heathrow. 

Marvia McCulloch came today to give English lessons to Bros 

John-Baptist and Joseph-Eymard, our Vietnamese brethren. Before 

Compline, Fr Abbot told us that Fr Ambrose at KB had been 

involved in a serious accident. Three motorcyclists riding unlit 
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motor bikes at night had run into the side of the car Fr Ambrose 

was driving as he was turning onto the monastery road from the 

main road. One man was killed and the other two seriously injured. 

16
th

: Early this morning Fr Bede set out for Caldey Abbey where 

he is to give the Cistercian community their annual retreat. He had 

set out to do this once before, but had been unable to reach the 

island due to bad weather. This afternoon Fr Benedict picked up 

Paul Morris who is due to spend a month in the novitiate. 

23
rd

: Fr Abbot departed after lunch for Petersham. He is taking 

part in events to commemorate the twenty-fifth anniversary of the 

death of Fr Cyril Karam (see cover), the first superior there and the 

silver anniversary of his becoming superior of St Mary’s 

Petersham. 

24
th

: There seem to be problems with the tractors and with the 

wood chipper and they require repair. Some few weeks ago we 

found that there were five cockerels and a hen in our grounds. 

Someone may have abandoned them. The hen suffered fatally 

from a meeting with a pet dog. Four cockerels remain and are now 

living as feral birds. They roost in a pine tree near the front lawn 

and wake through the night to crow loudly (see photo). 

26
th

: Bishop Hugh arrived about Vespers to stay for a few days. 

He has a number of engagements in the area and is using the abbey 

as his base. 

27
th

: This afternoon was a lectio afternoon. Harry Dermatagoda, 

an oblate and a lawyer, gave the community a talk on the famous 

snail in the bottle case of Donoghue v. Stevenson (1932 S.C. 

(H.L.) 31). He talked about it in the context of loving one’s 

neighbour. 

28
th

: There is a group from St Ambrose School in Coatbridge here 

for the weekend. The tractor which had been away for repair 

returned today. Late this evening the annalist was aware of hearing 

the sound of oyster-catchers for the first time this year. 

 

March 

1
st
: SECOND SUNDAY IN LENT. The group from St Ambrose 

High School departed after lunch. 
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2
nd

: Wood chipping was able to resume today with repaired 

equipment. 

3
rd

: Dom Adrian has been suffering from a variety of rashes and 

the practice nurse called to examine him at lunch time; she 

changed some of his medications. 

5
th

: SOLEMNITY OF ST AELRED OF RIELVAUX. Kathleen 

Mackey, an oblate, died recently. Her funeral and interment took 

place here today at 11.00. Fr Martin presided at the funeral Mass 

and Br Michael played the organ.  

6
th

: Fr Giles set off early this morning for Chilworth Abbey where 

he is to spend a few days. There was a chant practice this 

afternoon after None. Br Simon is now the assistant infirmarian 

and has been learning how to look after Dom Adrian from Br 

Cyprian. 

9
th

: Two students are here to make a short film for a college 

project. There were very strong winds this evening and overnight. 

10
th

: Feast of St John Ogilvie. The main wind damage seems to be 

the frames of the second largest of the aluminium greenhouses 

now congregating near the wood chip boiler house: it is badly 

twisted. This is the four hundredth anniversary of the martyrdom 

of St John Ogilvie.  

11
th

: Today Colin Sim ploughed the Yew Tree Field. 

12
th

: Fr Bede travelled to Aberdeen to take part in a memorial 

service for the late Deacon John Futers; he was only the second 

permanent deacon to be ordained in Scotland. Fr Bede lunched 

with the bishop and returned to Pluscarden later in the evening. Br 

Michael received a letter to inform him that we are now registered 

as a biomass supplier. 

16
th

: Paul Morris our monther departed this morning. 

18
th

: Since Christmas there have been two sections missing from 

the windows in the walls in the arches dividing the south transepts 

from the transept aisle. The original prefabricated glass window 

sections did not fit. Br Michael fitted clear polythene in the empty 

spaces. New sections have now been made and Gordon Roger 

installed them in their places today (see photo). 
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19
th

: THE SOLEMNITY OF SAINT JOSEPH. Today was the 

annual Clergy Day on which we invite the diocesan clergy to 

lunch. Conventual Mass was at 11.00. Fr Abbot presided and 

preached. There were about eight clergy present, including two 

deacons. Mgr Robert MacDonald who is recovering from a hip 

operation was among the guests. Colin Thomson and Colin Sim 

fixed the frame of a small greenhouse to a concrete base near the 

boiler house. 

20
th

: There was a 90% solar eclipse this morning but the effect 

was not visible due to clouds. During Mass it became noticeably 

darker outside. 

22
nd

: FIFTH SUNDAY OF LENT. Mgr Matthew Edusei came to 

lunch; he is due to return to Ghana on Easter Tuesday. 

26
th

: Fr Giles drove to Keith this afternoon to concelebrate at the 

Chrism Mass which took place there this evening.  

29
th

: PALM SUNDAY OF THE LORD’S PASSION. Fr Abbot 

presided at the Blessing of the Palms and at Conventual Mass. Fr 

Mark read the Gospel of the Entry into Jerusalem before the 

procession which went along the line of the nave and up into the 

car park. The procession split into three parts; the first being the 

thurifer, crucifer, acolytes and the brethren; the second being the 

cantors and the concelebrants; and the third being Fr Abbot and the 

laity. Frs Giles, Martin and Mark read the Gospel of the Passion. 

Fr Abbot preached a homily.  

31: Today saw several showers of sleet and snow; it often snows 

in Holy Week. Br Michael attended a Tourism Summit at Moray 

College, arriving home before Stations of the Cross. 

 

April 

1
st
: We woke to find snow had fallen overnight. The snow melted 

during the day, though there were several wintry showers. There 

are many young guests expected for the Triduum. They began to 

arrive in the course of the day (see photo). 

2
nd

: HOLY THURSDAY. There are now about a dozen male 

guests in the monastery, including Fr Nikolas Beker, a monk-priest 

from St John’s Abbey, Collegeville.  
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3
rd

: GOOD FRIDAY. As far as the annalist can tell, we have no 

South American or African guests; otherwise they come from 

every continent. The Good Friday Liturgy took place at 3.00. Both 

laity chapels were crowded but not full. The Dominican Sisters 

were here wearing their capes. For the Passion according to Saint 

John, Fr Bede sang the part of Jesus, Br Michael sang the 

Narrator’s part and Fr Benedict sang the part of the Other 

Speakers. They sang it in Latin. Fr Abbot preached a short homily. 

Before Compline we venerated the relic of the True Cross. 

4
th

: HOLY SATURDAY. The Vigil began at 11.00. The fire was 

outside the front door. The night was clear with a full moon. There 

was a breeze, but the paschal candle was eventually lit and the 

flame protected by a glass cylinder over it. Br Michael carried the 

candle, which was much longer than usual this year, in the 

procession and, once all were in the church, he sang the Exsultet. 

Guests read most of the readings at the Vigil. There were some 

English-spoken readers but North American intonation 

predominated, even from Asian readers. 

5
th

: EASTER SUNDAY Today has been a fine, clear, dry, sunny 

day, cold at first but becoming warmer later. A procession headed 

by the paschal candle preceded Mass at which about fifty laity 

took part.  

6
th

: EASTER MONDAY. Fr Nikolas Beker OSB left early this 

morning. Some of the other Easter guests have also left. Fr Stuart 

Chalmers, VG was here today and concelebrated at Conventual 

Mass as well as joining us for lunch. 

8
th

: At about 5.00 in the evening Bishop Hugh brought a group of 

five members of the Manqueque Community from Chile to address 

the community and to have supper here. The community members 

are part of a lay movement which uses the Rule of St Benedict and 

engages especially in education. They have formed a link with the 

English Benedictine Congregation and the members of this group 

are living at Downside Abbey. 

9
th

: It was a little colder earlier in the day after the recent warm 

weather. It was still bright and sunny later in the day. 
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10
th

: Fr Giles went to Bishop’s House where he met Philip and 

Carol Zaleski who had been staying with Bishop Hugh. He 

brought the two Zaleskis to Pluscarden. The Zaleskis are oblates of 

Petersham and old friends of Fr Abbot and the Petersham and 

Pluscarden Communities. Carol Zaleski gave the Pentecost 

Lectures last year. 

12
th

: SECOND SUNDAY OF EASTER (Divine Mercy Sunday). 

A pastoral letter from the Bishops of Scotland on the forthcoming 

General Election was read out after the Gospel.  

13
th

: At lunch-time Fr Mark drove to Inverness Airport to pick up 

Abbot Francis and Father Martin of Prinknash Abbey; they have 

come for a meeting of the Ghana Trustees on this coming 

Wednesday. Their flight was slightly late.  

14
th

: Abbot Paulinus and Father Dunstan of Chilworth Abbey 

were due to arrive at Elgin train Station at 5.00. They missed their 

connection in Aberdeen and caught a later train, arriving at 6.56 in 

Elgin where the duty driver picked them up. They too are here for 

the meeting of the Ghana Trustees tomorrow. 

15
th

: The Ghana Trustees (the superiors and bursars/cellarers of 

Prinknash, Chilworth and Pluscarden) held a meeting here today. 

16
th

: The duty driver took the party from Chilworth to Elgin where 

they departed by the 7.50 train. Colin Sim took the Prinknash party 

to Inverness Airport in the early afternoon.  

18
th

: Phil and Carol Zaleski have just written a book on the 

Inklings. At 4.00 they gave a talk in the Chapter Room on the 

subject. They dealt in particular with C. S. Lewis, J. R. R. Tolkein, 

Charles Williams and Owen Barfield, but concentrating on the first 

two.  

22
nd

: Fr Abbot and the Zaleskis departed after Mass for Aberdeen 

Airport. Fr Abbot is going to the USA for the visitation of Mount 

Saviour Monastery and for a meeting there of the Provincial 

Council. The Zaleskis are making a pilgrimage to the Holy Land. 

Colin Sim drove them to the airport. 

25
th

: Feast of Saint Mark. This was Fr Mark’s name day. He 

presided at Office and Mass. In the afternoon we watched on the 

large computer screen in the calefactory a video recording of a 
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BBC documentary on the persecution of Christians in the Middle 

East. The large screen broke down in the middle of the 

presentation and we had to follow the final part of the programme 

on a very small laptop screen.  

28
th

: In the early morning there was a white frost which melted 

with the appearance of the sun. The cherry trees are in blossom as 

are the plums and some early pear and apple trees. We hope they 

will not be too affected. The weather is mixed with sunshine and 

wintry showers; it is not warm. 

29
th

: Feast of St Catherine of Siena. Baxter killed and ate a small 

rabbit in the morning and another in the afternoon. He did this on 

the lawn in the nave area before visitors and tourists. 

 

 

******************************* 

 

 

“‘It is proper to God to exercise mercy, and he manifests his 

omnipotence particularly in this way.’ Saint Thomas Aquinas’ 

words show that God’s mercy, rather than a sign of weakness, is 

the mark of his omnipotence. For this reason the liturgy, in one of 

its most ancient collects, has us pray: ‘O God, who reveal your 

power above all in your mercy and forgiveness…’ (Sunday 

XXVI). Throughout the history of humanity, God will always be 

the One who is present, close, provident, holy, and merciful. 

“‘Patient and merciful.’ These words often go together in 

the Old Testament to describe God’s nature. His being merciful is 

concretely demonstrated in his many actions throughout the 

history of salvation where his goodness prevails over punishment 

and destruction. In a special way the Psalms bring to the fore the 

grandeur of his merciful action: ‘He forgives all your iniquity, he 

heals all your diseases, he redeems your life from the pit, he 

crowns you with steadfast love and mercy’ (Ps 103:3-4).” 

 

Pope Francis, Misericordiae Vultus, n. 6 
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NEWS FROM ST MARY’S MONASTERY 
 

 

In honour of the Year of Consecrated Life we had an open house 

day on Sunday, February 8. It lasted from Mass until Vespers, 

which was held earlier than usual (4:30 p.m.). From after Mass 

until 4:30 we allowed the general public within our enclosure to 

see inside our monastic buildings, which are normally off limits to 

outsiders. There were some familiar faces as well as some new 

people whom we had never met before. Those who came seemed 

to enjoy it very much. 

Twenty-five years ago – on February 27, 1990 – Fr Cyril 

Karam, the founder of St Mary’s Monastery, died tragically in a 

car accident. A few days later, on March 2, 1990, Abbot Alfred 

appointed Fr Anselm – who was then the novice master – as the 

new superior of St Mary’s Monastery. We thought it would be 

fitting to mark the 25
th

 anniversary of both events (see cover). 

Accordingly, on Friday, February 27, in the afternoon we 

went over to the sisters’ priory to remember Fr Cyril. Fr Gregory, 

Br Isidore and Fr Dunstan had arranged a display of items from the 

archives pertaining to Fr Cyril and Fr Abbot. The display consisted 

mostly of old photographs, but we also included some other items, 

such as personal documents of Fr Cyril’s (identity cards and 

passports from Lebanon, his country of birth), booklets from his 

ordination and funeral, funeral guestbook, and some of his 

notebooks and personal items such as relics, holy medals and his 

rosary. After browsing these items we sat down in the sisters’ 

guest parlour to reminisce about Fr Cyril. 

The next day we had a festive lunch in honour of Fr 

Abbot’s appointment as superior. In addition to the two 

communities being present, we invited some long term friends of 

ours such as Phil and Carol Zaleski, Mark McCurn, Maureen 

Tynan and André Bergeron, who as Br André was one of the 

original three monks who came to Petersham from Still River in 

1985. 

Before we began the meal, Fr Gregory thanked Fr Abbot 
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for his many years of guiding and serving our community. He then 

read out some e-mails which he had received from various friends 

and colleagues of Fr Abbot’s, who offered their congratulation, 

such as Bishop Hugh, Abbot President Bruno, Abbot Albert, 

Abbot Cuthbert, Abbot Paulinus, Mother Nikola, and Fr Bede. Fr 

Abbot then also spoke some words of thanks before the grace. 

After the meal was over and we had spent much time 

talking, we listened to about fifteen minutes of a tape recording of 

Fr Cyril’s voice. It was from a retreat conference which he gave to 

the monks of St Josephs’ Abbey in Spencer, Massachusetts, in 

February of 1979. For those of us who never met Fr Cyril it was a 

chance to experience his breadth of scholarship and deep faith, 

which came through very clearly with the sound of his voice. 

Remarkably, the cassette recording was still in excellent condition 

even after thirty-six years. 

Beginning on March 8
th

 we had a series of talks given to 

both communities by Michael Casey O.C.S.O., the well known 

monastic writer and monk of Tarrawarra Abbey in Australia. He 

was visiting several monasteries in the U.S.A. His talks were very 

interesting, inspiring as well as thought-provoking. The basic 

theme of his talks was the future of monasticism, but he also dealt 

with monastic history and spirituality.  

As was mentioned in a previous edition of Pluscarden 

Benedictines, Fr Gregory and Mother Mary Elizabeth visited 

Germany in September, 2014. On March 20
th

 we had the third and 

final instalment of viewing pictures from their trip. We learned a 

lot about both Cologne Cathedral and Aachen Cathedral, including 

what happened to many of the Cologne Cathedral treasures during 

World War II. 

Finally, as he did last year, Fr Dunstan once again attended 

the annual Worcester Diocesan Catholic Men’s Conference. The 

event, held on Saturday March 21
st
, was very well attended, and 

like last year Fr Dunstan spent several hours hearing confessions. 

However, he was still able to meet many people, both lay and 

clerical, within the diocese, and put in a good word for Petersham. 

DIC  
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HOMILY FOR EASTER SUNDAY 2015 
 

 

On the first Easter Day the disciples are in the house with the 

doors closed “for fear of the Jews”, that is to say for fear of those 

in authority who have brought about the death of their Master. 

During the ministry of Jesus this same fear of the religious 

authorities, the “fear of the Jews”, had hindered many who might 

have been sympathetic to Jesus and his teaching from speaking 

openly. “For fear of the Jews no one spoke openly of him” (Jn 

7:13). Even people who were of considerable standing in the 

community had reason to fear, like Joseph of Arimathea, who was 

a disciple of Jesus, “but secretly, for fear of the Jews”. 

The effect of this fear is very specific: it drives faith into 

the dark. It hides the light.  

Now, after Jesus’ death, this fear has gripped even those 

who had walked with him openly for all the world to see. 

The doors that the disciples have closed on themselves 

symbolize the power of darkness. Since the disciple stepped out of 

the upper room into the night with Jesus, three days have dawned, 

but they remain in shadow. 

If we were writing the story, the doors would be blasted 

open. But no such thing happens: the doors being closed, Jesus 

stands in their midst. It is as if the great change that now overtakes 

the disciples, their emergence into the light of a new day on which 

the sun will never set, is simply an overflow into them of the great 

change that has come about for Jesus. As the stone rolls away from 

the tomb, and Jesus walks through the gates of death, free, all who 

his share in that freedom. The doors may remain closed: they have 

no power to restrain the Body of Christ. 

Often during his ministry on earth the physical presence of 

Jesus brought fear. It might have been a holy fear, awe, when he 

worked his miracles: “amazement seized them all, and they 

glorified God and were filled with awe, saying, ‘We have seen 

strange things today.’” (Lk 5:26) Sometimes it is simply terror 

such that those seized by it want Jesus gone, as when Jesus had 
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driven the legion of demons into the herd of swine, and “all the 

people of the surrounding country of the Gerasenes asked him to 

depart from them; for they were seized with great fear” (Lk 8:37). 

Or when the disciples saw him walking on the water, and “they 

were terrified, saying, ‘It is a ghost!’ And they cried out for fear” 

(Mt 14:26). 

As the events of Easter morning unfold, at first it seems 

that we are to see fearful things. For fear of the angel of the Lord, 

the guards at the tomb trembled and became like dead men. St 

Mark ends his Gospel telling us that the women, finding the empty 

tomb and told by the angel that Jesus has risen, “fled from the 

tomb; for trembling and astonishment had come upon them; and 

they said nothing to any one, for they were afraid” (Mk 16:8). 

Then, Jesus himself appears.  He does tell the women, “Do 

not be afraid” (Mt 28:10), but it hardly seems necessary. They 

have already run to him and are clinging to his feet. From then on, 

in all the accounts of the appearance of the risen Lord to his loved 

ones, there is no hint of fear. And remarkably, this is so even when 

at first they do not recognize him. They think he is a stranger, but 

they are not afraid of him. They speak to him with complete ease 

and freedom. 

“When Jesus knew that his hour had come to depart out of 

this world to the Father, having loved his own who were in the 

world, he loved them to the end” (Jn 13:1). Jesus’ love for his own 

reaches its consummation in his death. His glorified humanity now 

has the power to communicate that love without restraint. Love 

made perfect has driven out fear. No door can keep Jesus out of 

the room where he wishes to enter and be with his own. Only one 

thing keeps him back, and that is love itself, that will only go 

where it is desired. Jesus stands at the door of every soul: “I stand 

at the door and knock; if any one hears my voice and opens the 

door, I will come in to him and eat with him, and he with me” 

(Rev 3:20). 

 

Fr Abbot  
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PLUSCARDEN ABBEY COAT OF ARMS 
 

 

 
 

Pluscarden Abbey has a coat of arms dating from mediaeval times. 

It shows the head of a red-toothed, fire-breathing dragon against a 

black background with a human arm holding a cross emerging into 

the other half of the shield. Behind the red cross the background is 

gold. The whole picture is a representation of the victory of Christ. 

It is an unusual way to portray a victory. Some have said 

that it looks as if the dragon were winning. We would think that 

someone all but completely swallowed by a dragon would be in 

serious trouble. Yet for the dragon it is a defeat. In the very 

moment that the dragon appears to have won completely and 

entirely, he is conquered. 

The dragon stands for the Devil, sin and death. Through the 

Devil sin has entered the world and through sin, death. Christ has 

conquered death. He did not do this by avoiding death, by staying 

out of its clutches. He came to our world as a human being and he 

met death as every human being must. He went into death. He 

truly died. About this the witnesses are unanimous. From the 

bystanders at the cross, to the soldiers, to Joseph of Arimathea, to 

the women who saw where he was buried, all affirm that he truly 

died. 
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From early times there have been those who wished to play 

down or deny the fact that Christ truly suffered. Even in our own 

days there are those who do not wish to accept that Jesus did more 

than appear to suffer and die. Some think because he was both true 

God and true man that therefore his suffering as a man must have 

been mitigated by his Divinity. Yet constantly the Church in its 

creed and its teaching has repeated the testimony of the witnesses 

that he truly suffered and died. 

For him to have avoided suffering and death would have 

been no help to us. We must all experience pain and death. If Jesus 

did not experience what we experience, then how can his Passion 

be of any relevance to us, human beings who cannot escape 

suffering, pain and death. 

The cross and all that led up to it was the way by which 

death won. It is a sign of the power of human sin and the weakness 

of Jesus in his innocence. Crucifixion was the method of execution 

for slaves and conquered peoples, for non-persons. It was 

deliberately cruel and shameful. Yet because of this and because 

he undertook it voluntarily, it is also a measure of the love of Jesus 

for us. It is not only the measure of his love for us, but also the 

expression of his love for God the Father and of the Father’s love 

for us. The Father gave his beloved Son into the power of sin for 

us. 

But once Jesus had suffered the full power of death, once 

the dragon had swallowed him entirely, what more could it do to 

him? Once he was completely in the clutches of death, death itself 

became powerless. Jesus had never sinned and in himself was 

never in its power. So God then raised him from death to life by 

the power of the Spirit. The power of sin and death were as 

nothing. 

This victory over death was not only for one man, but for 

all of us who are joined to Christ. The arm that comes out from the 

dark of the dragon to the light of the cross is also our arm that 

comes out to grasp the cross that Christ died on. 

It means that no matter how deep the darkness that is 

around us, no matter what tries to take life from us, Christ has been 
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there before us and has conquered it on our behalf. Like Christ we 

will not avoid death, but with him we will rise again, having gone 

through death to new life. 

On the mediaeval seal of the monastery Christ holds his 

cross and leads out Adam and Eve from the mouth of the dragon. 

This is to show that the power of the cross is for all time and all 

peoples. It is not in any way limited in time or space. Christ can 

come to us wherever we are. After the Resurrection the disciples 

locked the doors and hid for fear of the Jews. Jesus was able to 

come in to them past the closed doors. He can come to us through 

the barriers that we have put up. 

The dragon still seeks to swallow us. It may be that we are 

in a deep, dark place, but no matter how dark it is, Christ has gone 

through the worst that the dragon can do and has come through 

into the light of life. With him we can come from the dragon back 

into the brightness of God’s light. 

 

DMS 

 

 

*****************************  

 

“With our eyes fixed on Jesus and his merciful gaze, we 

experience the love of the Most Holy Trinity. The mission Jesus 

received from the Father was that of revealing the mystery of 

divine love in its fullness. ‘God is love’ (1 Jn 4:8,16), John affirms 

for the first and only time in all of Holy Scripture. This love has 

now been made visible and tangible in Jesus’ entire life. His 

person is nothing but love, a love given gratuitously. The 

relationships he forms with the people who approach him manifest 

something entirely unique and unrepeatable. The signs he works, 

especially in the face of sinners, the poor, the marginalized, the 

sick, and the suffering, are all meant to teach mercy. Everything in 

him speaks of mercy. Nothing in him is devoid of compassion.” 

 

Pope Francis, Misericordiae Vultus, n. 8 
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ST BENEDICT TODAY 
 

 

Once I reflected on some comparisons between St Benedict and 

William Shakespeare. I did not look at Shakespeare’s plays or 

sonnets, his literary work, but more as a cultural phenomenon. 

What united St Benedict and Shakespeare in my mind is that the 

important thing about both of them is the texts they left behind. 

Shakespeare has a large body of work and St Benedict only left his 

Rule for Monks. 

These texts have given birth to a whole industry of 

scholarship, probably bigger for Shakespeare, but all the texts have 

been subjected to rigorous and also sometimes fanciful analysis in 

their literary, historical, philosophical and theological aspects. 

These studies have told us a great deal about Shakespeare and his 

times and about St Benedict and his times. They have also 

spawned controversies about authorship, editing and sources. 

While these studies can be useful and throw light on things 

we might have missed ourselves, they must always be secondary. 

What is important is that Shakespeare was a playwright and St 

Benedict the author of a monastic rule. Both of them hand over 

their text to a company of other people who must bring it to life. 

What is Shakespeare if no one performs his plays or Benedict if no 

one follows his rule in a monastery? 

The studies tend to deal with yesterday, even an imagined 

past: Shakespeare and his contemporaries or St Benedict and the 

sixth century. Yet it is the performance of the texts now which 

makes them live now. People do not go to a performance of 

Shakespeare to discover what the Elizabethan or Jacobean 

audience experienced; they go to experience the play and all that 

has to give now. In the same way we, as monastics, are not trying 

to recreate the sixth century or the medieval period or the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. We are trying to live what 

St Benedict gives us in his Rule now in 2015 and that its value is 

now. 
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If one of us had to sum up St Benedict now, our summary 

would probably sound quite strange to a monastic of a century ago 

and a hundred years before that the summary would be different 

again. Even among our contemporaries there is a variety of 

Benedictine traditions. This is part of what we mean by calling a 

text a classic. It has something to say to every age and situation. 

The same can be said for Shakespeare. His plays can be performed 

in modern dress, in Elizabethan dress, in historically correct 

costumes or in costumes that merely suggest a theme. The stage 

can be a proscenium or in the round or in a reconstruction of an 

Elizabethan theatre. Each performance can bring out what is in the 

text. 

One of the things though with the Holy Rule is that while 

each age and tradition has its insights, it also has its blind-spots. 

What are the blind-spots of the current age and culture? I do not 

know because I share them. 

Any community that tries to live the Rule of Benedict is 

like an amateur dramatic society trying to put on a Shakespeare 

play. There are or were in their heydays some amateur companies 

that could from their own funds hire famous actors and take over 

large theatres. These are not the kind of amateur companies I 

mean, but more the kind of company that has to make do, the kind 

of company whose lighting board has one switch that is either on 

or off, whose performances are limited to the days the scout hall is 

free and whose rehearsals must wait until the angling club AGM is 

over; and that is without mentioning the minefield that is casting 

the various parts. 

All monastic communities are limited and they cannot 

really go outside of themselves very far to meet the difficulties of 

trying to bring the Rule of Benedict to life. Even success can bring 

its problems: large, fervent, talented community. An amateur 

dramatic society can use its limitations to bring out what is in 

Shakespeare’s plays. We are parts of a limited community. The 

Holy Rule is a means to something greater – not perfect 

performance – not liturgy – not architecture – not monastic 
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economy. The whole point is charity, living with each other 

witnessing to and showing forth the love of God. 

DMS 

 

 

******************************  

 

“‘We recall the poignant words of Saint John XXIII when, opening 

the Council, he indicated the path to follow: “Now the Bride of 

Christ wishes to use the medicine of mercy rather than taking up 

arms of severity … The Catholic Church, as she holds high the 

torch of Catholic truth at this Ecumenical Council, wants to show 

herself a loving mother to all; patient, kind, moved by compassion 

and goodness toward her separated children.’  

“Blessed Paul VI spoke in a similar vein at the closing of 

the Council: ‘We prefer to point out how charity has been the 

principal religious feature of this Council … the old story of the 

Good Samaritan has been the model of the spirituality of the 

Council … a wave of affection and admiration flowed from the 

Council over the modern world of humanity. Errors were 

condemned, indeed, because charity demanded this no less than 

did truth, but for individuals themselves there was only 

admonition, respect and love. Instead of depressing diagnoses, 

encouraging remedies; instead of direful predictions, messages of 

trust issued from the Council to the present-day world. The 

modern world’s values were not only respected but honoured, its 

efforts approved, its aspirations purified and blessed … Another 

point we must stress is this: all this rich teaching is channelled in 

one direction, the service of mankind, of every condition, in every 

weakness and need.’” 

 

St John XXIII: Opening Address of the Second Vatican 

Ecumenical Council, Gaudet Mater Ecclesia, 11 October 1962, 2-

3; Paul VI, Speech at the Final Public Session of the Second 

Vatican Ecumenical Council, 7 December 1965; Misericordiae 

Vultus n. 4. 
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AN AMERICAN VISIT TO ELGIN MARKET 
 

 

Two recent American guests of Pluscarden Abbey needed some 

groceries in Elgin. As they did not have a car, we were asked if we 

could take them to the Supermarket. It was a beautiful bright warm 

sunny spring morning when we picked up the Americans. We had 

been told to have them back in good time for an engagement at the 

Abbey. My husband decided to make the most of the time by 

taking the back roads from Pluscarden to Elgin, thus giving the 

Americans a chance to enjoy the beautiful scenery surrounding the 

Abbey. All the seasons have their beautiful points, but this spring 

morning was bursting with new life in the surrounding fields and 

woodlands. We enjoyed the sight of cows with calves, sheep with 

lambs, pigs and piglets, ducks with ducklings and a very large 

gaggle of geese at rest in a field along the route. 

A highlight of the Americans’ tour was a short visit to the 

Farmers’ Market. We had planned to stop here first before going to 

the supermarket. The stall holders gave the visitors a warm 

welcome. One lady was pleased to be able to say that she had now 

met two people from USA, as until this encounter all she knew 

about America was its music groups. The Abbey’s two American 

guests were able to find all they wanted at the Farmers Market – 

fresh eggs, vegetables, home-baking – making the visit to the 

supermarket unnecessary. So we enjoyed the scenic route back to 

the Abbey, via Birnie, Kellas and Dallas, returning in very good 

time for their engagement. 

 

**************************  

 

“The mercy of God is his loving concern for each one of us. He 

feels responsible; that is, he desires our wellbeing and he wants to 

see us happy, full of joy, and peaceful. This is the path which the 

merciful love of Christians must also travel. As the Father loves, 

so do his children. Just as he is merciful, so we are called to be 

merciful to each other” (Pope Francis, Misericordiae Vultus n.9).  
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LISTEN READILY TO HOLY READING 
 

 

“Listen readily to holy reading, and devote yourself often to 

prayer” (RB 4: 55). St Benedict couples this listening with prayer. 

Our reading of sacred texts and other spiritual reading is intended 

to lead us naturally into our prayer, to inspire us to grow closer to 

God. In that first exhortation, there are three significant words. 

Listen – not only with our physical ears but with the ears of 

our hearts, in order to take the words and their meaning fully into 

ourselves, that our lectio will nourish our meditatio and perhaps 

lead us deeper into contemplatio. Not only do we sometimes listen 

to one reader, but a good practice can be to read aloud in our 

private space, so that we may actually hear the words. Words 

come alive when they are spoken. 

Readily – we must be willing to listen, not simply use the 

opportunity to drift off into our own thoughts. We must be eager to 

listen to the Sacred Scriptures or the inspired commentaries of the 

Fathers and other enlightened teachers. “What page, what passage 

of the inspired books of the Old and New Testament is not the 

truest of guides for human life?” (73: 3) 

Holy – we may all read many different genres of writing in 

our recreational hours, but St Benedict is concerned with holy 

reading, texts that will “resoundingly summon us along the true 

way to reach the Creator” (73: 4).  

Monks and Oblates alike are encouraged to obey this 

maxim and there are many opportunities to do so: to listen 

attentively with mind and heart to the sacred readings at Mass; to 

say or sing the Psalms in the Divine Office, over and over, until 

they become part of our breathing and lead us into new insights; 

and in our quiet room, as we read, to hear the words of Scripture 

and the Fathers echo down the centuries to us. From all of these 

we may “with joy draw water from the wells of salvation” (Isaiah 

12:3). 

ECG   
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A VISIT TO KINGSTANDING 
 

 

Readers of Pluscarden Benedictines may not all be aware that, 

tucked away on a hillside in Kingstanding, North Birmingham, a 

new Benedictine monastery of nuns has come into being, close to 

where Blessed John Henry Newman once lived. 

We began within an Anglican Community and were 

received into the Church on 1 January 2013, under the provision of 

Pope Benedict’s Apostolic Constitution  Anglicanorum Coetibus. 

On 1 January 2014, we were erected as a new Institute for 

Consecrated Life. As it happened, our reception into the Church 

took place exactly 100 years after the Caldey monks (the 

predecessors of Prinknash and Pluscarden) took the same step, and 

their memory has been a constant source of encouragement to us in 

our own journey. 

At the time of our decision to be received into the Church, 

it became clear that the way forward was as a Benedictine 

Community. Accordingly, when we spent eight months at St 

Cecilia’s Abbey in 2013 immediately after our reception, we 

received some essential Benedictine formation and discovered how 

much of our life had been Benedictine all along, although not so 

named. 

Visits to Pluscarden Abbey in 2014 led to an invitation to 

Fr Bede to visit and give some conferences to the Community, and 

this was arranged in conjunction with a journey he was already 

making to Caldey Island to give a retreat to the Community there. 

Fr Bede had himself suggested that he give us some 

conferences on the psalms – and we were delighted with his 

unconventional method of delivery! The first one was on 

“Hearing”, in which he played us a psalm and then asked what we 

had heard. The second conference was on “Seeing”, and he had 

made copies for us of a Hebrew psalm text. It was wonderful that 

he used a section of Psalm 119 (118), since this psalm has had an 

honoured place in our liturgy since our previous Anglican 

Community was founded in the mid-nineteenth century. Further, 
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Fr Bede came to all our offices and shared in the way we are 

seeking judiciously to integrate elements of the Sarum English 

Chant tradition in which we were formed, within a post-Vatican II 

Church. He also ate with us in our refectory and so was able to 

hear how we are using the opportunity of readings at meals to 

deepen our formation in both Catholic and Benedictine life. His 

talks were given in our Chapter Room, and so he was with us in all 

the places where the cenobitic life is formally expressed. 

Fr Bede had a way of turning up unexpectedly. For 

instance, he appeared at a certain Sister’s Office door and asked 

her to turn out her pockets. “Sorry?” It transpired that he wanted to 

know whether she carried the Scriptures on her person at all times. 

As a result, each Sister now has a pocket New Testament and 

Psalms, so that we can follow the injunction of the Holy Father to 

carry the Scriptures at all times. 

The parents of Br Joseph live nearby, so Fr Bede was able 

to meet up with them and visit the Maryvale Institute, the home of 

Blessed John Henry Newman, who is another source of 

encouragement to us. In fact Fr Bede himself was a big source of 

encouragement, linking us to the wider Benedictine family of 

those who follow the same Holy Rule. We pray that he may again 

be called upon to travel south and need a bed in Birmingham! Deo 

gratias for the visit! 

 

Sister Barbara Claire SBVM 

 

******************************  

 

“Mercy is the very foundation of the Church’s life. All of her 

pastoral activity should be caught up in the tenderness she makes 

present to believers; nothing in her preaching and in her witness to 

the world can be lacking in mercy. The Church’s very credibility is 

seen in how she shows merciful and compassionate love” 

 

Pope Francis, Misericordiae Vultus, n. 10 

 



26 

BOOK REVIEW 
 

 

COMMENTARY ON EXODUS. Duane A. Garrett (Kregel 

Publications: Grand Rapids, Michigan, December 2014). 

Distributed in UK by Alban Books. Hardback £26.99. ISBN 

9780825425516. 

 

The Kregel Exegetical Library is fast becoming the most important 

commentary series on the books of the Old Testament being 

published in the first part of the 21
st
 century. The volumes are 

written from an evangelical background based on sound academic 

scholarship. The present book under review is no exception. There 

is a basic pattern to the volumes in the series: 

 

 Introduction 

 Fresh translation of the biblical text with commentary 

 Linguistic, textual footnotes 

 At end of each section of biblical text a theological 

summary from a Christian perspective 

 

Over 25 years ago, John Durham in his commentary on 

Exodus in the Word Biblical Commentary series had the 

memorable first sentence in the Introduction: “The Book of 

Exodus is the first book of the Bible” (p. xi). Duane Garrett has an 

equally arresting first sentence in the Introduction to his 

commentary: “Exodus is the true beginning of the story of Israel” 

(p. 15). Garrett has a way with memorable phrases. Two examples 

are: “It is not enough that we refrain from violence; we are 

commanded to love” (p. 507); “We are defiled by the evil we do 

and by the evil done to us” (p. 517). One of the strengths of the 

series is the linguistic and textual footnotes. Garrett continues this 

excellently. A good example is found in footnote 15 on page 151: 

“ ‘We need to be smart’ translates the cohortative נְִתַחְכָמה, 

where the root חכם does not connote ‘wisdom’ in the sense 
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of moral sagacity but only describes the ability to behave 

astutely in one’s own interest.” 

 

Even the literary aware translation of Robert Alter has 

“shrewdly” of previous versions. Garrett’s translation of Exodus 

1:10 is a great improvement and readily remembered. Other 

examples of good linguistic information are note 181, p. 337; note 

96, p. 528; and the text of pages 652-653. It is surprising that 

minimal use is made of the Septuagint. Garrett seems to be 

unaware of the work of John Wevers. Moreover, the Dead Sea 

Scrolls are basically ignored. Even the important textual variant of 

Exodus 1:5 is given just a passing reference (see note 5, p. 148).  

Kenneth A. Kitchen and others have used their extensive 

knowledge of Egyptology to throw light on the Torah. However, 

Garrett’s is the first to integrate this into a commentary on Exodus. 

This practice is to be praised, and should be followed by future 

commentators on Exodus and the books of the Torah. Garrett’s 

surprise is correct: “I have sought to give readers a short, basic 

introduction to Egyptian history, culture, language, and geography 

… My desire is that they would appreciate the context of the 

biblical story. It has astounded me that many treat Egyptology as a 

matter of no importance whatsoever for the interpretation of 

Exodus” (p. 9). 

An unusual feature is Garrett’s “discovery” of a number of 

Songs in Exodus other than the famous one of Exodus 15 which is 

used significantly in the Jewish liturgy and the Christian Easter 

Vigil. He deems this “discovery” of other Songs so important that 

it is the commentary’s only appendix (pp. 715-722). Readers might 

scratch their heads at this point. Exodus 24:12-40:38 receive much 

shorter commentary than the rest of the book though not as slight 

as previous commentaries (e.g. Nahum Sarna). A reader wanting a 

more extensive treatment should go to On the Tabernacle by St 

Bede, and the Aberdeen University doctoral thesis of Kay Gauld. 

The 19 page bibliography at the end of the book does not find 

room for the works of Robert Alter and Avivah Gottlieb Zornberg. 

It is likely that Garrett does not agree with them (Alter and 
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Zornberg do not agree themselves!), but scholars of such 

importance and influence should have been noted. For a work of 

such length and complexity, there are very few misprints, though 

tiredness might have set in as there are number in the last part of 

the book (see pages 558, 565, 577, 581, 701). 

Garrett should be thanked for producing this excellent 

commentary which will soon become indispensable. Every 

university, if not monastic, library should have it; and it will be 

useful for clergy engaged in biblical study for the ministry. To 

echo this book: COMMENTARY ON EXODUS, by Duane A. 

Garrett, is the true beginning of further study of Exodus. 

DBK 

 
*******************************  

 

“The Church is commissioned to announce the mercy of God, the 

beating heart of the Gospel, which in its own way must penetrate 

the heart and mind of every person. The Spouse of Christ must 

pattern her behaviour after the Son of God who went out to 

everyone without exception. In the present day, as the Church is 

charged with the task of the new evangelization, the theme of 

mercy needs to be proposed again and again with new enthusiasm 

and renewed pastoral action. It is absolutely essential for the 

Church and for the credibility of her message that she herself live 

and testify to mercy. Her language and her gestures must transmit 

mercy, so as to touch the hearts of all people and inspire them once 

more to find the road that leads to the Father. 

“The Church’s first truth is the love of Christ. The Church 

makes herself a servant of this love and mediates it to all people: a 

love that forgives and expresses itself in the gift of one’s self. 

Consequently, wherever the Church is present, the mercy of the 

Father must be evident.” 

 

Pope Francis, Misericordiae Vultus, n.12 


