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FR ABBOT’S LETTER 
 

 

Dear Friends, 

 

As I write this, we are in the last stages of preparation for 

the Dedication (or more precisely “rededication”) of our Church. 

By the time this letter reaches you, the event will be well over. It 

will leave an indelible mark on our life in that that every year 

henceforth on 5th November we will celebrate the anniversary of 

this Dedication. And we hope it will make its mark on us at a 

deeper level.  

There is a long history behind the rite of dedicating a 

Church, and a living link with the dedication of God’s temple in 

Jerusalem. The Hebrew word for the dedication of the temple is 

familiar to us as “Hanukkah”, the annual celebration of the 

anniversary of the temple’s dedication, celebrated in the time of 

Our Lord and still celebrated by Jews today. 

An interesting text in the book of Proverbs uses the same 

word “dedicate” and applies it to the “dedication” of a child to a 

godly way of life. Here the word is usually translated into English 

as “train”: “Train (literally, dedicate) a child in the way he should 

go, and when he is old he will not depart from it” (Proverbs 22:6). 

The reference is not to a ritual but to the whole long process of 

bringing up and educating a child to live according to God’s law. 

This is to be instilled into the child so thoroughly that it will 

become a second nature for him and will be part of him all his life. 

It makes an indelible mark on his character. 

In the book of Deuteronomy the same verb “dedicate” is 

used of a newly built house. In the case of a general summons to 

war, a man who is betrothed to be married must delay going to 

fight until he has married his wife, in case he dies. And a man who 

has built a house, but not yet “dedicated” it, must also put off 

fighting (Deut. 20:5). What is so important about this dedication, 

and what is it? It seems to be not a ritual, but simply the man’s 

moving into his house and beginning to live there and enjoy it, so 
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that the house becomes what it is meant to be: not just a building, 

but a home for the one who built it. Again, this puts a permanent 

stamp on the house. Eventually the original builder will die and 

another will live there. That is all right. What is to be avoided is 

that it pass to another without the original builder first giving its 

proper character, as his home. 

These examples fill out our understanding of what a 

dedication is. It is not something done in a day. It takes time to 

instil habits of good conduct into a child; it takes time to convert a 

building into a home. Similarly the original dedication of 

Solomon’s temple was the culmination of a long process by which 

God established his home on earth, the place where he would be 

worshipped, in Jerusalem.  Once it has been done, dedication is 

permanent: the child is dedicated to a godly way all his days, into 

old age; a man makes a home that will last all his life and be a 

home also for his children and his grandchildren. The house of 

God is to be a place where the Lord will stay with his people 

forever. 

Of course, when it is flesh and blood and houses of stone 

that are dedicated, death, decay and destruction intervene. The 

Jewish Hanukkah does not commemorate the dedication of 

Solomon’s temple, which was destroyed, nor the dedication of the 

temple that replaced it. It commemorates a rededication of that 

temple after it had been desecrated by idolatry. The Jewish people 

who took part in that rededication were well aware of the 

transience of flesh and blood and stone. They had much bitter 

experience of it. Their own work of restoration would not last. The 

restored temple was in its turn destroyed. But its rededication was 

not a celebration of human handiwork, or indulgence in an illusion 

that anything in the form that we now experience it will last 

forever. It was a celebration of God’s fidelity, and the ever-present 

possibility of a new beginning by his creative power, even after all 

seems to have been lost. The joy that this experience created has 

long outlasted the temple building, and it is this abiding joy that 

still expressed itself in an annual feast. 



4 

In 1948 the founding monks of our community began the 

work of restoring this Church after the centuries during which it 

was lost to its original purpose. Now the work has reached a state 

of permanence that permits the rededication of the Church. It is not 

simply an event of one day, but the culmination of the process 

begun 67 years before. It is a celebration of God’s fidelity and his 

power to make new beginnings, and we hope it will make an 

indelible mark on us, so we can joyfully make our contribution to 

the building up of the Kingdom of God that will never pass away. 

 

 

                      Yours in Christ, 

 

 
 

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

 

 

NEW WEBSITE! 

 

A brand new website for Pluscarden Abbey has recently been set 

up online. The address remains the same but you may need to re-

bookmark it. The website was set up by Ed Scolding, a nephew of 

Fr Benedict, with Br Simon acting as “middleman, organiser and 

link” between Ed and the Community. There are many new 

features on the site, including a stunning gallery of photographs of 

the Abbey in all its glory. You can now access directly information 

about Pluscarden Oblates plus an archive of Oblate Letters from 

over the years. Online for the first time is an archive of this 

magazine dating from 1968, plus two issues of its predecessor in 

1949, Liber Pluscardensis. There is also an index of all articles 

and where to access them. The archive contains text only at 

present but it is hoped eventually to add a picture archive. 
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FROM THE ANNALS 
 

 

July 2015 

22nd: This afternoon Giedrius Gapsys gave a talk to the 

community on the history of Lithuania, his homeland, and on his 

own personal history. 

28th: This evening at the Pluscarden village hall, Br Michael and 

Fr Giles attended a meeting of the local community about the 

proposal to put the A96 through the valley. 

 

August 

3rd: Bishop Hugh left with Fr Benedict for Papa Stronsay and the 

house of the Sons of the Most Holy Redeemer where they are to 

carry out a regular Visitation. It was a pleasant sunny day today 

and the brethren were able to go for a walk after supper, a rare 

enough event this summer to merit a mention in the annals. 

4th: Br Finbar set off early this morning for an East-West meeting 

at Minster. This morning we received a tattie peeling machine 

from Stanbrook, which was brought by Clare Reid, the daughter of 

Pauline Reid. Pauline attended Mass here regularly before her 

death. She was an artist and exhibited under the name of Pauline 

Jacobsen. Clare offered the Abbey some of the religious pieces and 

returned in the afternoon to hand over some large pictures. 

17th: The French Scouts returned to camp here. They had no food 

so Br Michael cleaned out the fridge and gave them what was 

there. 

20th: Fr Mark left for the Education and Training Conference of 

the Society of Bookbinders at Keele University, Staffordshire. Br 

Daniel and Robin Macdonald-Johnson used the new sawmill 

machine for the first time, cutting planks from tree trunks.  

 

September 

1st: There was a common-room tea this afternoon in preparation 

for our annual retreat which began before Compline. This year’s 

retreat master is Fr Bill Russell Mis. Afr. He was a postulant with 
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this community in the late 1970s, but left and went instead to join 

the White Fathers. He has worked in Tanzania and Zambia, and is 

now based at St Anne’s Church in Jerusalem. 

2nd: There are two conferences a day. Fr Bill has taken the final 

part of the Letter of St Paul to the Romans as his starting point and 

is looking at the Epistle in the light of the exhortations of chapter 

14 and following. The question of food and kosher laws divided 

the Christian community of Rome between Gentiles and Jews and 

Paul took the Jewish side of the question. Fr Bill gently applied the 

points he made to what divides Christian communities today. 

7th At Conventual Mass Fr Abbot presided and preached. He 

renewed his vows as did the whole community after him. Fr Bill 

Russell departed after Mass. It was a dry sunny day and we had the 

traditional post-retreat long walk, going towards Forres and then 

up into the forest, walking back above the abbey and along beyond 

Ness End Bridge before coming back down to the road and coming 

back to the Abbey along the foot of the hill. George Simionescu 

was working on the frames of the new doors to the church from the 

transepts. Today at Vespers for the first time we entered the church 

in procession through the door on the south side of the rood screen.  

8th: FEAST OF THE BIRTH OF THE BLESSED VIRGIN 

MARY. Today is the 67th anniversary of the resumption of 

monastic life at Pluscarden. George Simionescu continued to work 

on the new doors from the transepts to the church. Fr Abbot 

departed for the monastery of the Sons of the Divine Redeemer on 

Papa Stronsay in Orkney. There was Benediction and a Te Deum 

after Vespers. 

10th: George Simionescu put up the doors in the rood screen.  

11th: This year’s monastic experience weekend began this 

afternoon with the arrival of three participants. 

12th: The monastic experience weekend continued today with a 

variety of activities, including working in the garden.  

13th: TWENTY-FOURTH SUNDAY OF ORDINARY TIME. At 

the common room tea after None, the participants in the monastic 

experience weekend joined us. 

14th: FEAST OF THE EXALTATION OF THE HOLY CROSS. 
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Today saw the departure of the three participants in the monastic 

experience weekend. A francophone group from the Royal 

Scotsman tourist train attended Mass this morning. Fr Giles spoke 

to them.  

15th: Fr Abbot drove to Aberdeen Airport to meet Mother 

Elizabeth and Sr Gemma of St Scholastica, Petersham who are 

coming here before travelling on with him and Fr Giles to the 

Provincial Chapter.  

18th: Fr Abbot, Fr Giles and the two Petersham nuns departed 

before Conventual Mass for the Provincial Chapter at St Benoît sur 

Loire at Fleury by way of Stanbrook. The nuns are to stay at 

Stanbrook while the monks are to stay at Ampleforth overnight 

before travelling to France from Manchester (see photos). 

25th: In the afternoon David Broadfoot, our development director, 

gave the community a presentation about himself and his plans to 

raise enough money to build the South Range (see photo). 

26th: Br Simon arrived back from the Provincial Chapter. He gave 

a short report on the events of the Chapter before Compline. 

29th: Feast of St Michael and the Archangels. Today the 

community went to Bishop’s House in Aberdeen. We sang Sext in 

the chapel before having lunch. After this the brethren were free to 

go for a walk in the city. Some went to museums, others to parks 

and some stayed where they were. When Bishop Hugh returned 

later in the afternoon, he joined us for tea. After we had sung 

Vespers in one of the reception rooms, we ate bacon rolls for 

supper before we said our farewells and departed. On the bus 

home we sang Compline as we travelled through Aberdeen. 

 

October 

2nd: Fr Giles returned from France. He had gone on from the 

Provincial Chapter to another French monastery to consult about 

plans for a meeting at Pluscarden due in the coming year. 

5th: Colin Thomson and Gordon Roger were here today to work 

on the church. A scaffold was erected and left overnight between 

the two sets of doors in the rood screen in such a way as to make it 

very hard to turn the church lights on and off.  
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6th: Fr Mark represented the community at the Assembly of 

Priests meeting at St Sylvester’s in Elgin. Gordon Roger took steps 

to move the large crucifix on the rood screen forward. 

8th: Gordon Roger continues to work on the crucifix and the rood 

screen. The palings which supported the shields of the lay owners 

of Pluscarden are being removed and replaced by more solid 

construction. The crucifix is being moved in front of this. 

9th: The rood is now set up once more on the screen, but at the 

front of it. Fr Giles departed this evening for the South where he is 

to give the annual retreat to the monastic community at Chilworth. 

13th: Colin and Davie Thomson are laying flags at the rood screen 

and the area cannot be accessed. The church lights are therefore 

being turned on and off by the trip switches at the fuse box. 

14th: The Thomsons are working on the sanctuary step and 

George Simionescu on the wood around the area for the 

tabernacle. 

15th: George Simionescu is working on the wood above the inside 

entrance of the sanctuary. He has set up a scaffold for a working 

platform. We had expected the recently arrived Romanian 

Orthodox priest from Aberdeen to be here in time for this, but he 

arrived later and joined us at Vespers and supper.  

19th: Today the glass doors at the sanctuary were taken down. Br 

Michael and Colin Sim set off for Prinknash after noon today in 

order to pick up the refurbished tabernacle from Herefordshire 

tomorrow. Gordon Roger was here to put plasterboard in the 

gallery at the rood screen. 

21st: Br Michael went to Aberdeen to look at pews for sale at a 

kirk which is being refurbished.  

28th: Gordon Roger worked on the site of the new tabernacle, 

widening it at making a table inside. The tabernacle will go in 

when the Danish oil on the wood panelling dries (see photos).  

30th: The tabernacle was put inside. We have hired a scissor lift 

which was used to put in the tabernacle and is also being used to 

clean the walls of dirt, dust and cobwebs using a vacuum cleaner.  

31st: Fr Abbot gave a conference before Vespers on the subject of 

dedication in the Bible. 
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NEWS FROM ST MARY’S MONASTERY 
 

 

Work continues on our building project and a lot has been 

accomplished since our last installment. We have a good 

relationship with our project manager, Jon Caruth, and also with 

the various workers who have been very courteous and respectful. 

So, all in all, the project has not interfered much with our monastic 

observance. However, we have had to make some adjustments to 

our way of life, mostly with respect to meals. For example, on a 

few occasions we had to eat out, rather than in our refectory, while 

the workmen removed old fiberglass insulation. None of the 

brethren seemed to mind, though, and the Petersham Country Store 

and the Athol House of Pizza were glad to have some new 

customers. But as more work was done in the kitchen-refectory 

area we had to eat all of our meals in the guesthouse for a period of 

ten days, from July 20th to July 30th. This, however, was no great 

hardship. In fact, for most of us it was “just like old times” since 

the current guesthouse used to be our monastery, and the dining 

room in the guesthouse was our monastic refectory for many years.                    

We also had to move everything out of our kitchen. So now 

the refectory, and former gift shop, contain all of our food 

supplies, refrigerators and pots and pans. We moved an electric 

stove into the refectory and we do all of our cooking in there now. 

The construction itself is not overly noisy and does not 

bother us much. Occasionally we have to skip the refectory 

reading because of the noise. But on most days we are able to have 

our monastic meals as usual with table reading. We are still able to 

receive guests since the guesthouse is far away from the 

construction. 

During the period that we were unable to use our refectory, 

Fr Gregory thought it would be an opportune time to have a 

community outing. So on Monday July 27th we went to New 

Haven, Connecticut to visit the Knights of Columbus Museum. 

Since 2015 marks the 150th anniversary of the end of the U.S. 

Civil War, the museum had a special exhibit focusing on Catholic 
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participation in the Civil War. The displays highlighted in 

particular the role of Roman Catholic chaplains and nursing 

sisters. The presence of Catholic military personnel was also 

noted. On the way home we stopped off in the town of 

Wethersfield, Connecticut, to visit the Webb-Deane-Stevens 

Museum, which contains some interesting old houses.    

On Sunday September 13th we hosted another event for the 

Year of Consecrated Life.  This date was designated as a “Day of 

Prayer with Religious” by the U. S. Catholic Bishops’ Conference, 

in conjunction with the men’s and women’s leadership 

conferences for religious. Religious communities were encouraged 

to open up their houses for prayer on this day. We chose to 

highlight Vespers and encouraged more people to attend.  The 

event began at 3:30 p.m. with a series of brief talks on the liturgy. 

Br Isidore spoke first giving a general explanation of the Divine 

Office. Mother Mary Elizabeth then spoke about the liturgical 

year. Finally Sr Mary Frances gave a brief introduction to 

Gregorian chant. After a question and answer session, those 

attending were invited to an open house in the sisters’ priory. 

Since our building project was underway, we didn’t open up our 

monastery to the general public at this time. The day ended with 

Vespers and Benediction, with Vespers being held earlier than 

usual, at 4:30 p.m. A sizable number of people attended and found 

it very interesting. 

                                                                                             DIC 

 

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

 

“And here the first word that I wish to say to you: joy! Do not be 

men and women of sadness: a Christian can never be sad! Never 

give way to discouragement! Ours is not a joy born of having 

many possessions, but of having encountered a Person: Jesus, in 

our midst; it is born from knowing that with him we are never 

alone.” 

Pope Francis, The Church of Mercy 
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HOMILY FOR THE RE-DEDICATION OF 

PLUSCARDEN ABBEY CHURCH 
5 November 2015 

Haggai 1:15 – 2:9 – 1 Peter 2:4-9 – John 2:13-22 

 

 

We are a people who need comforting. 

 

So it is. I think if we just pause and feel ourselves, return to 

our hearts, we will sense this. There’s a great yearning for comfort 

there. It’s the cry of our hearts. We early 21st century people, we 

who are adrift on this strange sea of the world, so hard to 

understand, so full of gratuitous violence, so insecure – we are in 

need of comfort, even, curiously enough, if our lives are generally 

“okay”, and so embarrassingly more comfortable than those of 

many others. We western Christians, we Catholics in Scotland, we 

are in need of comfort – surely. Each of us, in our families, with 

our friends, with the passing of the years, we need comforting. We 

can pose as competent and efficient and confident, or just resigned, 

but it’s comfort we really want. And when a monk is alone on his 

bed in the watches of night, or lost in the labyrinth of his mind, 

what is his heart longing for? 

“When will you console me?” says the Psalmist (Ps 

118:82), and Anna the prophetess, we’re told, never left the 

Temple, day or night, waiting for the consolation of Israel. 

You catch my drift. It’s in the minor key, and this a major 

key day! But there is something to be acknowledged here and kept 

close to. It’s something Pope Francis, among others, keeps close 

to, and speaks from and prays from. It’s something that suffuses 

the Bible from end to end. 

And comfort comes. 

The Lord consoles his people. He can console us 

overwhelmingly if he wants.  “They come back, they come back, 

full of song, carrying their sheaves.” Other times he consoles us 

just enough, just enough to keep us going. “Give us this day our 

daily bread.” There can be great comfort in little things. 
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Comfort comes. And it comes to us today and here. It 

comes to us as it came to Israel by the waters of Babylon: 

“Comfort ye, comfort ye my people, saith your God. Speak ye 

comfortably to Jerusalem, and cry unto her, that her warfare is 

accomplished, that her iniquity is pardoned.” Indeed, that chapter 

of Israel’s history, from the 6th and 5th centuries before Christ, 

that has been a living, active, consoling word for this community 

over the last 70 years. It was a time of return, or returns from exile, 

the time of rebuilding, of laying the foundations, erecting an altar, 

completing the temple, raising the walls of Jerusalem; the time of 

2nd Isaiah, Haggai, Zechariah, Malachi, of Zerubbabel, son of 

Shealtiel, and Joshua, son of Jehozadak, of Ezra and Nehemiah. 

Not a time of unalloyed success, full of setbacks in fact, 

disappointments and delays, stops and starts, but shot through with 

the words of prophets, the consolation of the Scriptures. “Take 

courage … courage! ... Courage all you people of the land… To 

work! I am with you – and my Spirit remains among you … and in 

this place I will give peace.” Or this from Zechariah: “Not by 

might and not by power, but by my Spirit, says the Lord of hosts… 

A day for little things, no doubt, but who would dare despise it? 

People will rejoice when they see the chosen stone in the hands of 

Zerubbabel” (Zech 4:6, 10). “Many priests and Levites,” says the 

book of Ezra, “many heads of families, who were then old and had 

seen the earlier Temple on its foundations, wept aloud, but many 

others raised their voices in shouts of joy. And nobody could 

distinguish the shouts of joy from the sound of the people’s 

weeping” (Ezra 3:12-13). And so Isaiah’s words came true: “Yes, 

the Lord has pity on Zion, has pity on all her ruins, turns her 

desolation into an Eden, her wasteland into the garden of the Lord; 

joy and gladness will be found in her, thanksgiving and the voice 

of song” (Is 51:3). 

Yes, there is comfort in our local version of this ancient 

story. I think of that 18th century papist in this valley, Mrs Gordon 

of Westerton, who would come here privately and do her 

devotions alone with her maid in the ruins. She was being 

comforted. So surely those “good many papists” who were noted 
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in an official report as moving into this valley. What of the 

Protestant preacher buried in the Lady Chapel, Francis Hasben, 

who laboured in this valley in the 18th century? Is he glad now, 

any misconceptions washed away, at the sight of the living Gospel 

of this place? And what of the first monks here who saw this house 

in its former glory? What of Thomas Ross, the last-known 

Pluscarden monk of the 16th century, who annotated his Bible so 

carefully – that Bible now in the archives of Aberdeen University 

Library? Yes, what a comfort it has been to see the ruins rebuilt 

and living stones forming a living Temple, singing the praises of 

God who has called us out of the darkness into his wonderful light. 

God has given a great deal of comfort to many people, monks and 

others, in and through this place. The consolation of the Scriptures; 

the good word which is above the best gift; the comfort of 

friendship; the grace of sacraments; even raspberries and tatties, 

honey and laughter, even Baxter the cat; and not least that 

mysterious health food, that other kind of single malt, that healing 

oil – the chant which fills this church and the ears of singers and 

listeners and helps purify the world’s air of the evil spirits. When I 

come back here now, it’s often the older generation of monks who 

fill my mind. And they do today. I think of Abbot Alfred, Fr 

Maurus, Fr Camillus and all the others. “And your ancient ruins 

shall be rebuilt; you shall raise up the foundations of many 

generations; you shall be called the repairer of the breach, the 

restorer of streets to dwell in” (Is 58:12). They made today 

possible, as did and do so many oblates, friends, architects, 

builders, joiners and benefactors. How good to seal all this with 

the re-dedication of this church and altar! 

From the late 16th century, this church was abandoned and 

progressively stripped or used for other things. When Fr John 

Geddes (later Bishop) visited the ruins in 1761, he noted that the 

Dunbar Vestry was used as a “butcher’s house”. But was that 

exactly desecration? I asked a liturgist recently, what allows us to 

re-dedicate a church? He gave a compelling answer. The key, he 

said, is the altar. If the altar went, then you can re-dedicate. And it 

did go, and the Eucharist went, and there was a great emptiness. 
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And today with the dedication of this altar, with the setting of the 

Blessed Sacrament in its new place, the void is finally re-filled. 

The angels return, and we are comforted. 

But the Eucharist itself and the Gospel ask us to go one 

step further. When Jesus stood in the Temple restored by 

Zerubbabel, re-dedicated in the days of Judas Maccabeus, enlarged 

and beautified by Herod – the Second Temple as it’s called – he 

looked beyond. He pointed elsewhere. “Destroy this sanctuary, and 

in three days I will raise it up.” “He was speaking of the sanctuary 

that was his body, and when Jesus rose from the dead, his disciples 

remembered that he had said this, and they believed the scripture 

and the words he had said.” I hope there won’t only be funerals 

celebrated here, good as it is to go to your grave from here. I hope 

there will be monks professed and ordained here, a steady 

procession of them. I hope today will spark new choices of 

monastic life. I hope the living stones will continue to rise. But no 

church building, no altar, no one community, has a guarantee of 

immortality. Our journey isn’t finished yet and our hearts can still 

be broken. Didn’t we hear just recently that, courtesy of ISIS, there 

was no Mass in Mosul for the first time since Christianity came 

there? 

“The sanctuary of his body.” 

 

It is Christ’s desire to bring us comfort, to give us 

sanctuary. And every small consolation, like today’s, every 

encouragement for our pilgrimage, he wants us to taste and enjoy, 

but as a spark from a greater fire, as a touch of what Paul calls 

“eternal comfort” (2 Thess 2:16). These sparks run through the 

stubble of history. They break out now here, now there – in a 

person, in a community, in a holy place, in a moment or a word. 

And with them we can comfort one another with the comfort with 

which we ourselves are comforted by God. But they are to draw us 

on to the fire at the heart of the triune God, the joy that no one can 

ever take away from us. “When Jesus rose from the dead…” And 

our liturgy has its whole and only value in signifying that. A 

dedicated church, a dedicated “altar tells us that the body of Christ 
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is no longer here or there in a mortal place, but is risen and fills 

everything with its presence” (J. Corbon, The Wellspring of 

Worship, p. 195). It is a sign of the final consolation, our definitive 

sanctuary, our eternal comfort, which is life in the body that was 

crucified in weakness and raised in power. Here we have no 

abiding city or temple or church, “but we seek the one which is to 

come” (Hebrews 13:14). “The people of God who gather in a 

church are only pausing there on their exodus journey; the ground 

they occupy is that on which as pilgrims they set their feet [seven 

times a day perhaps], but as soon as they lift up their eyes, they 

contemplate their Lord who is coming, along with the holy Mother 

of God, [St John the Baptist and St Andrew] and the cloud of 

witnesses who are journeying with them” (Corbon, p. 197). 

“When Jesus rose from the dead…” The Resurrection is 

irrepressible. This community, this place, this day is a sign of it. 

Let us rejoice and be glad in it. It is a gift, a consolation, a touch of 

the Comforter. It is a spark in the stubble and a portion of our daily 

bread and strength for our pilgrimage. An occasion to re-dedicate 

ourselves, to reset the compass of our hearts. Most of all, though, it 

is an intimation of something more, of our lasting home. It lifts our 

hearts to the sanctuary of Christ’s body, the house of the Father, 

the embrace of that infinite love which, as Pope Francis says, can 

alone heal our infinite sadness. 

“And I saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down out 

of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband; 

and I heard a great voice from the throne, saying, ‘Behold the 

dwelling of God is with men. He will dwell with them, and they 

shall be his people, and God himself will be with them; he will 

wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death shall be no more, 

neither shall there be mourning nor crying nor pain any more, for 

the former things have passed away’” (Rev 21:1-4).  

 

And we will be comforted. 

 

Bishop Hugh OSB 
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PROVINCIAL CHAPTER 2015 
 

 

It is not an easy task to write briefly and to the point about an 

event that was surprisingly intense, lasted for five days and 

involved many interesting people. There are two further 

difficulties. Most of our readers naturally lack the necessary 

background knowledge to be able to make sense of decisions 

reached during the chapter, therefore describing the proceedings in 

any detail seems pointless (would simply be boring). The other 

difficulty is my complete lack of experience. Needless to say, this 

was the first provincial chapter I ever attended, so I can’t offer 

comparisons, wise insights or penetrating analyses. Therefore I 

will offer, beyond giving some basic facts, a few impressions of a 

someone who walks into a situation with his eyes wide open and 

his jaw dropped. 

By Sunday the 20th of September all participants had 

arrived at Fleury and the chapter began its proceedings on the 

following morning. To begin with there were only twelve voting 

members: six abbots (of Pluscarden, Christ in the Desert, 

Prinknash, Chilworth, Farnborough, and Kornelimünster) and a 

prior (of Holy Cross, Chicago), plus delegates from some of these 

houses. This number was quickly increased to sixteen by giving 

superiors of dependant houses (La Soledad, St Mary’s Petersham, 

Thien Tam, and Teocelo) the right to vote. Also present as non-

voting participants were two monks from Mount Saviour (on the 

verge of joining our Congregation), six nuns (from Minster, St 

Scholastica, Petersham, Our Lady of the Desert, and Kingstanding) 

and the secretary of the chapter, twenty-five in all. We began each 

day with Lauds at 6:30, followed by breakfast and Terce. The first 

chapter session went on from 8:30 to 11:30am, with a break for tea 

in the middle. At noon we attended Mass, which was followed by 

lunch. The afternoon session began at 2:30pm and again lasted for 

three hours and included a short break. Then it was time for 

Vespers and supper. Monks at Fleury anticipate Vigils at 9pm 

every day, but attendance at this office was optional for us 
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capitulars. And what did we do during the chapter sessions? There 

was the usual business of a provincial chapter to attend to: various 

reports and elections (note that our own Fr Giles, who acted as the 

chapter secretary, was elected as one of the two delegates from our 

province to the general chapter of the Subiaco-Cassanese 

Congregation which is to be held next year), but also we had to 

respond to situations and problems that had arisen in the past four 

years (since the last provincial chapter) and could not be dealt with 

by the Abbot Visitor and his council for one reason or another. We 

had a rather lengthy but definitely productive debate about the role 

of the Abbot President of our Congregation. This was done in view 

of the next year’s general chapter which is to elect a new Abbot 

President for a term of eight years. We managed to produce a 

positioning paper with a number of constructive suggestions and 

proposals, which is going to be translated and circulated among 

other provinces. 

So much for the basic facts. Unexciting as it sounds, it was 

actually the exact opposite when one was a part of it. Discussions 

tended to be informative, engaging and sometimes even heated. 

And they were real debates, not personality clashes, anyone with 

something constructive to say was heard and treated seriously. For 

a relatively young monk like me it was a privilege to participate in 

something like this, it was a privilege to meet all these people and 

mingle with them freely for a few days. But then we were in 

France… 

…A small town of Saint-Benoît-sur-Loire and the Abbey 

of Fleury in it, a monastery dating back to the 7th century. A little 

square in front of the church, with houses built tightly around it, 

but it’s enough to walk two hundred yards, past a tiny local 

grammar school, and one finds oneself out in the fields, watching 

farmers at work, sheep grazing lazily. The landscape is flat there, it 

reminded me of my home country, tall fir trees on the edges of 

fields – one is forced to look at the sky more, and there is plenty to 

look at. A further ten minute walk on the same path, and you reach 

the river, Loire. Wide, slow, majestic… it certainly doesn’t 

apologize for its existence. Back to the church, standing in a large 
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12th century nave, listening to the monks in choir, trying to pray 

with them. They are French: at first the combination of Gregorian 

chant with modern polyphony strikes one as arbitrary and forced. 

But their hearts seem to be in it, in accord with their voices, and 

the execution is near perfect. They start in unison and then break 

up into two, three, sometimes four voices, often with quite unusual 

intervals in-between… Effortlessly, it would seem. A day or two 

later and one is completely won over, en-chanted.  

Early mornings and late evenings are the privileged times 

to spend in the church. Nobody about, silence, bare medieval 

walls, the only light comes from long votive candles. You can 

walk quietly from the statue of Our Lady Queen to a large 

photograph of the little Thérèse in her Carmelite veil… She always 

seems to be looking directly at you, no matter where you stand, or 

have I gone mad? Then behind the choir into the Blessed 

Sacrament chapel and further, down the stairs, into a crypt situated 

below the main altar. It’s almost completely dark there, except for 

a few red sanctuary lights lit in the middle, among the columns. 

Walk carefully. Time to forget the scholarly controversy about the 

authenticity of what you are facing. Just pray to Saint Benedict… I 

have no opinion on the matter, and what I’m going to say is by no 

means an attempt at a proof, but I felt he was there listening, and 

maybe even speaking to me…  

Out of the church and into a little, modern guest refectory, 

where we were given meals three times a day. Every single one of 

them went on for about an hour in my case, including breakfasts. 

And it’s not that the food was so exciting, just the pleasant 

company of monks and nuns from all over the place. Every time 

we sat in a different configuration and, at least for me, it was 

interesting every time. Two exceedingly nice local ladies were 

cooking for us and serving us. Towards the end of our stay we 

grew very fond of each other, they were circulating among tables, 

making sure our wine-glasses were full, laughing and chatting 

amiably even to people like me, who did not understand a word of 

what they were saying. Once or twice they even produced bottles 

of something a touch stronger than wine… I just sat there soaking 
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up the atmosphere. After supper darkness rules in the church, one 

is slightly hazy from a full working day and from all the talking 

and all the wine… Nothing but candle light again, and a young 

monk practising the organ in the background. Even if all this 

sounds pretentious to you, dear reader, I make no apologies – this 

is what France does to you, or at least this is what it did to me. 

Good bye! 

 

DSP 

 

 

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

 

 

“We all carry our sins with us. But the Lord wants to hear us say to 

him, “Forgive me, help me to walk, change my heart!” And the 

Lord can change your heart. In the Church, the God we encounter 

is not a merciless judge but is like the Father in the Gospel parable. 

You may be like the son who left home, who sank to the depths, 

farthest from the Gospel. When you have the strength to say, “I 

want to come home,” you will find the door open. God will come 

to meet you because he is always waiting for you – God is always 

waiting for you. God embraces you, kisses you, and celebrates. 

That is how the Lord is, that is how the tenderness of our heavenly 

Father is. The Lord wants us to belong to a Church that knows 

how to open her arms and welcome everyone, that is not a house 

for the few, but a house for everyone, where all can be renewed, 

transformed, sanctified by his love – the strongest and the weakest, 

sinners, the indifferent, those who feel discouraged or lost. The 

Church offers all the possibility of following a path of holiness, 

which is the path of the Christian: she brings us to encounter Jesus 

Christ in the sacraments, especially in confession and in the 

Eucharist.” 

Pope Francis, The Church of Mercy 
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THE THURIBLE OF REINERUS 

(OR RENIER) DE HUY 
 

 

A team of volunteers from The National Association of Decorative 

and Fine Arts (NADFAS) has for the past few months been hard at 

work recording all the items in our Church. When they came upon 

our various thuribles, they noted what is by far the most interesting 

of them. According to their remit, they carefully described this 

thurible, and made enquiries about the meaning of its inscription. 

Those enquiries prompted some on-line research, which has shed 

interesting light on what had previously been to us a mystery. 

Our thurible came to Pluscarden as a gift from a convent in 

the diocese which was closing down, some 40 years ago. Beyond 

that fact, we have no clue as to its provenance. It’s made of brass, 

and is not particularly large: 15 x 10 cms. On the top half are 

seated the figures of the Three Young Hebrews, cast into the fiery 

furnace at the command of Nebuchadnezzar, as narrated in the 

prophecy of Daniel. Each is identified by an inscribed band giving 

his name: Ananias, Asarias, Misael. These three are dominated by 

a central fourth figure, perched on top: the angel of protection, 

figure of Christ, as described in Daniel 3:92. 

Lions’ heads adorn the points at which the three 

suspending chains are attached. Otherwise both parts of the 

thurible are decorated with stylised beasts, birds, foliage and 

flowers. Bless the Lord, every plant that grows… Bless the Lord, 

every kind of bird… Bless the Lord, all animals wild and tame: 

praise and glorify him for ever! (Dn 3:76 ff.) 

Where the two hemispheres of the thurible meet, encircling 

bands support an inscription in Latin. All our attempts to interpret 

this text have hitherto been baffled, since some of the words are 

clearly garbled, and untranslatable. Amid otherwise recognisable 

Latin words, these non-words appear: AGU, REINER, SIGNU, 

EXBOVIAS, SIMILEIS, RT. 

Prompted by the NADFAS enquiry, and through the 

wonders of the internet, our bafflement has now come to an end. 
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We find that the original thurible, of which ours is a copy, is very 

well known to art historians. It is known as the Lille Censer, since 

the museum of Lille in North East France has possessed it for very 

many years (see photos). Information available about it on-line 

includes a correct version of the inscribed text, which we are thus 

able to read at last. Interestingly, we find that our copy transposes 

the top and bottom inscriptions. 

The top part should read thus: 

 

“HOC EGO REINERUS DO SIGNUM [Lion’s head] EXEQUIAS 

SIMILES [Lion’s head] ET REOR ESSE PRECES [Lion’s head]” 

 

And the bottom part:  

QUOD MIHI VESTRIS [chain attachment] DEBETIS MORTE 

POTITO [chain attachment] VRAS TIMIAMATA XPO [chain 

attachment]. 

 

It’s rather hard to get much sense out of this. But if we read 

the text not horizontally in its twin circles, but vertically, 

according to its three joined panels, we find it comes out 

beautifully as three lines of verse, in classical hexameters. A 

standardised spelling is here offered, with foot divisions supplied 

for anyone interested: 

 

Hōc ĕgŏ │Rēinēr- │ūs dō │sīgnūm │quōd mĭhĭ │vēstrīs  

Ēxsĕquĭ- │ās sĭmĭl- │ēs dēb- │ētīs │mōrtĕ pŏt- │ītō  

Ēt rĕŏr │ēssĕ prĕ- │cēs vēstr- │ās thy mĭ- │āmătă │Chrīstō. 

 

A fairly close translation of this goes: 

 

“I Reinerus (Renier) give you this sign that, once death has 

taken possession of me, you owe me some funeral obsequies, 

that will be like your own. And I think your prayers will be 

incense burning sweetly for Christ.” 
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Or, to put that rather obscurely phrased sentiment in other 

words: “Each time you use this thurible I have made, please 

remember my soul, as you pray in the presence of the Lord.” 

But who, we want to know, was this Reinerus? 

Unfortunately the scholars are not agreed among themselves. But 

some at least ascribe the celebrated Lille Thurible to Renier de 

Huy. This gentleman, of whom we know very little indeed, was 

the goldsmith and metal worker credited with making the 

wonderful bronze baptismal font of St Bartholomew’s Church, 

Liège, in Belgium. A crucifix now in a museum in Cologne is also 

attributed to him. We know that the Liège font was commissioned 

in 1107, and completed in 1118. Its original cover and base, 

described in the Liège Chronicles, were destroyed during the 

French Revolution. The figures in high relief that adorn it are in 

classical style: so much so that many argue for some direct 

Byzantine influence. Now whether the Lille Thurible was made by 

this same Renier, or by another man of the same name, or by an 

apprentice of his school, or by someone else who had no 

connection with him at all: all agree it is, like the Liège font, a 

masterpiece of Romanesque art.  

The original is the same size as ours, in gilded bronze.  

Surely we are permitted to speculate that our Reinerus, 

whoever he was, might have made his thurible to order, but 

refused all payment for it in money. Instead, he inscribed his 

poetic text, hoping that every time it was used in the divine liturgy, 

even for centuries to come, his name would be remembered in 

prayer. So may Christ have mercy on his soul, and grant him a full 

share in heavenly glory, according to his ardent and holy desire. 

 

DBH 

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

 

“The truth is not grasped as a thing; the truth is encountered. It is 

not a possession; it is an encounter with a Person.” 

 

Pope Francis, The Church of Mercy 
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THE RICH MAN IN MARK 10:17-30 
 

 

In the course of this week I attended a meeting of the assembly of 

priests of this diocese. During the meeting Canon Robert Hill gave 

a talk on Scripture. His talk was mostly on the Old Testament and 

Luke’s Gospel. In answering a question he happened to make a 

point about Mark 10:17-30, a simple and obvious point, so simple 

and obvious that I had not noticed it. 

He simply pointed out that in Mark’s Gospel Jesus is 

always moving when he calls a disciple and that it is always Jesus 

who takes the initiative. He is the one who calls. In Mark 10:17-30 

we have the young man who falls on his knees in front of Jesus, 

bringing him to a halt. The young man is the one to begin the 

conversation about eternal life. By doing this he has reversed the 

proper order; it is never likely to turn out well. 

This story is known as the story of the rich young man, but 

we do not find that out until the end of the episode. What we do 

know is that he is in a hurry; he runs up to Jesus. We see him make 

extravagant gestures like kneeling down in front of someone and 

using extravagant language. Kneeling in front of Jesus and calling 

him good master seems to indicate great respect. The fact is that, 

despite the language and gestures of respect, he is getting in Jesus' 

way. Jesus was setting out on a journey and as we find out later, he 

has his disciples with him. The young man has decided that his 

business has precedence over any plans that about thirteen other 

people might have. 

Which do we believe, the words and acts that profess the 

greatest respect, or the fact that the young man seems to expect 

that his plans and desires will take precedence even over the plans 

of the one he so extravagantly honours 

Jesus pulls him up about his language which is not 

appropriate for the time or place, way over the top in the 

circumstances. He thus reminds him of the commandments, the 

things they both know already. The young man has kept them all 

his life, he tells Jesus. Extravagant gestures and language can be 
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very attractive, especially if combined with genuine good will and 

Jesus likes the man. 

The young man asked Jesus about inheriting eternal life. 

Looking up the dictionary, the word for inherit can have the 

secondary meaning of possess. Jesus therefore turns to the matter 

of where the young man's treasure is. “Sell everything you own 

and give the money to the poor and you will have treasure in 

heaven; and come follow me.” The young man went away sad 

because he had many possessions. In fact he was possessed by his 

possessions. 

To want to possess eternal life one must be possessed by it; 

that is where one’s treasure must be. Everyone can listen to this 

Gospel with equanimity for no one considers himself to be rich; 

there is always someone so much richer than we are. We can ask 

where are the possessions that possess us. Are they the treasures of 

heaven or the treasures of earth? 

The rich young man does not follow Jesus. He cannot 

impede Jesus nor make Jesus fall in with his own expectations. 

The movement has to come from Jesus and it does mean leaving 

other things, even if you continue to possess them in a way. Also 

the rich young man had great possessions, but there are other 

forms of riches: there are riches of intelligence or power or of 

artistic talent or musical talent or anything that can possess us. If 

we are to be disciples, none of these things can possess us. We 

have to be followers of Christ first so that these things can take 

their proper place. If we should use our talents for God’s glory, we 

do not do God any favours. The best we produce is already God’s 

work in which we have participated. The call always comes from 

Christ who is already moving to do his work. He acts; we can only 

follow. 

 

DMS 
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FIRED WITH SUCCESS – 

HOW TO HEAT A MONASTERY 
 

 

Most monasteries have been destroyed by fire at least once in their 

histories. Sometimes, as in Pluscarden’s case, this is the work of 

unfriendly neighbours such as the Wolf of Badenoch, or those 

from farther afield.  Just as frequently, the fell hand involved has 

been monastic, and the deed involuntary. Not a few monasteries 

have been burned to the ground on several occasions. 

When all lighting was by candle or other naked flame, the 

potential for mischance was obviously high, especially since St 

Benedict prescribes that there must be lights burning all night in 

the dormitory, where no doubt straw featured among the bedding. 

The same was true of heating, the flying spark, the dislodged log, 

the undamped ember, the over-heated or unswept chimney or 

stove-pipe. In the North American monasteries, where wood 

supplied heat and construction material, where roofs were wooden 

shingles, fires were all too common. 

So far, Pluscarden has experienced few fires. There is the 

infamous fire of 1390, attributed to the Wolf of Badenoch, of 

which everyone has heard. There were the hens who committed 

hara-kiri, pecking at and short-circuiting a cable in their hen-

house. There was a hut used for gentlemen of the road, which went 

up in a spectacular blaze – fortunately, it was unoccupied, a fact 

we were only able to determine by next morning’s daylight. There 

was a fire in the horizontal flue under the solarium floor, and most 

recently one caused by a postulant or novice, who during a power-

cut lit a candle and propped it up with toilet-rolls. 

Even so, a special Providence seems to have kept an eye on 

our establishment, for the brethren have done all in their power to 

cause fire to break out. 

In the early days, heat was provided by an Aga stove in the 

kitchen. Access to the stove was by walking a plank spanning the 

void above the cellar floor. Fr Maurus viewed this as the acid test 

for newcomers: did they have what it took to walk the swaying and 
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bouncing plank, while laden with buckets of coke or ashes and 

clinker? 

There was no mains electricity in the monastery. Light 

came from ex-submarine batteries, charged by generator, and 

cabling was also second-hand, installed by a monk inadequately 

instructed by a sixpenny book on electricity. As Vigils and Lauds 

wore on, the light moved down the spectrum, becoming yellower 

and yellower, then orange, as the batteries ran down. At this point 

a monk would depart from choir, crank up the generator, and as 

the current flowed, bright light would be restored. In one dark 

cupboard the interested might behold the wires glowing redly 

under their excessive load (the monastery was re-wired in the early 

1970s by Domel).   

Local heating was provided by domesticated Molotov 

cocktails: these consisted of a half-gallon glass jar, filled with 

paraffin and with a long hollow steel needle screwed into the neck. 

This firebomb was then inverted, allowing the paraffin to dribble 

out on to an incandescent steel element, with a reflector to 

distribute the heat, but no fires ensued. Later there were electric 

fires with parabolic bowl reflectors, to concentrate the heat – but 

still no fires resulted. 

Later still, we had Belling heaters, vertical stove-pipe 

affairs; they gave 500 Watts at normal setting, and 750 at full 

power. There were also larger, more powerful models, of which 

some of the brethren possessed themselves. They were frankly 

inadequate for general heating. A habit could be draped over one, 

producing a pleasantly-warm microclimate for the wearer. Socks 

and other clothing could be draped over them, for drying purposes, 

as various burn-marked items of over-cooked clothing bore mute 

witness. Tea and other things could be kept warm on them, too. 

In choir and other public spaces, we had night-store 

heaters, steel cabinets filled with ceramic blocks, in which were 

embedded heating elements. The idea was that during the night, 

when the rest of the world was asleep and not using electricity, the 

cheap power available could be used to heat the ceramic core, 

which even after the power had been switched off, would continue 



27 

to radiate heat. Unfortunately they were not up to the job, and 

made little difference to the temperature. What they did do was to 

hum and buzz, to the annoyance of some of the brethren, who 

often silenced the vibration with a dunt with foot or fist, thus in 

turn annoying others of the brethren with their pugilism. Such by-

play was predictable, a pleasing distraction for the novitiate. 

When the new Chancel was roofed, it was clear that new 

heating was also needed, and it came in the form of two Danish 

multi-fuel boilers, with a combined output of a million Btu. They 

essentially consisted of two large cylindrical firing chambers, 

surrounded with water-jackets, with smaller flue-chambers 

superimposed, with combustion air supply controlled by bi-

metallic strip thermostats. The firing chamber on the larger on was 

1.8m long and 1.5m in diameter (six feet by five feet), and besides 

a smaller door about 450mm (18”) square, the main door was the 

full diameter of the firing chamber. At the time, Br Adrian 

sapiently remarked that as we were getting rid of the pigs, with 

their insatiable demands for feeding, we were replacing them with 

the boilers, with similar appetites. 

What went in? At first, slab-wood from saw-mills. It 

arrived on low-loaders, bound by steel straps, and sodden through. 

It produced much water-vapour and steam, plus quantities of 

irritating resinous smoke. At various times we also used oak-

shavings, packed in black plastic bags, from a local cooperage. At 

another time we used sawmill waste, sawdust and bits of wood, 

usually damp.  We succeeded in making this work by harnessing a 

vacuum cleaner to a home-welded steel manifold, blowing air into 

the mixture, generating considerable heat. Finally we bought lorry-

loads of timber, which was stacked in the barn we called the 

“basilica”. There it was allowed to dry and was sawn up and 

brought down (through mud and snow in the winter) by half-ton 

dump-truck to the boiler house, 146 tons a year. When the road 

was impassable, or the dump-truck out of use, wheel-barrows were 

used. 

This was heavy and at times spectacularly dangerous work. 

To fire the boiler, you opened wide the main door, admitting large 
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quantities of oxygen, to which the fuel within responded by 

blazing up. The logs were usually five feet long, often heavy, and 

getting them right into the boiler meant emulating the boys in the 

fiery furnace. If you failed to get them all the way in, the door 

wouldn’t close, and flames and smoke belched everywhere. It was 

exciting. One solution was to use adapted mortuary trolleys, onto 

which the logs were placed, corpse-wise. When the door was 

opened, the trolley was wheeled forward and the corpse-tray was 

pushed violently forward, so that the momentum would carry the 

log into the fire-box. 

This system was crude and unresponsive. The boilers were 

loaded up after Compline and all vents closed. Half-an-hour before 

Vigils, a time-clock released a steel sash-weight, which as it fell 

actuated a series of pulleys and opened the air-vents – a bit Heath-

Robinson, but it did work.   

This system also fed the laundry drying-room, a sub-saga 

which deserves its own chronicle. Initially the laundry was hung 

on pulleys in the corridors, never very clean. Then an oil-fired 

space heater was brought into play. It was temperamental, and 

generated clouds of oily smuts which alighted on the clean 

laundry, which it did not dry. This was followed by a Jotul wood-

stove with a leaky chimney (soot and smoke on the laundry); it 

also contributed wood-ash to the laundry when being hurriedly 

emptied. Finally we inaugurated a drying-room, a series of racks 

made of two-inch steel pipes, through which hot water flowed and 

on which wet laundry was and is hung, with an electric fan to 

increase the drying effect. This works well. 

The log-burning system, with its onerous demands on time 

and manpower, could not continue, and so in its turn was replaced 

by a pair of Weissmann condensing gas boilers, 97.5% efficient, 

responding to outside temperatures and much else. Unlike their 

predecessors, they were controllable. At first their chimneys were 

not quite right, and the valley was filled with a banshee howl every 

time the boilers fired up. They did have the benefit of being almost 

completely automatic and entirely clean. When installed, LPG gas 

cost about 12p a litre. When the price reached over four times that 
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sum, we could spend £1,000 a week on gas in the depths of a cold 

winter, so some other solution was sought. 

Br Michael found it in biomass, specifically in woodchip 

boilers. This involved construction of a new boiler-house, 

containing a very large hopper-like chamber for the wood-chips, 

with an auger feeding chips from it into a neighbouring space 

holding the 200kW boiler. This heats water, which in turn heats 

the contents of two 3-tonne hot-water tanks; their content passes 

underground to the old boiler-house where two very highly-

efficient heat exchangers feed the heat into the piping of the old 

system. In pursuit of its green and carbon-reduction commitments, 

the government pays us to heat the monastery in this eco-friendly 

way.  Provision of wood-chips involved purchase of chipping 

machines and tractors to drive them, plus construction of a store 

for wood-chips. You may see large piles of logs (which come from 

local forests, preserving jobs and reducing transport costs and 

carbon emissions) stored around the monastery: they are timber 

which is drying out or about to be turned into chips. 

The new South Range may be heated by ground-source 

heat-pump, greener yet. Watch this space… (See photo) 

DGC 

 

 

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

 

“Let each one ask him- or herself today, “Do I increase harmony in 

my family, in my parish, in my community, or am I a gossip? Am I 

a cause of division or embarrassment?” And you know the harm 

that gossiping does to the Church, to the parishes, the 

communities. Gossip does harm! Gossip wounds. Before 

Christians open their mouths to gossip, they should bite their 

tongue! To bite one’s tongue: this does us good because the tongue 

swells and can no longer speak, cannot gossip. Am I humble 

enough to patiently stitch up, through sacrifice, the open wounds 

in communion?” 

Pope Francis, The Church of Mercy 
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BOOK REVIEW 
 

 

A Service of Love: Papal Primacy, The Eucharist & Church 

Unity: Paul McPartlan, The Catholic University of America 

Press. 978-0-8132-2135-9 

 

Mgr McPartlan is a priest of the Archdiocese of Westminster who 

taught theology at Heythrop for several years and is now Professor 

of Systematic Theology and Ecumenism at the Catholic University 

of America. This short and lucid book originated in his continuing 

work for the Joint International Commission for Theological 

Dialogue between the Roman Catholic Church and the Orthodox 

Church and in a statement by the Commission after a meeting in 

Ravenna in 2007 entitled Ecclesiological and Canonical 

Consequences of the Sacramental Nature of the Church. Mgr 

McPartlan writes, “The present study is written with the conviction 

that (the) role of the universal primate must be determined 

fundamentally by reference to the mystery of the Eucharist, which 

is celebrated in each local or particular church but always and 

everywhere the one Eucharist of the Church as a whole.” (See the 

Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 752) 

In the first chapter, he outlines the ostensible differences of 

the Eastern and Western Churches in the first millennium on 

questions of primacy and collegiality but also the convergences. In 

the second chapter he moves on to sketch the transition in the West 

from, “an ecclesiology of communion to an ecclesiology of 

powers”, to borrow the words of Fr Yves Congar, O.P.; the 

Anglican historian Henry Chadwick put it a little more directly 

when he wrote that there developed during the second millennium, 

“an underlying axiom that papal authority was the key to unlock 

all disputed matters.” Drawing on the writings of Karl Rahner and 

Joseph Ratzinger, Mgr McPartlan then makes some interesting 

observations about the complementarity of the First and Second 

Vatican Councils and, “the strong continuity with the teaching of 

earlier Councils that Vatican I intended in its own teaching.” 
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The central point of the book is contained in the third 

chapter, The First Millennium and the Future. Mgr McPartlan 

proposes, “for consideration by both Catholics and Orthodox three 

particular roles for the universal primate which might possibly 

form the basis for a consensus between us, namely: moderating 

disputes, presiding at ecumenical councils and serving Eucharistic 

communion.” More details of the history of the Church before the 

schism of 1054 are surveyed, as are some of the documents of 

Vatican II and other recent teachings of the Catholic Church. He 

concludes with a quotation from a homily of Pope Benedict XVI: 

 

“The Eucharist is the Sacramentum caritatis Christi, through 

which Christ continues to draw us all to Himself, as He did 

when raised up on the Cross … The Petrine ministry is 

therefore a primacy of love in the Eucharistic sense, that is to 

say solicitude for the universal communion of the Church in 

Christ. And the Eucharist is the shape and the measure of this 

communion, a guarantee that it will remain faithful to the 

criterion of the tradition of the Faith.” 

  

How helpful is this proposed basis for consensus? To give 

a convincing answer to the question requires a knowledge of the 

current state of Catholic-Orthodox dialogue and some knowledge 

of recent Orthodox writings on ecclesiology. However, in support 

of Mgr. McPartlan’s thesis, we could consider the following words 

of Bishop Kallistos Ware in, The Orthodox Church:  

 

“In its teaching on the visible unity of the Church, Orthodoxy 

stands far closer to Roman Catholicism than to the Protestant 

world. But if we ask how this visible unity is maintained, 

Rome and the East give different answers. For Rome the 

unifying principle  in the Church is the Pope whose 

jurisdiction extends over the whole body, whereas Orthodox 

do not believe any bishop to be endowed with universal 

jurisdiction. What then holds the Church together? Orthodox 

answer, the act of communion in the sacraments. The 
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Orthodox theology of the Church is above all a theology of 

communion. Unity.....is created from within by the celebration 

of the Eucharist.” 

 

In his work After Nine Hundred Years, The Background of 

the Schism between the Eastern and Western Churches, Congar 

was perhaps a little bald when he wrote, “Depending on the 

dogmatic and canonical reality of non-submission to, or 

acceptance of, the Head, the schism is made or abolished at a 

single blow”, but the words immediately following can be applied 

to all of us, both Catholic and Orthodox: 

 

“We contribute to the schism, even today, whenever we 

assume the attitudes of estrangement, or when we accept the 

results of many centuries of alienation; we continue it every 

time we commit, even today, acts analogous to those, positive 

or negative, which in the past made evident a lack of union. 

On the other hand, we contribute towards ending the schism 

and actually end it, to the extent that it exists in us, by every 

act or attitude of ours which rejects and weakens that 

estrangement. Every time we recognise the existence of the 

East, and the East recognises the existence of Rome and the 

West, to that extent, the wound has been healed.” 

 

A Service of Love is only 100 pages long, including very 

good footnotes, the 6 page bibliography and the index, yet it is 

both academically rigorous and easily accessible to anyone who is 

interested in contemporary Catholic-Orthodox dialogue. The 

author has dedicated the book to his colleagues in that dialogue, Ut 

Unum Sint. 

 

DMJ 

 


