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FR ABBOT’S LETTER 
 

 

Dear Friends, 

 

In this issue of Pluscarden Benedictines, I would like to 

pay tribute to Mother Mary Clare Vincent OSB, Foundress of the 

Benedictine nuns of St Scholastica Priory who form a “twin 

community” with the monks of our dependent monastery at 

Petersham. I reproduce here the text of the homily that I delivered 

at her funeral Mass on 9th January: 

 

“I will begin with a personal story. I had many 

conversations with Mother Mary Clare over the years, and I can 

remember only one time when she was a little sharp with me. This 

is in itself remarkable, but that isn’t the point. I don’t remember 

what we were talking about, but I was in pompous preacher mode. 

Mother listened sweetly as usual, then a certain look came over her 

face, then she stopped me: ‘Father, would you please listen to me.’ 

“I was reminded of this when Mother Mary Elizabeth told 

me a story preserved in Mother Mary Clare’s family from her 

childhood. Mother Mary Clare, Muriel to her family, was a good 

deal younger than her two sisters and brother. One day all the 

children were gathered with an older person, let's say it was an 

uncle. The older children were talking, the brother was holding 

forth, and the youngest one was trying to speak but could not make 

herself heard. Eventually the uncle heard the little voice trying to 

break in, and he stopped the others. ‘Quiet,’ he said, ‘Muriel is 

speaking.’ 

“Muriel, Mother Mary Clare, was many things in her life. I 

knew her in the latter part of her life when she was Prioress and 

Foundress of her community. She kept the two roles, Prioress and 

Foundress, distinct in her mind. As Prioress, whatever the 

appearance may have been, she was diffident. She said she thought 

she was more suited for the role of a second in command, 

supporting the Prioress. She had a high view of the office, as 
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holding the place of Christ in the community and speaking for 

him. She had a low view of her fitness for the office. It was not the 

view of others, but it was her view. If she ever seemed insistent on 

her authority, it was because she thought the Prioress should be 

heard, even if she were Prioress. 

“As Foundress, she was very different. Here she was 

supremely confident. She proudly laid claim to the title of 

Foundress. Why? Because as Foundress she knew she had 

something to say. She had been given the charism for her 

community, and it was her task to pass it on and interpret it. If she 

was ever fierce, and she could be, it was in defence of this, to 

preserve her freedom to say what was given her to say. 

“Here we come to the central point of her life: to give what 

she had received. Her whole life consisted in relationships, first of 

all her deep relationship with Our Lord Jesus Christ. Her many 

talents – and she was a very brilliant woman – were taken up into 

her relationships, in which she gave all she had to give.  

“It was different with every person and every group. She 

was incapable of repeating herself. Picture Mother in the kitchen 

preparing a meal, or preparing and giving a conference. In the 

kitchen, she was a general commanding an army. She might have 

been Napoleon preparing the Grand Army for the march to 

Moscow, or Eisenhower assembling the Allied forces for the 

invasion of Normandy, with particular attention to the supply lines, 

making sure everyone was fed, and abundantly fed. She was the 

same preparing a conference: she assembled and organised her 

forces, all her authorities, the Fathers and Doctors of the Church, 

marching out a long line of quotations, to produce a conference 

that was entirely original. She never repeated a conference, and she 

probably never exactly repeated a meal.  

“It was all to deliver the goods, to feed those she loved, 

physically, spiritually, to give them enough, and more than 

enough, and for them to enjoy the experience. 

“In her last days it seemed everything in her was reduced, 

or, better, simplified, to the desire to be heard, to say ‘I  love you’ 
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to God, and to all who were with her, to convey to her community 

the simple message of the Gospel, ‘Love one another’, ‘Be joyful.’ 

“If you were her friend – and everyone she met became her 

friend – you knew that you were loved. Not only that she was 

loving, but that you in particular were loved.  

“I will end with another personal story. Many others will 

be able to tell some version of the same. I was driving her 

somewhere, and she fell into a reverie, her fingers moving as they 

did when she was listening to music. She said, ‘Father, do you hear 

the music?’ The radio wasn’t on, there was no CD, there was no 

music. ‘Can't you hear it?’ ‘No-o.’ She meant the sound of the 

car’s engine. To her it was music. Was it real? It was her way of 

loving. Love made her see what others don’t see, and hear what 

others don’t hear, and it was real.  

“She gave what she had to give. She said what she had to 

say. It was our privilege to hear it.” 

 

I wish all of you a holy Lent and a blessed Easter. 

 

Yours devotedly in Christ, 

 

 

 
 

 

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

 

Pluscarden Benedictines 

 

Costs of producing and posting out this glossy magazine are quite 

high, so all renewed subscriptions and donations are gratefully 

received. Please note that we now ask a fixed subscription of £10 

per annum – still cheap at the price! Note also that you can now 

browse an online archive of the magazine dating back to 1968. 
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FROM THE ANNALS 
 

 

November 2015 

4
th

: The tent and chairs arrived for tomorrow. Br Michael worked 

on coverings for the stairs for the tabernacle. George Brand held 

rehearsals during the course of the day, especially with Br Joseph 

who is to be the MC from the community. First they tackled the 

practicalities of the procession. In the afternoon Dr Derek Kelly 

and Tom came from Elgin to represent the Elgin Mass servers and 

to go over the Mass and the ceremony of Re-Dedication itself. Mrs 

Libby Petrie and two friends prepared the flower displays  

It was a day when many monastic guests arrived: Fr 

Dunstan and Br Bernard of Petersham, Dom Xavier Perin, Prior 

Administrator of Quarr Abbey, Dom John Bennett of Chilworth. 

Tony Broderick brought Br Finbar from Aberdeen; he had been in 

Ghana to represent the community at the Solemn Profession of Br 

Martin Osei who had spent two years at Pluscarden as a junior (see 

photo). Br Finbar had sewn up Br Martin’s new cowl for the 

ceremony. He had found the African heat helpful with his various 

spinal and other pains, but then had taken a fall which wrenched 

his whole body causing him severe pain.  

The evening saw the arrival of Srs Maria and Mary Stella 

from the Bernardine Community at Hyning and three sisters from 

the Benedictine community at Largs.  

Vespers was first Vespers of the Dedication, even though 

the church has not yet been dedicated. Fr Abbot presided. The 

Bishop arrived with Abbot Friedhelm of Kornelimünster. Abbot 

Mark Caira of Nunraw also arrived.  

5
th

: RE-DEDICATION OF THE ABBEY CHURCH. The Office 

was that of the Solemnity. The Dedication Mass was to begin at 

11.00. Fr Benedict celebrated an early Mass as he wished to sing 

as precentor in the schola. This gave those working in the kitchen 

during the Dedication Mass an opportunity to take part in Mass. 
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The actions of the Mass were to take place in both the 

chancel and the transepts. The liturgy of the word was mostly in 

the transepts and the liturgy of the Eucharist in the chancel. As we 

expected large numbers in both chapels and in the transepts, we 

had obtained the loan of a screen for the transepts to show video of 

what was happening in the chancel. Michal Wachucik, a 

photographer from Aberdeen, came to operate the video camera. 

Many priests from the diocese and beyond came to 

concelebrate. Bishops Toal and Dolan also attended and 

concelebrated. Bishop Mark Strange of Moray, Ross and 

Caithness, Christopher Ketley and Isaac Poobalan represented the 

Episcopalian Church and Miss Margaret King, Moderator of the 

Moray Presbytery represented the Church of Scotland. 

We had servers from Aberdeen and from Elgin under Dr 

Kelly. They led the procession and were followed by the religious 

sisters, the Ecumenical representatives, the community and the 

concelebrants with Bishop Hugh with his deacons and servers 

forming the tail. In the church the altar was bare. At the chair the 

Bishop greeted the congregation which filled the transept aisles 

and the chancel and most of the chairs in the main transepts. Abbot 

Anselm welcomed all those present drawing parallels between the 

dedication of this church and the temple of Jerusalem. 

Mass continued as normal for the liturgy of the word. 

Bishop Hugh gave a homily based on the idea of seeking comfort. 

After the Creed the ceremony of dedication took place. The Bishop 

anointed the altar and then went around the church and anointed 

with chrism each of the twelve consecration crosses, using a pad 

soaked with the oil. The crosses and the congregation were then 

incensed. Br Simon and Br Aelred then wiped the oil from the altar 

and dressed the altar and lit the candles. This was the signal for the 

candles before the consecration crosses to be lit. All other candles 

in the church were lit at the same time. 

The Mass then continued more or less as normal until after 

Communion. Deacon Schmitz then placed the Blessed Sacrament 

in the tabernacle, rather more difficult than it sounds as he had to 

climb temporary steps to do so. The sanctuary lamp was lit and the 
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Mass was concluded with a few words of thanks from the Bishop 

and Abbot Anselm. The exit procession then made its way to the 

cloister.  

The congregation made its way to the marquee set up 

beside the Dunbar Vestry for lunch. It was a fine spread, much 

enjoyed by those who partook, thanks to Ann Ryans and helpers. 

Second Vespers of the solemnity took place in the 

sanctuary at 6.00 with Abbot Anselm presiding for the first time 

from the throne in the middle of the sanctuary. A blue metal stair 

has been set up to allow access to the Blessed Sacrament from the 

rear of the tabernacle where there is a door. Br Michael has made 

panels with wood and cloth to hide the industrial look of the steps. 

6
th

: There were many departures today Two car loads of the 

monastic guests who were staying went out with Fr Abbot and Fr 

Bede to Logie Steading, Randolph’s Leap, Lochindorb and 

Sueno’s Stone. Fr Abbot and his party missed the final visit as they 

took Mother Winsome to catch her plane to Birmingham. 

7
th

: Today Abbot Friedhelm of Kornelimünster departed for 

Aberdeen where he is to stay with the bishop. Fr Bede set out for 

the Benedictine monastery in Largs where he is to give their 

annual retreat.  

11
th

: The Abbess of Stanbrook, Dame Andrea, who is Fr Mark’s 

sister, came with their sister Clare and brother Michael to spend a 

few days in the lodge.  

13
th

: Br Thomas and Br Joseph-Eymard drove to Aberdeen 

Airport at midday to meet and bring back here Br Vincent, a 

former junior monk of Tien Phuoc who has applied to become a 

monk at Pluscarden.  

16
th

: Feast of St Margaret of Scotland. Fr Mark departed to 

preach the Prinknash retreat.  

20
th

: Memoria of St Hugh of Lincoln. Bishop Hugh came for his 

feast-day. He went to visit Sir Archie Dunbar, who is dying.  

21
st
: Presentation of the Blessed Virgin Mary. A group of 

oblates renewed their oblation. Fr Giles and Br Simon went to 

Inverness with Bishop Hugh for the installation of a Nigerian 

women’s community, the Daughters of Divine Love.  
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December 2015 

2
nd

: The snow has gone and the weather is windy and mild. Late 

this afternoon Fr Prior went into Inverness to meet Abbot 

Laurence of Chilworth, former abbot of Ramsgate. His train from 

Edinburgh was cancelled because of flooding on the line and he 

had to catch a bus from Perth. Abbot Laurence is here to celebrate 

his golden jubilee of profession with the community. 

3
rd

: Curtains were hung to either side and behind the president’s 

chair in the sanctuary. Gold in colour they hide the area on either 

side of the ladder to the tabernacle.  

5
th

: Today we celebrated the Golden Jubilee of Abbot Laurence.  

7
th

: This afternoon Br Michael drove to Aberdeen Airport where 

he picked up Abbot Albert, the former abbot of Kornelimünster 

and our recent Visitor.  

10
th

: Dr Sebastian Brock gave a talk on Saints Ephrem and Isaac 

of Nineveh, two Syriac speaking saints and writers. He brought out 

Isaac’s treatment of the theme of mercy (see photo & article). 

Abbot Albert and Christopher Ketely, the local Episcopalian priest 

attended the talk. 

11
th

: Abbot Albert addressed the community at Chapter. 

12
th

: Fr Abbot took Abbot Albert to Elgin this afternoon where he 

caught the train to Aberdeen where he is to stay with Bishop Hugh.  

13
th

: THIRD SUNDAY OF ADVENT. In this jubilee year of 

Mercy the Holy Father has asked that there be holy doors opened 

not only in Rome but in local cathedrals and in other appropriate 

local places. Bishop Hugh has opened a holy door in the cathedral 

in Aberdeen and has designated St Mary’s Inverness and 

Pluscarden Abbey as places where holy doors are to be set up and 

opened. This morning Fr Abbot presided at Conventual Mass. 

Before Mass the community processed to the North door of the 

transept, which is the designated holy door and in a short 

ceremony Fr Abbot officially designated it and opened it as a holy 

door for the Year of Mercy. The annual carol service with 

Pluscarden Kirk took place this evening. Padre Paula Baker 

represented the Kirk at the service which took place at the Abbey. 
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After the service tea, biscuits and cakes were served to the 

congregation in the East cloister. 

14
th

: Today we celebrated the silver jubilee of profession of Dom 

Cyprian Bampton (see photo). We held Conventual Mass at 11.00 

which allowed Bishop Hugh to be present.  

26
th

: ST STEPHEN’S DAY. We heard that Fr Dunstan’s mother 

had died. 

 

January 2016 

2
nd

: Mother Mary Clare, Prioress emerita and foundress of the 

monastery of St Scholastica Priory, Petersham, Massachusetts, 

died today. Her death has been daily expected for some time.  

8
th

: Fr Abbot departed for Petersham for the funeral of Mother 

Mary Clare. From Petersham he is due to go with Abbot Friedhelm 

to Chicago for the Visitation of Holy Cross Monastery there. From 

there he plans to go to Kornelimünster on a fraternal visit.  

9
th

: At 10.00 today local time the communities at Petersham held 

the funeral of Mother Mary Clare Vincent (see photo).  

19
th

: The weather continues cold. Colin and David Thompson are 

working on the paving floor of the transepts. 

 

February 2016 

2
nd

: THE PRESENTATION OF THE LORD (CANDLEMAS). 
It was a wild night with strong winds and heavy rain. The top of a 

conifer tree, about the size and shape of a municipal Christmas 

tree, fell on the back drive. The road was partly blocked and the 

bread van had to deliver to the front door. Today was the final day 

of the Year of Consecrated Life. At 11.00 there was a Mass for the 

religious of the diocese at the cathedral in Aberdeen. Fr Abbot, Fr 

Ambrose, Br Joseph and Br Simon represented the community.  

At Chapter Fr Abbot told us they with all the religious at 

the Mass had renewed their vows. After Mass they had all gone to 

Bishop’s House for lunch.  

3
rd

: Conventual Mass today was a votive Mass of the Holy Spirit. 

At the recent deans’ meeting it was decided to celebrate this Mass 

on the first free day of every month during the year of Mercy. 
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4
th

: Today the funeral of Fr Dunstan’s mother was held at the 

Anglican church in Bishop’s Stortford. It was a private family 

affair. Although she died on St Stephen’s Day, the funeral was 

delayed until now because his father had been seriously ill in 

hospital for four weeks. 

5
th

: This morning Br Meinrad went to Doctor Gray’s hospital for 

an ultrasound scan. The technician told him he probably had 

gallstones. He returned to the Abbey. Shortly before lunch there 

was a phone call from the hospital calling him in. Br Michael and 

Br Cyprian went with him to Dr Gray’s where he was to be 

admitted to the acute ward. His scan revealed that he did have 

gallstones and that one had moved and was blocking his bile duct. 

He is to be kept in over the weekend and to have a CT scan on 

Monday. Then he will probably go to Aberdeen Royal Infirmary 

for surgery. There was some delay before he was admitted as they 

had to wait for a bed to be available. 

7
th

: FIFTH SUNDAY OF ORDINARY TIME. Bishop Hugh 

visited today in company with Dr Tracey Rowland, the director of 

the John Paul II Institute in Melbourne, Australia. Bishop Hugh 

presided and preached at Conventual Mass. After Mass Dr 

Rowland gave a talk in the cloister to the community and to the St 

Andrews students after which she answered questions.  

8
th

: Fr Dunstan arrived for the celebration of his silver jubilee of 

profession this coming Friday. With Fr Abbot he went to Dr 

Gray’s to visit Br Meinrad who was still waiting to go for his CT 

scan. He did have the scan later. As we had been told was likely, 

he is to go to Aberdeen Royal Infirmary for surgery, probably 

tomorrow. 

9
th

: Shrove Tuesday. Br Meinrad was taken to ARI today. 

10
th

: Ash Wednesday. We heard that Br Meinrad had had his 

surgery and might be returning to Elgin tomorrow. Br Meinrad 

seemed to be comfortable after the operation. 

12
th

: The Celebration of Fr Dunstan’s Silver Jubilee of 

Profession. (See cover) 
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NEWS FROM ST MARY’S MONASTERY 
 

 

In October we had a minor disaster in our library, which is located 

in the basement of the guesthouse. Two showers from upstairs had 

been leaking, apparently for some time, which led to part of the 

ceiling collapsing downstairs. When Fr Dunstan told Br Isidore 

(the librarian) on a Sunday afternoon: “Have you heard the latest 

from the library? The ceiling has just caved in,” he thought Fr 

Dunstan was joking. But, unfortunately, Fr Dunstan was in earnest. 

The ceiling had indeed caved in, with lots of wet plaster covering 

much of the main collection.   

The next day several of the brothers and sisters pitched in 

to clean up the mess. After the majority of the rubble had been 

cleared away Br Isidore spent more time cleaning up the books and 

drying them out. In the end only a few books were badly damaged. 

Many got wet, but were able to be dried out without any 

permanent mildew or mould on them. Although a lot of the books 

are slightly wrinkled they are still usable. 

The library now has a new drop ceiling with panels which 

can be removed easily in case we get any more leaks in the future. 

Before putting in the new ceiling the workmen made sure that the 

leaks in the showers were fixed.    

In November we attended another event in honor of the 

Year of Consecrated Life. A special Mass was held on November 

7th in the chapel of Assumption College for the religious of the 

Diocese of Worcester, with Bishop Robert McManus presiding. 

After the Mass we all attended a special lunch on the campus 

where we could meet and socialize with members of other 

religious orders and congregations. On December 11, the brothers 

attended a “shop warming party.” Our good friend Mark McCurn, 

of Nine Points Woodworking, recently moved his business to a 

new location in Worcester, and we were invited out for the 

celebration. A good sized crowd was in attendance. Among the 

items available for consumption was our own beer. The party – 

which doubled as a Christmas party – lasted into the evening, but 
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we just went for the afternoon and got back to the monastery in 

time for Vespers. 

Finally, we can report on two major events from our 

sisters’ community here in Petersham. The first was the passing 

away of Mother Mary Clare Vincent, foundress and first prioress 

of St Scholastica Priory. After being hospitalized in September, 

she returned home to the Priory, but her health gradually continued 

to fail after that. She remained at the Priory until the end, while 

receiving regular visits from a hospice nurse, as well as round the 

clock loving care from her sisters. She was on her death bed from 

approximately mid-November onwards till she died on January 

2nd, 2015. 

The words of St Bede in reference to St. Hilda – “All her 

knew her called her mother” – apply equally well to Mother Mary 

Clare, and not simply because “Mother” was her religious title. As 

superior she always took a motherly interest in the brothers of St 

Mary’s as well as in her own sisters. Working in close conjunction 

with our founder Fr Cyril Karam, and his successor Fr Anselm, she 

helped to contribute to the success and survival of St. Mary’s 

Monastery. After she stepped down as prioress in 2003 she 

preferred to be known as “Sr Mary Clare”. But in the last months 

of her life she was again, rather spontaneously, known as Mother 

Mary Clare. 

During a two week visit to Petersham in November-

December, Fr Abbot Anselm was able to spend time visiting 

Mother Mary Clare on her death bed, anointing her and giving her 

viaticum several times. When he returned to Pluscarden on 

December 5th he assumed he would not be at her funeral since it 

appeared that her death was imminent. But providentially she held 

out longer than expected. Since Fr Abbot was planning to visit 

Petersham again in January he was able to adjust his schedule 

slightly and fly out in time to preside and preach at Mother Mary 

Clare’s funeral on January 9
th

 (see Fr Abbot’s Letter). 

A large crowd attended her funeral with the extra overflow 

of people sitting in our choir stalls. She was in her 91st year of life, 

her 66nd year of religious dedication, and her 33rd year of 
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Benedictine profession. 

The second event from the sisters’ community was the 

Solemn Profession of Sr Emmanuel Wade on January 30th. Once 

again there was a large crowd present and we seated the extra 

guests in our choir stalls, with Sr Emmanuel’s parents sitting 

beside her during the ceremony. In addition to people from her 

native state of Connecticut, there was a large contingent present 

from Tennessee, her father’s home state. Bishop Robert McManus 

presided and Fr Gregory preached a very delightful and inspiring 

homily. For Bishop McManus it was a particularly joyful occasion 

since it was the first time in his Episcopal career that he has 

presided at the Solemn Profession of a nun.  

                                                                                                 

DIC 

 

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

 

Moray, Banff and Badenoch Church Recording Team 
 

Scotland has had two completed Area Records to Present. The 

Record of Greyfriars Church of Scotland, Edinburgh, was 

presented, by the Edinburgh DFAS Church Recorders to the 

Congregation on Sunday 18th October.  

On 5th November, the Moray, Banff and Badenoch Church 

Recording team was invited to a Service of Re-Dedication of the 

Pluscarden Abbey Church We took this opportunity to give the 

Bishop and the Abbot their copies of the Record. 

A formal presentation of the Record will take place in the 

spring, when Moray, Banff and Badenoch DFAS will have a visit 

to the Abbey and a chance to see the plans for the building of a 

new wing.  A huge task of Recording, completed by a dedicated 

team of Recorders, some from other Societies, and invaluable help 

given by the Community, who welcomed us and tolerated, with 

amusement, our habit of crawling around measuring everything in 

sight! 

Marion Yool 
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PLUSCARDEN ABBEY CHURCH RE-DEDICATION 
 

 

In the Old Testament, the Temple in Jerusalem was dedicated, 

consecrated, set apart for God in ceremonies recounted to us by the 

Bible. After the Temple’s destructions or desecrations it was re-

dedicated to God in further joyful celebrations, and the anniversary 

kept as a great feast. The Dedication of a church is the Church’s 

response to that Biblical invitation, to dedicate to God’s glory and 

set aside for his worship a structure of wood or stone, by solemn 

ceremonies expressing that desire. 

Pluscarden has, like its Jerusalem forebear, experienced 

both dedication – witnessed to by the ancient consecration crosses 

on its walls – and destruction, in whole or in part. Both Abbot 

Alfred and Abbot Hugh hoped one day to see its re-dedication, and 

worked towards restoration of the fabric of the church, with that 

end in view. Father Abbot Anselm and Bishop Hugh shared this 

ambition, and of recent years the church has received finishing 

touches, replacing the provisional with the more permanent, 

clearing the way for re-dedication. 

Of course, nothing in this world is absolutely definitive, but 

after the replacement of temporary (since 1962!) windows and the 

removal of ugly temporary blockwork interior walling and a 

reordering of the sanctuary, the time seemed opportune for 

dedication of the present edifice. 

A date was chosen when Bishop Hugh was available, and 

we had a fixed point, 5th November. The starting-gun had been 

fired and minds concentrated: there was much to be done before 

the chosen date. 

Preparations might be said to fall under three heads:  the 

material, the liturgical and the corporeal. As usual, the unfortunate 

Cellarer, Br Michael, of whom St Benedict says, “let him take care 

of everything”, is at the centre of the storm – but St Benedict also 

directs that helpers be given to any monk who is overburdened, 

and so something like a working committee was formed. 
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This left Br Michael with the quite onerous tasks involved 

in making sure that the physical structure would be equipped and 

ready for dedication – there were times when those of little faith 

were not at all convinced that this goal would be attained, with the 

tabernacle representing a particularly awkward hurdle. There was 

also the little matter of giving the walls of the church their first 

clean in decades. For this, a scissor-lift eight metres high and a 

vacuum-cleaner with a pipe about fifteen feet long proved 

invaluable, if perhaps a little vertiginous.  The removal of decades 

of candle-smoke- and incense-blackened cobwebs and filth was a 

distinct improvement. Various builders and woodworkers toiled on 

alteration of the area around what had been the glass doors giving 

admittance to the sanctuary. Arrangements for access to the 

tabernacle were concluded about 10 pm the night before the 

dedication. 

For the liturgy, Fr Benedict drew up matter for a substantial 

illustrated booklet, which was then passed to Br Simon to reduce 

to working digital shape, which would then be given to the printers 

to be given concrete form. Only those who have worked with such 

recalcitrant matters can know how much canonical penance such a 

task represents.   

Even with a script to work from, the cast needs someone to 

co-ordinate the ceremonies, and for this we called upon our friend, 

George Brand KSG, who is the MC for the Cathedral and the 

Diocese, an old and experienced hand, guaranteed to not to lose 

the plot or his cool, who came first on his own, to walk over the 

course and work out the stage directions, and on the day with a 

trusted band of lieutenants of the Guild of St Stephen. This had the 

additional benefit of leaving the monks free to sing (though the 

Diocesan Choir under their Director, nobly bore their part in this) 

and be otherwise engaged. 

Fr Mark had the challenging task of dealing with the 

invitations. Who should be invited? Others decided that question, 

though the usual suspects, in terms of ecclesiastics, local official 

dignitaries and old friends, were self-selecting. As time goes on, 

however, there are fewer members of the community whose 
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memory reaches into the distant past, so there is the risk of 

forgetting some who deserve to be there. Addresses are a further 

difficulty – who knows the address of X, last heard of y years ago? 

Are they on the Newsletter mailing list, and is it accurate or up-to-

date? “We must invite so-and-so,” someone says, so an invitation 

goes out, rather late in the day. But work is only beginning, for 

besides a record of invitations sent out, another must be 

maintained of responses, for how else will anyone know how 

many chairs to set out, how much food to prepare, booklets to 

print… 

For the catering we called on the expertise of Anne Ryans, 

with the assistance of the St Andrew Community. That they fed 

several hundred people with a hot three-course meal, in a marquee, 

far remote from the kitchen, in November in Moray, and that the 

consumers were unanimous in appreciation, speaks volumes: it 

would be pointless to try to explain what an achievement that 

represents, and we are most grateful. 

We had one of these modern marquees, steel-framed and 

innocent of guy-ropes and other cordage, set up on the grass in 

front of the Chancel and Dunbar Vestry, complete with heating. 

The day itself began the night before, if that is not too 

stage-Hibernian, with First Vespers of the Dedication of the 

Church, not a service we have ever had before. The various 

musical novelties entailed a number of preparatory chant-practices, 

either for the schola or for the whole community. There are 

common Offices for the dedication of a church, but those used in 

the dedicated church itself differ from those used in celebrating the 

anniversary of other church dedications, such as the diocesan 

Cathedral. 

A combination of the season of the year and the relatively 

short notice we were able to give those invited, meant that there 

were perhaps fewer present than there might have been, but still 

we managed representatives from our North American brothers 

and sisters, from Germany, from Northern Ireland, from our 

English monasteries, from our Trappist brethren, from Hyning and 

other monastic and religious families. 
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Since there is no provision in the current liturgical books 

for the re-dedication of a church or an altar, the decision was made 

simply to start from scratch, as though no previous dedication had 

taken place. This made for a more straightforward and coherent 

ceremony, in that nothing was omitted, and thus there was no 

requirement to fill in blanks. 

For anyone who would like to have the full text of the rites 

before them, extra copies of the booklet produced for the occasion 

are available from our shop, at £5, including postage and packing.   

The 1976 rite is notably more sober than its predecessor, 

but still rich in symbolism and eloquent in text. The building and 

its occupants are sprinkled with holy water, the Word of God is 

proclaimed and expounded, the walls are anointed with Chrism, as 

is the altar, on which incense is burned, before being clothed in 

new linen cloths and illuminated, like the rest of the church, with 

candles. Some spectacular gymnastics were required of some of 

the brethren, in order to light the more recalcitrant candles. 

When the Mass was over, the living stones of the 

congregation and the hewn stones of the building, were alike in 

having been washed, chrismed, illumined for the building up of the 

Church, equally places of prayer and proclamation, the Lord 

dwelling in both, set apart for his honour and glory. 

Later followed more corporal eating and drinking, the 

chance to meet old friends from far and near, some going back a 

very long way. It must be recorded that the weather, while the sun 

did not crack the stones – how could it, it was November in 

Scotland? – behaved with great restraint. 

Henceforth the Anniversary of our church’s Dedication 

will be celebrated on 5th November, to be kept as a Solemnity and 

a Recollection Day of prayer and adoration of the Blessed 

Sacrament, to remind us and everyone else that Pluscarden is truly 

is “My house, and a house of prayer for all the nations.” Now it’s 

official. 

 

DGC 
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VISITOR FROM AUSTRALIA 
 

 

Professor Tracey Rowland, Dean of the John Paul II Institute, 

Melbourne, Australia visited Glasgow early in February in order to 

give the annual Cardinal Winning lecture. She had expressed an 

interest in visiting Pluscarden during her time in Scotland, so on 

Sunday, 7th February, Bishop Hugh brought her here for 

Conventual Mass, at which he presided and preached. Professor 

Rowland then gave a talk in the cloister to the brethren and about 

35 students from the St Andrew’s University Catholic Society who 

were staying with us for the weekend. (see photos) 

She began by speaking a little about her experience of 

visiting Poland at the very end of the Communist era, then about 

the grave cultural challenges to Christian ethics that St John Paul II 

addressed in a series of catecheses which soon became known as 

the Theology of the Body. He also established in Rome the John 

Paul II Institute in order to form a new generation of 

philosophically and theologically literate lay men and women who 

could make a significant contribution to the new evangelization. 

There are now eight John Paul II Institutes all over the world.  

Professor Rowland is also one of 30 theologians working a 

five year term on the International Theological Commission, 

which was established by Bl. Paul VI to advise the Holy See on 

important, contemporary theological issues. The present 

Commission's remit is to produce documents on religious freedom, 

the relationship between faith and the sacraments and synodality, 

that is, authority in the Church. 

Professor Rowland has written a number of books. Her 

research interests are theological anthropology, the development of 

a theology of culture, the theology of Joseph Ratzinger, twentieth 

century French and German theology and Polish political 

philosophy. 
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YEAR OF MERCY – TALK BY SEBASTIAN BROCK 
 

 

Last year, on March the 13th, Pope Francis asked us to “rediscover 

and render fruitful” God’s mercy in our lives. The Church’s 

mission, he said, is “to be a witness to mercy”; with God given 

mercy “we are all called to give comfort to every man and every 

woman of our time”, and to do this with joy. This is a great 

challenge in all sorts of ways. The extraordinary Jubilee Year, with 

all the graces attached to it, is here to give us a boost, but it is still 

up to us to respond. Here at Pluscarden we began in a truly 

Benedictine fashion – with liturgical celebrations, yes, but also 

with some quality intellectual input. On the 10th of December, just 

two days after the Year of Mercy was launched, we had the 

pleasure of hosting Dr Sebastian Brock, who gave us a thought-

provoking talk on the theme of mercy in the writings of Saints 

Ephrem and Isaac of Nineveh. 

Dr Brock is one of these people who “need no 

introduction” and therefore are never introduced before they begin 

to speak, which leaves at least some people suspended for a while. 

Let me just say that he is a world-famous scholar of the Syriac 

language, currently Professorial Fellow at Wolfson College, 

Oxford, and a Fellow of the British Academy. One could go on 

about the honours he received and famous ancient texts that he 

edited or translated (we have quite a few of them in our library). 

All this, however, is carried with such charm and humility as to 

put us monks to shame. He is “a friend of a friend” of ours through 

the nuns of Minster Abbey, as he has been a regular speaker at the 

East-West ecumenical meetings organized by them for quite a 

while. Last time it was Br Finbar who represented us at the 

meeting. He remained in touch with Dr Brock afterwards and 

learnt that he was to give a paper on mercy in Saint Isaac of 

Nineveh to the Bose community in Italy. One thing led to another 

and, thankfully, he agreed to come and speak to us as well. 

The talk was challenging in the best possible way. It 

required an open mind, because, even though the theme and the 
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questions surrounding it were familiar (relationships between 

justice and mercy, truth and love), the reasoning, and consequently 

solutions and answers, came from a different Christian tradition 

and could be quite surprising. The challenge was not to jump to 

quick conclusions and stay entrenched there, but instead to enter 

willingly into a different mindset. After all, both thinkers were 

undoubtedly holy men of God. It was also impossible to forget that 

the spiritual descendants of the two saints are the most persecuted 

Christian community in the world today. Dr Brock reminded us 

that the ancient city of Nineveh, where Saint Isaac briefly served 

as bishop in late 7th century, currently lies within the bounds of 

the city of Mosul in Iraq. Early in 2014 Mosul had been taken by 

ISIS fighters, who then killed or expelled all Christians. Some 

eighteen centuries of unbroken Christian presence in that region 

was effectively put to an end in a matter of months. 

Saint Ephrem the Syrian (+373) is known primarily as one 

of the greatest Christian poets, but it would be a mistake to think 

that it somehow took away from his being a theologian. In his 

work the two come together in perfect harmony. Dr Brock 

introduced us briefly to his life and thought, focusing on the 

essentials: on how Saint Ephrem saw the created reality around 

him and what were the main “tools” which he used to describe it. 

One of the most striking features of his writings is the use of 

paradox, and that not merely as a rhetorical trick, but rather for 

good theological reasons. To speak directly of the divine nature is 

beyond the capacity of language, but paradox can “spark off an 

insight” into it. Dr Brock used an image of a circle to describe 

what he meant. We may guess roughly where the centre of a circle 

lies, but never with absolute precision, whereas if we join the 

opposite points on the circumference with a line, and then repeat 

the exercise several times with different sets of opposing points... 

To illustrate this idea, Dr Brock quoted an absolutely beautiful 

passage from the Hymns on the Nativity (11:6): 

 

Your mother is a cause of wonder: the Lord entered into her 

and became a servant; He who is the Word entered 



21 

and became silent within her; Thunder entered her 

and made no sound; there entered the Shepherd of all, 

and in her He became the Lamb, bleating as He came forth. 

 

Key to understanding Saint Ephrem’s vision of reality is 

the concept of symbol, or rather the Syriac word “raza”, which 

usually means “secret” or “mystery”. In this case, however, it is 

more helpful to translate it as “symbol”, according to Dr Brock, 

and to understand it as we understand the Eucharist to be the 

symbol of the Lord's Body – something that is ontologically linked 

with what it symbolizes. For Saint Ephrem reality is full of 

symbols, they are everywhere, waiting to be uncovered: 

 

In every place, if you look, His symbol is there, 

and wherever you read (in Scripture), you will find His types. 

All that is created was created by Him 

and He delineated His symbols on His possessions; 

as He created the world, He gazed upon it – and it became 

adorned 

with images of Him: 

fountains of symbols were opened up 

and there flowed forth, pouring out, 

symbols of Him in (all the world’s) limbs! 

(Hymns on Virginity, 20:12) 

 

But how is one supposed to perceive them? Just as the 

human body has eyes to see, and eyes need light to be able to 

perform their function, so it is with the heart (the centre of our 

being) – there is an inner eye that sees symbols, provided that it 

has the light of faith. God is himself the greatest of all paradoxes. 

He is both hidden and revealed, because he respects our freedom; 

he is always there waiting, in the natural world and in Scripture 

(his “two witnesses”), but will never impose himself. We need to 

“turn on the light”, if you like, of our own accord. Faith begins 

small, like a mustard seed (“maybe there is something in it?”), but 

then expands rapidly as one comes to see traces of God in 
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everything and to fly towards him in spirit. The two wings needed 

for this mystical flight are truth and love, one cannot know God 

without love. 

The second part of the talk, dedicated to Saint Isaac of 

Nineveh, touched more explicitly on the theme of God’s mercy. 

We know little for certain about Saint Isaac’s life. He had been a 

monk in his native Eastern Arabia (Qatar), then, in the year 676, 

moved north to be bishop of Nineveh, but resigned after only a few 

months in office. He spent the following years as an anchorite, in 

solitude and fierce asceticism, before finally, prompted by old age 

and progressive blindness, settling in the monastery of Shabar, 

where he died around the year 700. The story of how he came to 

be one of the most revered spiritual writers in the Orthodox 

monastic tradition, while not being “orthodox” himself, is 

absolutely fascinating, but too complicated to deal with here. 

Dr Brock began his exposition by pointing out two 

fundamentals of Saint Isaac’s thinking: (1) the need for profound 

humility on the part of a believer, in imitation of Christ, and, on 

the other side, (2) the immensity of God's love. This may sound 

obvious until we realize just how radically he approached these 

truths, how often he made them the starting point of his reflections 

and then pushed them to their utmost limits. The kind of humility 

Saint Isaac had in mind is familiar to us from the Rule of Saint 

Benedict: “The seventh degree of humility is that he consider 

himself lower and of less account than anyone else, and this not 

only in verbal protestation but also with the most heartfelt inner 

conviction” (7:51). This humility has the power to bring us back to 

the state before the Fall, even ferocity of animals is tamed by it 

(think of Saint Seraphim of Sarov for example). More importantly 

though, it makes us see everything the way God sees it, because 

this is what he did, in the Incarnation and finally by “becoming 

sin” (2 Cor 5:21) for us on the Cross, he “underpinned” all 

humanity. To see oneself as the worst of all sinners is to see 

everything the way Christ saw it from the Cross. What follows, 

according to Saint Isaac, is compassion that extends even to 

demons, and prayer that seeks to encompass the whole world. The 
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immensity of God’s love is already implied in what has just been 

said about Christ's humility, and so Saint Isaac states: 

 

The entire purpose of our Lord’s death was not to redeem us 

from sins, or any other reason, but solely in order that the world 

might become aware of the love which God has for creation. 

Had all this astounding affair taken place solely for the purpose 

of the forgiveness of sin, it would have been sufficient to 

redeem us by some other means. 

(Chapters on Knowledge, IV.28) 

 

This leads him to consider mercy and justice as opposing 

one another, because justice would ultimately stand in the way of 

love. God's will is “to forgive everyone by all sorts of pretexts.” 

What about Gehenna then? What about the Judgement and eternal 

damnation, at least for some souls, and certainly for Satan and his 

devils? Saint Isaac approaches this problem hesitantly and 

carefully, but in the end stays faithful to his most basic intuitions 

and, as a result, becomes one of the most potent advocates of 

universal salvation in the history of Christianity (Gregory of Nyssa 

is seen as one, as is Julian of Norwich), a view often considered 

with suspicion. Here Dr Brock quoted copiously from texts that 

came to light (and were attributed to Saint Isaac) only in the 20th 

century, and are still quite a shock to many, especially from the 

Orthodox tradition. As I do not feel competent to pronounce on 

such controversial subjects, I will follow Dr Brock in allowing 

Saint Isaac of Nineveh to speak for himself. Let me leave the 

reader with three short passages from chapters 39 and 40 of the 

Second Collection of the Saint’s Discourses. 

 

I am of the opinion that God is going to manifest some 

wonderful  outcome, a matter of immense and ineffable 

compassion on the part of the glorious Creator, with respect to 

the ordering of this difficult matter of Gehenna’s torment: out 

of it the wealth of His love and power and wisdom will become 



24 

known all the more – and so will the insistent might of the 

waves of His goodness. (39:6) 

 

Accordingly the Kingdom and Gehenna are matters belonging 

to mercy, which were conceived of in their essence by God as a 

result of His eternal goodness. (…) By saying that He will even 

hand us over to burning for the sake of sufferings, torment and 

all sorts of ills, we are attributing to the divine Nature an enmity 

towards the very rational beings which He created through 

grace. (…) Among all His actions there is none which is not 

entirely a matter of mercy, love and compassion: this 

constitutes the beginning and the end of His dealings with us. 

(39:22) 

 

God has a single ranking of complete and impassible love 

towards everyone, and He has a single caring concern for those 

who have fallen, just as much as for those who have not fallen. 

And it is clear that He does not abandon them the moment they 

fall, and that demons will not remain in their demonic state, and 

sinners will not remain in their sins; rather, He is going to bring 

them to a single equal state of completion in relationship to His 

own Being – in a state in which the holy angels are now, in 

perfection of love and a passionless mind. (40:3-4) 

 

DSP 

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

 

“By calling for an attentive listening to the word of God and 

encouraging the initiative ‘24 Hours for the Lord’, I sought to 

stress the primacy of prayerful listening to God’s word, especially 

his prophetic word. The mercy of God is a proclamation made to 

the world, a proclamation which each Christian is called to 

experience at first hand. For this reason, during the season of Lent 

I will send out Missionaries of Mercy as a concrete sign to 

everyone of God’s closeness and forgiveness.”  

Pope Francis, Message for Lent 2016 



25 

“FOR THEY ARE THEN TRULY MONKS  

WHEN THEY LIVE BY THE LABOUR  

OF THEIR OWN HANDS…”   
Rule of St Benedict 48  

 

 
As I was sitting amidst the coffee plants on a ridge that runs 

precipitously down to the many fingered hydro lake on the Dong 

Nai River hundreds of feet below, I could see fishing boats, forests 

climbing the sides of the mountains and the Dong Nai stretching, 

twisting out of its dammed enclosure, fighting its way to Saigon 

and the sea. Work on the monastery’s coffee plantation in   k 

Nong had ended. The beauty of the setting and the work of 

harvesting coffee beans turned my mind to chapter 48 of the Rule. 

Our Benedictine concept of work can only be seen in the context 

of the daily worship of God and gospel charity. This is what 

attracted me to the Benedictine life. It is not a 40 hour week 

separated from the rest of one’s existence. It is an integration of a 

person’s temporal and spiritual existence, in harmony with one’s 

brethren. 

In chapter 48 of the Rule of St Benedict, the day is 

punctuated by the divine Office, work, rest and reading (lectio 

divina). Work is but one aspect of the day balanced by other 

necessary parts and all is set in the context of charity when 

Benedict reminds the Abbot that he must take account of the 

fainthearted… Even the sick are to be provided with suitable work 

that they not be idle. Benedict ends chapter 48 with the 

admonition: infirmities are to be taken into consideration by the 

Abbot. Charity, both for the physically weak and to prevent sin 

through idleness. 

The monk is not defined by what occupation he has been 

assigned, rather he is a monk for whom manual work is one 

segment of the entire opus of the monk’s daily life offered to God. 

Work is to help avoid idleness – the deadly enemy of the religious 

life, a motif that Benedict drew from Cassian and other ancient 
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writers on the monastic life. St Benedict’s concept of work also 

offers a hermeneutical key for the balanced life, based on the love 

of Christ, on the centrality of worship as a legitimate work in 

which context manual work becomes a blessing, not the grind of 

fallen Adam; and on the possibility of man co-operating with his 

Creator through work.  Benedict’s Rule also had St Paul’s practical 

comments on the necessity of work in mind: “...if anyone does not 

want to work, neither may he eat” (2 Thess 3:10), as well, of 

course of St Paul’s own example of manual work, which was in 

addition to his task of preaching the Gospel.   

Our Benedictine brethren in Vietnam, as with many houses 

in the Subiaco-Cassinese Congregation, take seriously St 

Benedict’s words to labour by their own hands, as I witnessed 

myself on their farm in   k Nong. Like many monasteries in the 

developing world, the community of Thi n Ph  c, Ho Chi Minh 

City, must find a way to produce income as well as provide 

suitable work for their many young vocations. The brothers 

purchased about 23 hectares in the mountainous province of   k 

Nong, some 300 kilometres north-east of Saigon, in an area 

recently opened up for agricultural use.  The region is perfect for 

growing coffee and most types of fruit and vegetable, both tropical 

and temperate. It is also quiet, in stark contrast with the city, and 

an area of rugged beauty. The farm’s chief product is coffee of 

which some 40 tonnes were produced in 2015 – and most 

importantly, it provides the brothers with meaningful manual 

work: “…work with your own hands as we commanded you” 

(1Thess 4:11). The harvesting of coffee beans is tough on the 

steep, wet hillsides: the beans are stripped by hand from the 

branches, taking care not to destroy the white flowers which will 

be next year’s crop, and avoiding fiery ants and other nasties … 

and then the 40kg sacks of beans have to be hauled up... 

The conditions on the farm are rough, even by Vietnamese 

standards. There is a tiny refectory and a rudimentary kitchen, with 

two open fires, which frequently becomes a thoroughfare for the 

many farm animals. When 30 brothers arrive for the coffee harvest 

the few rooms are wall to wall with beds: it is slightly better when 
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only the resident community of ten is present ... slightly. Clothes 

don’t dry in the wet season. In the centre of the large rectangular 

bungalow that constitutes the monastic house, there is the chapel: a 

haven of peace in a place of quiet where the regular hours 

punctuate the day and daily Mass is said. I was impressed that the 

chapel was so well fitted and given a good deal of space, 

considering the cramped conditions elsewhere. But then, as 

Benedictines, our work, indeed all our life, should flow from and 

back to divine worship.  

DTC 

 

 

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

 

“After receiving the Good News told to her by the Archangel 

Gabriel, Mary, in her Magnificat, prophetically sings of the mercy 

whereby God chose her. The Virgin of Nazareth, betrothed to 

Joseph, thus becomes the perfect icon of the Church which 

evangelizes, for she was, and continues to be, evangelized by the 

Holy Spirit, who made her virginal womb fruitful. In the prophetic 

tradition, mercy is strictly related – even on the etymological level 

– to the maternal womb (rahamim) and to a generous, faithful and 

compassionate goodness (hesed) shown within marriage and 

family relationships. 

“The mystery of divine mercy is revealed in the history of 

the covenant between God and his people Israel. God shows 

himself ever rich in mercy, ever ready to treat his people with deep 

tenderness and compassion, especially at those tragic moments 

when infidelity ruptures the bond of the covenant, which then 

needs to be ratified more firmly in justice and truth. Here is a true 

love story, in which God plays the role of the betrayed father and 

husband, while Israel plays the unfaithful child and bride. These 

domestic images – as in the case of Hosea (cf. Hos 1-2) – show to 

what extent God wishes to bind himself to his people.” 

 Pope Francis, Message for Lent 2016 
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GOD’S GRANDEUR IS DIVINE MERCY 
 

 

  The world is charged with the grandeur of God. 

   It will flame out, like shining from shook foil; 

   It gathers to a greatness, like the ooze of oil 

Crushed. Why do men then now not reck his rod? 

Generations have trod, have trod, have trod; 

   And all is seared with trade; bleared, smeared with toil; 

   And wears man’s smudge and shares man’s smell: the soil 

Is bare now, nor can foot feel, being shod. 

 

And for all this, nature is never spent; 

   There lives the dearest freshness deep down things; 

And though the last lights off the black West went 

   Oh, morning, at the brown brink eastward, springs-- 

Because the Holy Ghost over the bent 

   World broods with warm breast and with ah! Bright wings. 

   Gerard Manley Hopkins  

 

As we have now entered the Jubilee Year of Mercy I would like to 

use the poem God’s Grandeur to reflect on this grace filled time.  
 

“Generations have trod … and shares man’s smell…” 
 

The three intertwined relationships of human life – with God, with 

our neighbour and with the earth itself – “have been broken, both 

outwardly and within us. This rupture is sin” (Pope Francis). 

Creation, made good by God, is ruptured by sin. Sin “fights 

against the presence of the Spirit of God in creation” (St John Paul 

II). Creation now “wears man’s smudge and shares man’s smell”; 

it “shares” in our sin. Creation in its very fabric, in its warp and 

weft, is torn; and has been “groaning with travail together until 

now” (Rom 8:22). Yes – Sun and moon, mountains and flower 

petals – are all less glorious, less than they should be, because of 

sin. 
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And for all this…deep down things 
 

Yet at Christmas we celebrate the coming of the Word 

made flesh. In Christ, God enters His creation – “there lives the 

dearest freshness deep down things”. By Christ’s life, death, 

Resurrection and Ascension into heaven the power of sin is 

broken. Christ our “dearest freshness” now sits at the Father’s 

right hand. Christ died, is risen and will come again when 

“creation will be definitively set free from its bondage of decay” 

(Rom 8:21). While we and all creation wait for His glorious 

coming, the Father and the Son send another.  
 

And though the last lights …and with ah! Bright wings. 
 

The Holy Spirit: He is the Spirit of truth (Jn 14:17). He 

convinces the world of sin. “In convincing the world concerning 

sin the Spirit of truth comes into contact with the voice of human 

consciences” (St John Paul II). If we listen to our conscience, if we 

are open to the Spirit’s action, we are touched at our inner depths, 

or, in the language of Scripture, our hearts are rent (cf Joel 2:13). 

The Holy Spirit brooding “with warm breast” visits us. Our hearts, 

our interior “bent world” is enlivened by His action. It is the grace 

of compunction, the sorrow for sin. 

He is the Spirit of forgiveness – “Receive the Holy Spirit. If 

you forgive the sins of any…” (Jn 20:23). If the Jubilee Year of 

Mercy is anything else, it is the Year of the Holy Spirit. All special 

“years” are – Faith, Consecrated Life etc – but maybe this year 

most of all. Forgiveness of sin is a re-creation, a returning to that 

first mercy of creation when the Holy Spirit brooded over the face 

of the waters of the formless void (Gen 1:2). 

It is possible to remain in our own formless void. We can 

refuse the Holy Spirit. We can refuse mercy and persist in a state 

of grave sin until death. This is the unforgivable sin. It is “to speak 

against the Holy Spirit” (Mt 12:31), it is to “blaspheme against the 

Holy Spirit” and it is “an eternal sin” (Mk 3:28). It is “the refusal 

to accept the salvation which God offers to man through the Holy 
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Spirit … the radical refusal to accept this forgiveness” (St John 

Paul II). It is to listen to the voice of the evil spirit. He is not the 

Spirit of truth but “the liar and father of lies” (Jn 8:44). He is not 

the Spirit of forgiveness but was “a murderer from the beginning” 

(Jn 8:44): the devil.  

“Our battle is not against human forces but against the 

principalities and powers, the rulers of this world of darkness” 

(Eph 6:12) and it “pervades the whole history of man” as the 

Second Vatican Council reminds us. Yes – there are forces that 

would keep us in the “black West”. Instead let us look toward the 

“brown brink eastward”, to the Spirit’s gift of mercy, where our 

sins are far removed from us as east is from west (Ps 102:12). Let 

us be lifted by His “bright wings” by which we receive pardon and 

peace, healing and joy.  

This Jubilee Year began on the Solemnity of the 

Immaculate Conception. Mary – supremely redeemed, preserved 

from original sin by the merits of her Son’s Passion. Mary – the 

Church without spot or wrinkle. Mary – creation fully glorified. 

Let us implore Mary – overshadowed by the Spirit and assumed 

into heaven – for trust in God’s infinite mercy, for trust in Jesus. 

 

DJC 

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

 

“For all of us, then, the season of Lent in this Jubilee Year is a 

favourable time to overcome our existential alienation by listening 

to God’s word and by practising the works of mercy. In the 

corporal works of mercy we touch the flesh of Christ in our 

brothers and sisters who need to be fed, clothed, sheltered, visited; 

in the spiritual works of mercy – counsel, instruction, forgiveness, 

admonishment and prayer – we touch more directly our own 

sinfulness. The corporal and spiritual works of mercy must never 

be separated. By touching the flesh of the crucified Jesus in the 

suffering, sinners can receive the gift of realizing that they too are 

poor and in need.” 

Pope Francis, Message for Lent 2016 
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BOOK REVIEW 
 

 

The Letter to the Hebrews: A New Commentary, by Albert 

Vanhoye, SJ, translated by Leo Arnold SJ. Paulist Press/Alban 

Books, October 2015. pp. V, 266. £23.99. Distributed in the UK 

by Alban Books. ISBN 978 0 8091 4928 5. 

 

Some decades ago, this reviewer and his contemporaries were 

introduced to Albert Vanhoye’s exegesis of the Letter to the 

Hebrews, with all its meticulous and highly-detailed analysis of 

Hebrews’s structure, parallelisms, link-words, chiasms – this was 

already the fruit of long-meditated study and love of the text in 

question. Now, nearly forty years later, Cardinal Vanhoye (for 

such he is now), in the nineties of his long and productive life, has 

produced this new fruit of his scholarship and contemplation, a 

mature work indeed. 

Let us begin with the garnish: the book is commendably 

well printed (I found few misprints and one incorrect reference) in 

very legible type, so that it is easy and attractive to the eye. The 

translation seems very good (I have not seen the original), for there 

is no sign of the original language’s structures, no “translationese”, 

no places where the translator has clearly not understood the 

original or is out of his technical depth, and that, too, is a great 

boon to the reader. There are very few footnotes to interrupt the 

flow (and they are footnotes, no need to go chasing around the 

book to find them), and any Greek words are transliterated – so it 

is a reader-friendly book. 

After an introduction discussing such matters as the 

“Letter’s” literary genre – Vanhoye tells us it’s a homily – its 

doctrinal content, its authorship, intended recipients, geographical 

and historical origins, he moves on to the structure, set out over 

three pages. 

There follow thirty pages of the text of Hebrews, annotated 

– a complete, original translation allows its author to bring out 

features of the text which otherwise tend to be glossed over or 
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harmonised out. The translation is set out so as to demonstrate how 

the Letter is constructed, its sections, themes and sub-themes, the 

Scripture passages quoted or underlying. This is useful, because 

often, in Scripture commentaries, the text is so broken up that 

unless the reader makes a conscious effort to do otherwise, the 

complete text vanishes and the wood is lost among the trees. 

There follow 190 pages of Commentary, in which each 

section of text is given and comment follows. The author has, 

naturally enough, read everything on the subject, but is not 

interested in an obfuscating cloud of references and names of 

exegetes and their opinions: this is not a text aimed at other 

academics but at Christian disciples. Where he thinks it helpful, he 

mentions differing views or explanations, but his primary source is 

Scripture, allowing other parts of the Scriptures to cast light on and 

explain Hebrews. The text flows freely, a unified whole, he does 

not follow the model of text, textual notes, commentary and notes 

which is the current mode for such works. 

There is a brief Epilogue, a Bibliography in six languages, 

from Chrysostom to the Author’s own works on Hebrews (which 

span from 1959 to the present day!), and a generous twenty-page 

Scripture index. The only lack I felt was the absence of an index of 

key-words or subjects, to facilitate mining the riches of this book. 

“It may be said that [Hebrews] contains a treatise on 

priestly Christology, but it must be added that it is not simply a 

treatise on Christology, composed by a professor. It is really a 

homily composed with great pastoral feeling. To his doctrinal 

teaching the author always takes great care to join some 

exhortations that express the requirements of faith for life” (p. 

240). These words of Cardinal Vanhoye on his subject, could with 

equal justice be applied to his own work, the fruit of a lifetime’s 

study, thought and prayer. He exemplifies the words of Bengel, 

“Apply yourself totally to the text, and apply the text totally to 

yourself.” This is good lectio. 

DGC  

 


