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FR ABBOT’S LETTER 
 

 

Dear Friends, 

 

As we advance into 2015, the community stands poised to 

launch a new building project.  It might not seem the best time for 

such an undertaking, and some explanation is in order. Details of 

our plans will be forthcoming soon. The purpose of this letter is 

just to explain the reasons that have led the community to plan this 

project, and what we hope to achieve. 

The project is the result of a lengthy process of discussion 

and planning within the community and with many outside the 

community who are competent to advise us. Its origin is in a 

decision that the community took four years ago to improve our 

accommodation for female guests. In itself it seemed a modest 

aim, achievable simply by putting up a new building in the vicinity 

of the present one, with better facilities, and converting the present 

building to another use. However, it led us to reflect on our general 

policy regarding how we provide for guests. Our policy hitherto 

has been that the male guests, whose guest house is part of the 

Abbey building, take their meals with the monks, while the women 

guests, who are accommodated at some distance from the Abbey, 

prepare meals for themselves.  This practice seemed quite normal 

for a monastery of men at the time it was adopted, and besides it 

was dictated by limitations of space at the Abbey.    

We decided that we should find a way of providing meals 

for our women guests at the Abbey. At the same time, we did not 

want to change our traditional practice of enclosure, part of which 

is that normally only male guests eat in the monastic refectory. We 

thought the best compromise would be to have a dining room for 

female guests adjacent to the monastic kitchen, so that from one 

kitchen we could provide meals for two separate dining areas. 

In our discussions, we took into consideration two other 

needs. Firstly, the monastic refectory is quite restricted in space 

even when only the monastic community and a small number of 
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guests are using it. When there are more guests, the refectory is too 

small and we need either to have two sittings for the meals, or 

move the meal out into the cloister. Secondly, we lack a suitable 

space at the Abbey for special events that we occasionally host, 

such as public lectures. At present we use either part of the 

women’s guest house, which is quite distant from the Abbey, or 

the Church, and neither is really suitable or adequate. So, we 

thought that if we are to adapt our kitchen and dining area, we 

should try to address these needs at the same time: expanding the 

monastic refectory, and designing the new women’s dining room 

to be large enough to serve as a venue for occasional public events. 

It will be clear, I hope, that the community’s discussions 

have focused on how we can improve our practice of hospitality 

without compromising the seclusion necessary for the life of 

prayer that is the raison d’être both for our being here and for our 

guests and visitors coming here. We are also mindful of our 

responsibility for preserving and restoring Pluscarden as a 

historical monument. In this we are motivated by regard for the 

Abbey’s place in Scottish history and culture, and by a sense of 

debt to the medieval monks whose daily worship over centuries 

sanctified this place and its stones. To ensure that we build in a 

way consonant with the monastery’s historical character, we have 

sought the advice of all the relevant public bodies throughout the 

planning process. This advice led us to conclude that the most 

suitable way to meet our needs and continue the process of 

restoration will be to construct a new wing on the south side of the 

monastery, the only one of the four sides of the medieval cloister 

that has not yet been rebuilt. 

Once this was decided, continuing community discussion 

produced two other ideas that brought our plans to their final 

shape. We thought that we should include a library in the new 

wing. From the point of view of restoration, it would be best to 

include in the new wing a second floor, and this would be just the 

right size for our library. At present our library is spread 

throughout the monastery. This is not particularly inconvenient for 

us, but it means we can only allow guests and visitors to use the 
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library by way of exception. The new wing will allow us to gather 

all our books into one place, and give our guests and visitors 

controlled access, without compromising our enclosure. 

Finally, reviewing the whole project, and its starting point, 

the desire to improve accommodation for our women guests, we 

decided that rather than build a new women’s guest house at a 

distance from the Abbey, and build a new south wing of the Abbey 

for the new dining room etc, we should simply extend the new 

south wing to include the women’s guest house. In this way our 

women guests, like the men, will be accommodated at the Abbey 

itself and not at a distance. The new guest house will be designed, 

as is the men’s guest house, to ensure full separation between the 

spaces where the monks live and work and the spaces used by 

guests. It will also be designed so that male and female guests have 

their separate spaces, including separate gardens, as at present. The 

change will be simply that the women will have as easy access to 

the Church, and to dining facilities at the Abbey, as the men have 

always enjoyed. 

We plan to convert the existing women’s guest house into a 

visitors’ centre. Its location, outside the gate to the Abbey grounds, 

seems perfect for this purpose. This will allow visitors, when they 

first arrive, to learn something about the Abbey and monastic life, 

and perhaps something about the Catholic faith, before they go on 

to visit the Abbey itself.  

The first stage of the project will be fund raising. This will 

be the third major fund raising and building campaign we have 

had. The first, around 1980, was for the restoration of the roof of 

the chancel, and that gave us full use of the Church, of which 

previously we could only use part. The second, around ten years 

later, was for the building of the present men’s guest house. This 

project, we believe, should be the last that will require major fund 

raising. It will complete the rebuilding of Pluscarden undertaken 

when the (re-)founding monks arrived in 1948. We view it not 

simply as placing stone on stone, but as giving a physical 

expression to the life of the Gospels in the form that we are called 
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to live it, and in particular to the way we are to share what we have 

with all who come here. 

 

With our best wishes for a fruitful Lent and a holy Easter, 

 

 

 

 

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

 

 

To All Consecrated People 
 

This Year … calls us to live the present with passion. Grateful 

remembrance of the past leads us, as we listen attentively to what 

the Holy Spirit is saying to the Church today, to implement ever 

more fully the essential aspects of our consecrated life. 

From the beginnings of monasticism to the “new 

communities” of our own time, every form of consecrated life has 

been born of the Spirit’s call to follow Jesus as the Gospel teaches 

(cf. Perfectae Caritatis, 2). For the various founders and 

foundresses, the Gospel was the absolute rule, whereas every other 

rule was meant merely to be an expression of the Gospel and a 

means of living the Gospel to the full. For them, the ideal was 

Christ; they sought to be interiorly united to him and thus to be 

able to say with St Paul: “For to me to live is Christ” (Phil 1:21). 

Their vows were intended as a concrete expression of this 

passionate love. 

 

Apostolic Letter on the Occasion of the Year of Consecrated Life 

Pope Francis, 21 November 2014 
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RESTORATION OF THE MONASTERY SOUTH RANGE 
 

 

Those of you who have visited Pluscarden Abbey, probably most 

of you, will have seen the model of the monastery which stands in 

the church transepts. The model is based upon the drawings of Sir 

Ian Lindsay, the famous Scottish architect, who was engaged by 

Prinknash Abbey in 1946 to draw up the full plans for restoring 

Pluscarden along its original lines. To show the scale of the project 

which we are now considering, we have attached Lindsay’s 

isometric drawing, with the south range shaded in red (see inside 

back page). The proposed new building will actually be slightly 

smaller than this. Historic Scotland, whom we have consulted at 

every stage, were keen to maintain the visual priority of the church 

buildings over the rest of the monastery, so the height of the roofs 

is somewhat reduced from Lindsay’s plan.  

The architect we have engaged for the project, Philip 

Mercer of A.P. Associates, has a solid reputation in the restoration 

of historic buildings and a thorough knowledge of Lindsay’s work. 

He has produced some excellent preliminary plans, which not only 

fulfil the objectives we set but skilfully incorporate further 

benefits, solve some demanding architectural problems and 

circumvent unnecessary expense. We hope in the near future to 

produce a special brochure showing the full plans in detail.  

Although the work of restoration is something which has 

undergone bursts of activity and periods of waiting, the constant 

ambition is to restore the monastery as and when needs arise and 

funds are available. Each step in the restoration has been led by a 

current need of the monastic community in following the 

Benedictine life, beginning with the restoration of the church for 

worship and the other buildings for accommodation or hospitality. 

Every step has incorporated a little more of the ancient building 

into the new life of the monastery. 

The overall appearance of the new building will be entirely 

in harmony with our existing buildings, with a stone exterior, slate 

roofs and carved masonry details around windows and doors. Such 
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a building is always more expensive to build than a new building 

in isolation. Everything has to pass the scrutiny of not only the 

local planning authorities but also the national historic building 

controlling authority, Historic Scotland. A preliminary estimate of 

the current project puts the total cost at about £4 million. If this 

seems a daunting figure to the reader, we can assure you that it 

seems no less daunting to the monks. We do not have any of the 

necessary funds.  

However, there are grounds for hope that public funding 

might be available for a work such as this, which would clearly be 

of public benefit. We have also formed a fundraising committee, 

under the chairmanship of Grenville Johnston, who has helped us 

in the past.  The committee hope to appoint a project director who 

will organise the various fundraising activities. We already have in 

mind a repeat of the successful “Donate a Slate” campaign, a shop 

in Elgin and an appeal office at the Abbey, where the building 

project will be fully described and visitors can make donations. 

Many readers will recall the enjoyable “Messiah for All” event as 

an example of more interesting fundraising possibilities. Setting up 

a dedicated web site for the project, linked to the main Abbey web 

site, is also a priority. 

All contributions to the development fund will be most 

welcome. Clearly donations will be especially welcome but we 

would also like to expand the fundraising committee membership 

to bring in more skills and ideas. We meet once a month at the 

Abbey, currently on a Sunday afternoon at 3pm. Any offers of help 

for a few hours, any skills available, and any ideas to support our 

efforts would all be warmly appreciated. Please contact Br 

Michael on bromichael@pluscardenabbey.org if you have 

anything to offer. 

 

We have opened a separate bank account for the funding of 

the building project; but please note that the account is still 

designated as “Pluscarden Abbey”, so donors should specify their 

intention verbally or with a separate note. 

 

mailto:bromichael@pluscardenabbey.org
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FROM THE ANNALS 
 

 

November 2014 

1
st
: ALL SAINTS. Today is the twenty-fifth anniversary of the 

monastic profession of Br Gabriel Potter. Fr Abbot presided and 

preached at Conventual Mass at which Br Gabriel renewed his 

profession, singing the Suscipe. At Benediction we sang the Te 

Deum while Br Gabriel knelt before the altar with a lighted candle. 

There was a gaudeamus at 5.45. 

4
th

: Colin and Davie Thomson worked at the transept arches today. 

Their work appeared to be mostly the preparation of materials. 

5
th

: Today Colin and Davie Thomson put on lintels above what 

will be the doorways in the arches as well as sills for below the 

windows. Each window in the arches is to consist of three long, 

narrow lights, two shorter ones flanking a longer one and all 

themselves with pointed arches. 

6
th

: Work began on placing the uprights or mullions for the 

windows in the first of the arches. 

7
th

: Mullions began to appear also in the second arch. Fr Abbot 

gave a conference on the Book of Numbers at noon. The Monastic 

Experience Weekend began this afternoon. There are nine 

participants. More were expected but some dropped out over time 

and at the last minute (see photo). 

8
th

: The Monastic Experience Weekend continued with the 

participants taking part in the liturgy, being shown around the 

monastery, receiving talks and joining in with work.  

9
th

: FEAST OF THE DEDICATION OF THE LATERAN 

BASILICA. The Dominican Sisters in Elgin also had a Vocations 

weekend and came to Conventual Mass with their group. Fr Mark 

showed them round the church after Mass. The participants in the 

Monastic Experience Weekend joined us for common-room tea. 

One of them, Jordan Kay, entertained us by playing the banjo in 

various styles. 

10
th

: The Monastic Experience Weekend came to a close.  
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12
th

: Colin Thomson was working on the arches today. Before 

Compline we received a message from Br Finbar that his mother 

Sarah Boyle had died. May she rest in peace. 

15
th

: The burial of Sarah Boyle took place this afternoon at 2.00. 

The funeral had taken place in Toryglen, Glasgow that morning. 

By coincidence a party from St Bridget’s Parish, Toryglen, Sarah’s 

home parish, was at the monastery with their parish priest. 

17
th

: George Simeonescu installed wooden screens around the 

radiators in the sanctuary. He made the screens using elm from the 

trees on our ground which had died from Dutch elm disease. The 

frames of the screens are elm and the panels are MDF with an oak 

veneer.  

20
th

: Feast of Saint Hugh and Bishop Hugh’s name day. The 

Bishop joined us for a festal lunch with coffee afterwards. There 

was a gaudeamus at 6.00. Bishop Hugh departed for Aberdeen 

after Compline. 

23
rd

: THE SOLEMNITY OF CHRIST THE UNIVERSAL KING. 

Br Gabriel received news that his mother had died at 4.50 pm. 

May she rest in peace. 

24
th

: Gordon Rogers made wooden forms for the support and 

construction of the arches of the windows taking shape in the south 

transept arches. 

26
th

: Work on the arch of the centre light in the first south transept 

arch continues. 

27
th

: The “stonework” of the first transept arch with its three 

arched windows looks to be complete. 

28
th

: There was a lectio afternoon this afternoon. Fr Matthew 

Edusei, priest of the diocese of Konongo-Mampong in Ghana and 

a former seminary rector who is in this country and staying at 

Elgin on a sabbatical year, gave a talk on the Church in Ghana. 

 

December 2014 

2
nd

: Colin Thomson was working on the forms in the second south 

transept arch. 

3
rd

: The arches of the two side windows in the second south 

transept arch appear to be complete. 
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4
th

: Now the main part of the centre window in the second south 

transept arch is complete.  

5
th

: Colin Thomson was filling in the interstices in the stonework 

of the south transept arches this afternoon. 

12
th

: Gordon Roger the joiner was here to fit the prefabricated 

window frames to the windows in the south transept arches.  

13
th

: Today was cold, clear and icy. Colin Thomson was here 

today, though it is a Saturday, to excavate the sills of the long 

centre windows of the two groups of three windows in the south 

transept arches.  

14
th

: GAUDETE SUNDAY (THIRD SUNDAY OF ADVENT). In 

the afternoon None was at 3.35 and Vespers at 4.30 because this is 

the day of the annual joint carol service with the Kirk. This year 

the service took place at the Kirk, beginning at 6.00. Most of the 

brethren walked over, though a couple of cars did take some. One 

car, the Toyota, became bogged down in mud. Padre Paula Baker 

the assistant and Mr Stuart Duff the minister were both present for 

the service. There was a mixture of Scripture readings and carols. 

Frs Martin and Mark read Scripture passages on behalf of the 

Abbey. Padre Paula gave a short homily. Tea, coffee and cakes 

followed before the walk home in the dark. The Toyota had to be 

abandoned overnight. Supper at the Abbey was a buffet and 

Compline without a preceding chapter took place at 8.00. Fr Giles 

returned from Ghana early this evening. 

15
th

: Colin Sim took the tractor over to the Kirk first thing this 

morning to draw the Toyota from the mud. Gordon Roger was 

here with his assistant to fit the window frames.  

16
th

: Gordon Roger was here again today working on the frames. 

Colin Thomson is working on repairing the enclosure wall. Julian 

Borthwick, a guest, is working on turning the library index cards 

into PDFs which will be searchable. 

17
th

: O SAPIENTIA. George Simeonescu, the Romanian joiner 

who is making the doors for the transept arches, arrived late 

tonight.  

18
th

: Colin Thomson was working on the laity chapel today. Br 

Adrian was present at Vespers today again. 
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19
th

: Gordon Mackenzie was here this morning and has altered and 

re-fitted the radiators that were removed to allow work on the 

transept arches. The polythene screen between the aisle chapel and 

the sanctuary was removed in time for Vespers. Concrete 

flagstones have been laid in the arch doorways. The ventilator 

grilles are in place below the four shorter windows. With both 

doorways doorless and the top sections of two window frames 

without glass, there was a certain flow of air during Vespers, that 

is cold air coming in and warm air going out. Before Compline the 

cellarer placed large sheets of plywood over the empty doorways 

to cut down the draught. 

20
th

: Colin Thomson worked this morning to tidy up the south 

transept aisle chapel and move chairs and kneelers back into 

position. In the afternoon Br Michael aided by Br Cyprian covered 

the empty holes in the arch windows with polythene. George 

Simeonescu worked on fitting one of the two doors to the chapel. 

He completed his work after Compline. The other door is blocked 

by a large plywood sheet. 

21
st
: FOURTH SUNDAY OF ADVENT. Today is also the Winter 

solstice. The laity were able to use the south chapel at Conventual 

Mass. At lunch we used new breadbaskets. These ones are 

rectangular in shape and look smaller than the previous round 

ones. The old ones were beginning to fall apart. They were being 

used when Br Meinrad joined the community in 1968. 

22
nd

: Br Meinrad worked on bleeding the radiators in the chancel 

and the south transept aisle chapel. George Simeonescu finished 

the second door in the south chapel in the evening. 

23rd: George Simeonescu departed for Gloucestershire this 

morning. 

29
th

: FEAST OF ST THOMAS BECKET. We heard that Gordon 

Bittern, a local man well known to the community, had died 

yesterday; may he rest in peace. 

 

January 2015 

9
th

: Last night was very windy. We hear that the wind was 

especially violent in the West of the country and that many are 
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without power. Here the cat flap was blown off and broken. The 

parts were found on the grass in the nave. Baxter the cat was 

locked in the shop overnight by accident and was probably better 

off there than in his own place. Four trees came down in our 

grounds including an ash tree beside the tattie store. Colin cut this 

tree up and started cutting up one of the others.  

12
th

: Abbot Francis of Prinknash, the co-Visitor in our impending 

Visitation, arrived. (See photos) 

13
th

: Abbot Albert Altenähr, the former abbot of Kornelimünster, 

is to conduct our Visitation. He arrived from Amsterdam at 

Aberdeen Airport this afternoon where Br Joseph met him and 

then drove him to the abbey. He opened the Visitation at Chapter 

before Compline. 

19
th

: At 8.15 this morning the community met in the Chapter 

Room and Abbot Albert read the Visitation Report drawn up by 

himself and Abbot Francis. He then closed the Visitation. 

After lunch Abbot Francis departed for Prinknash, taking 

with him Br Martin Osei of Kristo Buase. Br Martin stays at 

Prinknash for a few days before going to Chilworth.  

20
th

: Abbot Albert talked to the community at 4.30 about recent 

events at Kornelimünster where they have been celebrating the 

1200th anniversary of Kornelimünster. The original abbey was 

founded by the Carolingians whose capital was at Aachen. The 

village grew up around the abbey and is now a suburb of Aachen. 

There were celebrations by the abbey, the parish and the village 

community. There has also been a solemn profession recently at 

the abbey. 

21
st
: Br Simon drove Abbot Albert to Aberdeen Airport after 

lunch. 

22
nd

: Before Compline Br Michael said there was a new 

microphone for use at Vigils, beginning tomorrow morning. 

23
rd

: The new microphone was used for the first time today. It is a 

radio microphone, clearly meant for use on a table. It perches on 

the flat piece on top of the choir lectern.  

24
th

: Twelve guests arrived late last night, Polish men from the 

Credo group of Aberdeen. Most of them attended the beginning of 
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Vigils. Only one remained by Lauds. Br Simon talked to the Polish 

group after None.  

27
th

: Gordon Bittern’s body was received into the church this 

evening at 4.55. 

28
th

: Gordon Bittern’s funeral took place at 11.00 Bishop Hugh 

presided at the Mass and Fr Colin from Elgin concelebrated. There 

were about two dozen people present at the service. He was buried 

in our cemetery. 

30
th

: Lt Colonel Tom Marsden, the new Commanding Officer of 

39 Engineering Regiment at Kinloss Barracks, gave a talk to the 

Community on their work in the world, the UK and locally (see 

photo). 

 

 

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

 

To All Consecrated People 

 

The Year of Consecrated Life challenges us to examine our 

fidelity to the mission entrusted to us. Are our ministries, our 

works and our presence consonant with what the Spirit asked of 

our founders and foundresses? Are they suitable for carrying out 

today, in society and the Church, those same ministries and works? 

Do we have the same passion for our people, are we close to them 

to the point of sharing in their joys and sorrows, thus truly 

understanding their needs and helping to respond to them? “The 

same generosity and self-sacrifice which guided your founders” – 

St John Paul II once said – “must now inspire you, their spiritual 

children, to keep alive the charisms which, by the power of the 

same Spirit who awakened them, are constantly being enriched 

and adapted, while losing none of their unique character. It is up to 

you to place those charisms at the service of the Church and to 

work for the coming of Christ’s Kingdom in its fullness.” 

 

Apostolic Letter on the Occasion of the Year of Consecrated Life 

Pope Francis, 21 November 2014 
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NEWS FROM ST MARY’S MONASTERY 
 

 

We enjoyed a brief visit from Fr Abbot from November 17
th

 to 

December 3
rd

. He arrived in Petersham after attending a Visitors’ 

meeting at Christ in the Desert. Happily his visit coincided with 

the popular American holiday of Thanksgiving. Thus he was able 

to enjoy a festive meal in common with both communities. 

On December 7
th

 in the afternoon we had a concert in the 

church. Rabindra Goswami, a well-known sitar player from 

northern India, entertained us. He came to us by way of Phil and 

Carol Zaleski, as Rabindra is a friend of one of their friends.  

Rabindra is currently at Yale University where he is living as a 

guest artist. While in America he is exploring Christian sacred 

music. Rabindra performed some traditional Indian classical 

music, and also an improvisation of his own, based on a Taizé 

chant. He also attend Sunday Mass here twice, which he found 

beneficial for his study of Christian sacred music. We had a 

chance to talk to him briefly after his concert before he left to give 

another concert at Smith College in Northampton. 

On January 10, 2015, one of our community’s best friends, 

Greg Myette, passed away at the age of 64. Greg’s association 

with Petersham goes back for well over twenty years. He was an 

oblate. At that time St Mary’s Monastery was not yet taking 

oblates and Greg was actually an oblate of our sisters’ community 

of St Scholastica Priory. But having said that, it is true to say that 

Greg was an equal friend to both communities.   

Greg was something of an institution here at Petersham 

being a regular guest for so many years. He was truly an 

exemplary oblate, being faithful to his reading of scripture, the 

Rule of St Benedict and his daily recitation of the Divine Office. 

Every year he would faithfully renew his oblation, reminding Sr 

Mary Angela months in advance that the time for his renewal was 

coming up. It meant so much to him. He was an example to all 

who knew him, and his faith and perseverance were an inspiration 

to all the monks and nuns in Petersham. Greg had many crosses to 
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bear throughout his life, and he accepted them without 

complaining.   

Six years ago Greg was diagnosed with multiple myeloma 

cancer. The doctors gave him only two years to live, but he 

surprised everyone by living for another six. Because of his cancer 

and some other health problems, Greg’s visits to Petersham 

became less frequent in recent years. Consequently, Fr Gregory 

would sometimes visit him at his home in Newton. During the last 

few years Greg had some day visits with us, being accompanied by 

his Eucharistic minister, Betty, and some friends from his parish. 

Providentially, Greg had one final weekend retreat here in 

Petersham, staying over for two nights – about a month before he 

died.   

Several members of our community visited Greg in 

hospital about a week before he died and likewise many of us were 

at his funeral. This was held at his parish of Corpus Christi-St 

Bernard’s in Newton. Fr Gregory presided as the regular pastor 

was unable to do so. In his homily he noted how Greg knew so 

many people by name in his neighborhood of Auburndale in 

Newton, and how so many people knew Greg by name too. Greg 

was always interested in people and was extremely faithful in 

praying for others by name.   

An avid reader, particularly of St Augustine and Plato, 

before his death Greg asked that his collection of books be donated 

to our library. Many of his books are proudly signed: “Gregory 

John Augustine, Oblate, O.S.B., St Scholastica Priory.” 

                                                                                         

DIC 

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

Vigilance: this is a Christian attitude. Vigilance over one’s self: 

what is happening in my heart? Because where my heart is, there 

my treasure will be. What is happening there? The Eastern Fathers 

say that I must know well if my heart is in turmoil or if my heart is 

calm. 

Discourse to rectors and students of pontifical colleges in Rome 

Pope Francis, 12 May 2014 
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RECENT LOCAL EVENTS NEAR KRISTO BUASE 
 

 

Nana Alex informed the community on 1st September 2014 that 

Nana Tanor Boase, the paramount chief, wanted to elevate him 

from his position as linguist to Chief linguist on 15th September 

2014. On 14th September he reminded us about his elevation. The 

next morning, on the 15th, the entire Kristo Buase community 

prepared itself before 9.15 a.m. and arrived there at 9.30 a.m. 

before the programme began. The Chief and his elders were neatly 

dressed in Kente cloth and their local footwear, seated according to 

their rank. We greeted them traditionally by hand-shaking, and 

they also cordially welcomed us and asked us our mission. Our 

mission was very simple: we were coming to support and bear 

witness to our co-worker Nana Alex’s enthronement. Shortly after 

this the ceremony began. 

The chief of Tanor Boase called Nana Alex and his family 

and said to them, “It is time for us to fulfil the promise that I and 

my elders made to you some time ago, but, before that, are you 

ready for this enthronement?” Nana Alex and his family said, 

“Yes, Nana, we are ready.” Nana said to them, “I need two lambs, 

three local drinks and five hundred cedis from you.” Immediately 

these items were brought to the Chief. The chief called his elders 

and said to them, “Nana Alex and his family are ready for the 

enthronement, therefore it is time to perform the rituals.” The 

chief’s linguist on behalf of the chief poured some of the local 

drink into a cup, raised it up to God and prayed, then poured some 

on to the ground and prayed to our ancestors. Afterwards he called 

Nana Alex forward and announced publicly, “Nana Alex is now 

officially enthroned as a chief linguist in this town of Tanor 

Boase.” 

Nana Alex’s yam festival was on 14th October 2014. On 

7th October 2014 Nana Alex informed the community that he 

would celebrate his yam festival as chief linguist at Tanor Boase 

on 14th October, beginning at 10.30 a.m., at his own house behind 

the palace of Nana Amisare Dwomo II, paramount chief of Tanor 
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Buase, on the right-hand-side of the Kintampo road. In Ghana the 

Chief Linguist is the paramount linguist among the linguists in a 

particular area or town. He is a spokesperson for the paramount 

chief, an intermediary between the Chief and the people. This was 

his first yam festival. 

Yam festivals are celebrated in some areas of Ghana but 

mostly in the Akan area, which is the largest yam-producing area.  

The celebration marks the beginning of the new yam harvest, to 

give thanks to our ancestors and gods for protection throughout the 

year. 

Yam festivals normally fall in August, the month in which 

yams become mature.  The chiefs or the celebrants prepare the new 

yams in the form of fufu and sprinkle it to the gods, and a libation 

is poured as a form of prayer to God, just as Christians sprinkle 

holy water and pray through saints to God. Chiefs are not to eat 

new yams before the celebration, their gods and ancestors must eat 

first. 

On the 14th, right after afternoon prayer, Dom Gabriel 

said, “Those who would like to attend Nana Alex’s yam festival 

should prepare within five minutes.” We set off around 3.05 p.m., 

Dom Gabriel, Dom Giles, Dom Basilio and I. The programme had 

started an hour or more before our arrival.   

Nana Alex sat facing us under a canopy full of invited and 

casual guests and his family, two daughters and two sons, his 

mother and younger sisters and brothers on plastic chairs. Seated 

beside him was an elderly man, Opanim Kra Mr. Emma Tabri, the 

family head; one of Nana Alex’s daughters, Sister Adjeiwaa, acted 

as intermediary between Nana Alex and the guests. Just in front of 

the entrance was a sound system operated by two boys from 

Accra. 

We greeted Nana Alex and Op. Emma Tabri by hand-

shaking, they offered us seats, welcomed us cheerfully and gave us 

water to drink. After that they asked us our mission, Dom Gabriel 

said we were coming to support and bear witness to Nana Alex’s 

yam festival celebration. They thanked us and said, “You are 

welcome.” Shortly after that they gave us drinks, the official and 
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traditional way of welcoming guests to a chief’s house in Ghana. 

We kept them a while and then gave the drinks back to them with 

the addition of a bottle of wine. 

That was not all. Alex informed us that his brother, 

Sakodeε Barim hene, the chief guard and controller of the chief’s 

cemetery, was also celebrating his yam festival, so we went there 

and congratulated him. Right afterwards we drove back home. 

 

Brother John 

 

 

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

 

To All Consecrated People 

 

What in particular do I expect from this Year of grace for 

consecrated life? 

That the old saying will always be true: “Where there are 

religious, there is joy”. We are called to know and show that God 

is able to fill our hearts to the brim with happiness; that we need 

not seek our happiness elsewhere; that the authentic fraternity 

found in our communities increases our joy; and that our total self-

giving in service to the Church, to families and young people, to 

the elderly and the poor, brings us life-long personal fulfilment.  

None of us should be dour, discontented and dissatisfied, 

for “a gloomy disciple is a disciple of gloom”. Like everyone else, 

we have our troubles, our dark nights of the soul, our 

disappointments and infirmities, our experience of slowing down 

as we grow older. But in all these things we should be able to 

discover “perfect joy”. For it is here that we learn to recognize the 

face of Christ, who became like us in all things, and to rejoice in 

the knowledge that we are being conformed to him who, out of 

love of us, did not refuse the sufferings of the cross. 

 

Apostolic Letter on the Occasion of the Year of Consecrated Life 

Pope Francis, 21 November 2014 



19 

OUR EXPERIENCE AT PLUSCARDEN ABBEY 
 

 

It may have been a dreary weekend in terms of weather but the 

welcome we received at Pluscarden could not have been warmer. 

It proved, in fact, a weekend of spiritual sun in the gloom of 

winter. I travelled with a small contingent of fellow students from 

Glasgow and the journey by minibus gave us a few hours of 

anticipation and pleasant chat before rendezvousing with fellow 

students from other Catholic Chaplaincies around Scotland which 

together make up the Scottish Network of Catholic Students. We 

were there for a spiritual retreat to sustain us for our tasks of 

invigorating the chaplaincies in our respective universities. The 

chief goal of our Catholic chaplaincies and societies and in turn the 

network is to evangelise effectively and spread the word of God on 

our campuses. 

The setting of Pluscarden Abbey for this retreat couldn’t 

have worked better – the daily mass, prayer routine and the general 

aura of peace of the Abbey was indeed the ideal environment to 

listen to the promptings of the Spirit. The old Abbey itself and the 

spectacular surrounding landscapes provided a quiet atmosphere 

for effective prayer and reflection on both our lives and on our 

roles as members of University Chaplaincies. During our retreat 

we had two talks: one on monasticism and the role it plays in 

evangelisation; and the other, a talk on a couple of extracts of 

Lumen Gentium. Both talks helped us greatly in our understanding 

of evangelisation, especially evangelisation in the modern world, 

and how our University Chaplaincies should be run.  

Over the weekend we learned that the importance of 

monasticism cannot be undervalued as it often is today: some 

people may think of monasteries as remote and maybe even 

pointless but we saw first-hand that these communities, which are 

full of some of the happiest men I have ever met, contribute to 

Christ’s Kingdom on earth in a special way. These havens of faith 

provide a witness to Christ’s call and while the Church today 

faces, arguably, some of the biggest challenges of modern times, 
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behind the unsuspecting walls of Pluscarden Abbey in an obscure 

part of the world there can be found a powerhouse of faith and an 

abundance of grace which is so needed in these times. 

On behalf of the Scottish Network of Catholic Students I 

would like to thank the monks and priests of Pluscarden for their 

kind hospitality and their very thoughtful and insightful talks, we 

all had a fantastic time! (see photo) 

  

       Sean Deighan, University of Strathclyde 

Scottish Network of Catholic Students 

 

 

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

 

To All Consecrated People 

 

The Year for Consecrated Life concerns not only consecrated 

persons, but the entire Church. Consequently, I ask the whole 

Christian people to be increasingly aware of the gift which is the 

presence of our many consecrated men and women, heirs of the 

great saints who have written the history of Christianity.  

So I invite every Christian community to experience this 

Year above all as a moment of thanksgiving to the Lord and 

grateful remembrance for all the gifts we continue to receive, 

thanks to the sanctity of founders and foundresses, and from the 

fidelity to their charism shown by so many consecrated men and 

women. I ask all of you to draw close to these men and women, to 

rejoice with them, to share their difficulties and to assist them, to 

whatever degree possible, in their ministries and works, for the 

latter are, in the end, those of the entire Church. Let them know the 

affection and the warmth which the entire Christian people feels 

for them. 

 

Apostolic Letter on the Occasion of the Year of Consecrated Life 

Pope Francis, 21 November 2014 

 



21 

LISTEN READILY TO HOLY READING (RB 4:55) 

 

Except in one respect Listening readily to holy reading is a 

different exercise from Lectio Divina. St Benedict has in mind 

Bible and Patristic readings during Matins, refectory books during 

meals and the Conferences of Cassian and others after Supper. It is 

reading which is done by another who “is capable of edifying his 

listeners” – or at least that is the ideal – It is done at the pace of the 

reader rather than the listener, with the reader’s emphasis and 

understanding. If we were to do the same readings ourselves, we 

would use different emphasis and have different understanding. 

To listen readily (or gladly) to holy reading is an art which 

we practise. It is similar to listening to other people. It is amazing 

how badly human beings do this. When we meet a person and 

speak to him or her and perceive that they have listened readily 

and gladly to what we have said, and that they have understood 

what we said, we have had an uncommon experience. Of course 

short exchanges of words with people in the normal course of our 

lives are fairly well understood – we have passed on a telephone 

message fairly accurately, we have carried out the instructions 

given by our boss, brought home the correct shopping items and so 

on. But listening to lengthier exchanges of words is quite another 

matter. Long conversations between friends (and between monks) 

usually include a large element of trivia, quite a lot of humour and 

many diversions as a comment by one person elicits a personal 

reminiscence or anecdote from the other. 

Good listening is a gift from the listener to the person who 

is speaking and is rewarding for the listener.  Good listening has a 

genuine interest in learning what the other has to say. It wants to 

perceive what motivates the other. It wants to understand the other. 

Most importantly the good listener is willing and able to disregard 

his or her own opinions whilst listening in order to perceive clearly 

what the other is trying to communicate. The good listener reflects 

on what has been said. Full understanding is usually attained as a 

result of this double aspect of good listening: what is said at the 

time and what is reflected on afterwards equals good listening. A 
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good listener will seek further clarification from the person he or 

she listened to when meaning has not been clear. 

I believe that listening readily or gladly to holy reading is 

an art similar to listening to other people. It is done primarily with 

the mind and is reflected on later with the heart. In fact, I would go 

as far as to say that to the degree that we listen to others readily 

and gladly, so will be the degree of our listening to holy reading 

gladly and readily. But it does not end there: it has an effect on us: 

we learn something we hadn’t known beforehand and our interest 

grows. Holy reading in church, at meals or before Compline in 

monasteries is nourishing. Good listeners are fed by it. We take in 

the reading in our minds and in silence reflect on what was read, 

even hours later. Only the voice of the reader is to be heard, says 

St Benedict. In this respect it is similar to Lectio Divina: we do use 

the mind and heart in both cases, and ultimately only one voice is 

heard: God’s. 

DMM 

 

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

Hail Mary, Woman of the New Covenant, we call you blessed 

because you have believed (cf. Lk 1:45), and have known how “to 

recognise the traces of God’s Spirit in events great and small”. 

 You sustain our watching in the night, until the light of 

dawn anticipates the new day. Grant us a prophet’s voice to tell the 

world about the joy of the Gospel, about the blessedness of those 

who search the horizons of new lands and heavens (cf. Rv 21:1) 

and anticipate their presence in the human city. 

 Help us to proclaim the fecundity of the Spirit under the 

banner of the essential and the small. Grant that we may perform, 

here and now, the courageous act of the humble, upon which God 

looks (Ps 137:6) and to whom are revealed the secrets of the 

Kingdom (cf. Mt 11:25-26). Amen. 

KEEP WATCH! Year of Consecrated Life; A Letter to 

Consecrated Men and Women Journeying in the Footsteps of God 

Congregation for Institutes of Consecrated Life and Societies of 

Apostolic Life, 8 September 2014 
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BOOK REVIEWS 
 

 

Julian’s Gospel. Illuminating the Life and Revelations of Julian 

of Norwich by Veronica Mary Rolf (Orbis Books: Maryknoll, 

New York, September 2014). Distributed in UK by Alban Books. 

Paperback £19.99. ISBN 9781626980945. 

 

The hardback of this work was reviewed favourably in Pluscarden 

Benedictines, number 165. It is good that it is now available to a 

wider audience as a paperback with no change in the text. 

The book itself is divided into two sections. In the first part 

Rolf presents a fascinating picture of Norwich and English society 

as they were in the 14th century. Her research has been 

meticulous, and the reader is drawn into the situation in a dramatic 

way through the detailed descriptions of daily life and the 

environment, the events of the time, how Julian would have been 

educated and what her likely status would have been. It comes as 

rather a shock to realise that the author of what must be one of the 

most comforting and gentle presentations of Christ ever written 

actually grew up among the horror of recurrent waves of the 

plague which would have carried off numerous relatives and 

acquaintances, of the Hundred Years War, of floods, papal schism 

and peasants’ revolts. Rolf builds up compelling arguments for her 

thesis that far from being a aristocrat and a Benedictine nun, Julian 

was probably the granddaughter of a villein who won his freedom, 

the daughter of a wool merchant, a young middle class wife and 

mother. Later, as a widow, she became an anchoress.  

The second, longer, part of the book is a chapter by chapter 

commentary on the long text of Julian’s familiar and well-loved 

Revelations, using a modern reading of the text prepared by Rolf 

herself. In this version, Rolf has modernised the spelling and some 

of the syntax, but has tried to preserve Julian’s rhythm, her poetry, 

the sound of her voice, and the most important of her favourite 

words such as seker, evenchristens, shewing, etc. The extensive 

and detailed commentary is clearly a labour of love, the result of 
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two further years of painstaking reading and research, of living 

with Julian and her text, and of immersing herself in the 14th 

century. She points out that Julian is breaking open the Christian 

mystery from a woman’s point of view, in language which is fresh, 

original, in a way which could have been highly dangerous to her 

as it could have led to her being mistaken for a heretic, censured, 

imprisoned or even put to death for daring, as a woman, to 

transcribe and teach. Throughout the commentary, Rolf stresses 

Julian's warmth, her femininity, her absolute confidence in God’s 

love. Julian’s incisive intellectual analysis of her revelations is, 

claims Rolf, “second to none in the history of Christian 

mysticism”.  

Extensive notes citing the wide range of works consulted, a 

full and interesting bibliography and a good index complete the 

book. 

We endorse emphatically what was said in Pluscarden 

Benedictines, number 165 review about this work in hardback: 

“Through Julian’s revelations and Rolf’s book we receive, in the 

words of the publisher, ‘a fresh, imaginative and liberating view of 

the Gospel that speaks to the spiritual challenges of our own time’. 

Julian’s Gospel is an original and exciting book, a new view of the 

woman whom Thomas Merton described as ‘England’s greatest 

theologian’. It is well worth reading.” 

 
Beauty Spirit Matter: Icons in the Modern World by Aidan Hart 

Gracewing, Leominster. 256 pp + 32 colour plates.  

ISBN 9780852447926. 

 

This is a collection of essays written over several years by the 

renowned iconographer Aidan Hart on a variety of topics such as 

ecology, the role of the material world in the spiritual life, beauty 

of form, the gospel etc, the revival of liturgical art, the nature of 

the human person, and abstract art. It is not, therefore, a book to be 

read quickly but rather one to dip into, taking time to look closely 

at the excellent colour plates which he uses to illustrate his themes, 

mainly of icons executed by the author himself. 
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As an artist who patently delights in beauty, Hart’s style is 

engagingly poetic and offers much fruit for meditation. He writes 

of Creation as Theophany, “a revelation or showing forth of God 

… divine goodness is inextricably interwoven with beauty.” He 

expounds on the theological basis of icons as defined by the 2
nd

 

Council of Nicaea (787) and SS John of Damascus and Theodore 

the Studite when countering the iconoclast heresy. “Humans,” he 

states, “are image-making creatures” and therefore “any physical 

thing made by man is in some way an icon or representative of the 

maker’s world view.” Integrity is the key element. The Council, 

we are told, defined also other art forms, “for by so much more 

frequently as they are seen in artistic representation, by so much 

more readily are men lifted up to the memory of their prototypes, 

and to a longing after them … For the honour which is paid to the 

image passes on to that which the image represents, reveres in it 

the subject represented.” 

There follows a short essay on the Fresh air of Tradition, 

in praise of “dogma, goodness and tradition”, for “true dogma 

defends mystery against the closed mind” and “a vain tradition is 

empty of saints and a true tradition [is] a garden of saints”. This is 

followed by a longer essay on the renewal of sacred art, “not an 

optional extra”, for “the human face and body is a wonder … 

Through their bodies the disciples touched God.” “Matter is with 

us for ever” and “liturgical art should aim to bring us into 

communion with its subject – Christ, the saints, the sacred event 

depicted.” There should be what Hart terms Cultural Incarnation, 

an art that “should be an expression of all that is good in the 

culture that makes it.” Perhaps this reviewer is over-sensitive but I 

discerned a slightly repetitive criticism of Western Catholic art in 

that it tends more towards naturalism, with more emphasis on the 

visible and human elements, and artists being given more freedom 

than Eastern iconographers. But he also stresses the need for 

dialogue as opposed to polemic: “Each can learn from the other” 

and goes on to say that some diversity in the Eastern tradition has 

appeared in absorbing and adapting elements from the surrounding 

culture.  
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The following chapter deals with Transfigured Matter: the 

Icon as a Paradigm of Christian Ecology, discussing a theme 

which runs through Hart’s (and Orthodox) writings: the deification 

of man, our calling “to become partakers of the divine nature” (1 

Pt 1:4), for “matter is created by God, is good, and is somehow 

part of the divine plan for our deification”. In response to secular 

ecologists’ accusations against theists’ treatment of the natural 

world, he suggests that we fulfil God’s command in Genesis by 

thinking of “dominion” as “artistic skilfulness” for surely “Man’s 

divine calling is not to enslave creation but to raise it.”  

The Human Person as Icon discusses the reality and need 

of union of Body and Spirit. As image of God we are created to be 

communal beings, as bodies, souls and nous or “spiritual heart”. 

We are “living icons”, “Gods by grace”, and as such to behold 

God in oneself and in others, “to go out of ourselves in love”. 

The essay on Beauty and the Gospel is a lengthy treatise 

and rewards time taken over it. He quotes St Theophane the 

Recluse, much loved in Orthodox spirituality: “The spirit which 

knows God naturally comprehends Divine beauty and seeks to 

delight in it alone … To contemplate Divine beauty, to partake of 

it and delight in it is a requirement of the spirit and is its life and 

heavenly life.” He looks at the Gospel in terms of this divine 

beauty, the beauty of Creation, Creation as Theophany, as 

revelation of God, and speaks yet again of our calling to become 

partakers of the divine nature, to discover beauty as a fruit of love. 

The author’s lyrical style is especially apparent in this essay: “God 

has given creation to us as a gift of love”; therefore, if we 

“contemplate creation properly, [we] will meet the Creator … 

Listening to the divine song leads man to the divine Singer” and 

this in turn leads to “tears of thankfulness”. He quotes Olivier 

Clement: “Only the Face of God in humanity enables us to discern 

the face of all humankind in God” and this in turn helps us to grow 

into the likeness of God. Most art, he asserts, is “a cry of nostalgia 

for Paradise lost”. He talks of working with science, human 

culture, the romantic movement; through Incarnation, Christ as 

Teacher, his Transfiguration, Crucifixion, Death and Ascension 
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towards repentance as means of restoring “the beautiful image of 

God in us” and Paradise regained.  

The next essay examines briefly the concept of “Beauty 

and the Grotesque”, for is not nature also “eccentric and strange, 

and at times even grotesque”? “The weird can awaken us by 

wonder” for “the monarch butterfly and its plain pupa are the same 

life.”  

The penultimate essay, perhaps surprisingly, deals with 

abstract art, looking in particular at Kandinsky and Brancusi: “The 

artist must train not only his eye, but his soul” (Kandinsky). There 

is then, the author suggests, a place even for abstract art: 

“Different forms of sacred art are united by universal laws or 

principles … The depth of richness of these principles inspires a 

great variety of expression”, even perhaps Western Catholic art! 

It is interesting to note how his own style is becoming less 

adherent to rigid rules of iconography (not set in stone, he 

remarks) and slightly more naturalistic. This is a beautifully 

produced book, with examples of Aidan Hart’s many icons on 

which to meditate.  

ECG 

 

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

 

Look into the depths of your heart, look into your own inner 

depths and ask yourself: do you have a heart that desires 

something great, or a heart that has been lulled to sleep by things? 

Has your heart preserved the restlessness of seeking or have you 

let it be suffocated by things that end by hardening it? God awaits 

you, he seeks you; how do you respond to him? Are you aware of 

the situation of your soul? Or have you nodded off? Do you 

believe God is waiting for you or does this truth consist only of 

“words”? (Homily for the opening of the General Chapter of the 

Order of St Augustine 28th August 2013; Rejoice! A letter to 

consecrated men and women; A message from the teachings of 

Pope Francis, pg. 59) 
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“CLOTHED IN MERCY”:  

MONASTIC PERSPECTIVES ON HUMAN MATURING 
The 2015 Pluscarden Pentecost Lectures 

to be presented by Fr Erik Varden O.C.S.O. 
 

26-28 May 2015  
 

Fr Erik Varden O.C.S.O. is currently superior of Mount St Bernard 

Abbey. He was born in Norway and gained his Master’s and a 

theological doctorate at Cambridge University. Also a musician, 

he studied Gregorian Chant under Dr Mary Berry and later co-

founded the Chant Forum. Following monastic profession he went 

to Rome to study for a second doctorate in Syriac studies. He will 

deliver four lectures which examine the following:   

 

“Where do we come from? Where are we going? The Western 

world no longer has a shared narrative to account for the origin 

and finality of life. As a result, our world is awash with conflictual 

accounts of the nature and development of human flourishing. 

These lectures will argue that today’s Church must respond to this 

quandary. They will suggest that, in so doing, we can be helped by 

insights from Christian Antiquity. Drawing on sources from the 

fourth and fifth centuries, predominantly from the Christian 

Orient, they will propose elements for a Christian anthropology. It 

will emerge that many contemporary challenges bear an uncanny 

resemblance to issues faced with ingenuity and depth in the time of 

the Christian Midrashic tradition and of the first generations of 

monks. The perspective of the lectures will be “monastic” in a 

twofold sense. Many of the texts used will come from the monastic 

patrimony. More essentially, we will attempt a monastic 

reading of these texts, that is, a reading which, while remaining 

responsibly attentive to questions of context and semiotics, strives 

always to go further, to reach the living core of the sources 

considered, in search of wisdom to live by now.” 
 

For further information or to book accommodation, please contact 

guestmaster@pluscardenabbey.org  

mailto:guestmaster@pluscardenabbey.org

