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FR ABBOT’S LETTER 
 

 

Dear Friends, 

 

One of the most obvious things about monastic life is that it 

is regulated. So, of course, is all human life in society. It is 

something we accept, if sometimes resentfully, for the benefits of 

membership in society. Within the rules, we try to maximise our 

freedom, and we are protective of our freedom, watchful that the 

rules don’t smother it. This is healthy. Our freedom is not to be 

surrendered except as a free gift in love to other persons, and first 

to God. To give our freedom to anything less, to a system or even 

an ideal, diminishes our humanity. St Benedict begins his Rule by 

inviting us to surrender ourselves totally to this Rule. But this is 

not a matter of submitting ourselves to a system. It is surrender to 

a teaching, a word, and through that word to the one who speaks, 

the Father: “Listen, my son, to the teachings of the master, and 

incline the ear of your heart. Willingly accept and effectively fulfil 

the admonition of a loving father, that you may return by the 

labour of obedience to him from whom you had departed by the 

sloth of disobedience.”  

The Rule begins with an invitation from the loving Father 

to return to him by obedience, and it ends with a promise that if we 

are faithful to the teaching of the Rule then we shall arrive at the 

“patria”, our Father’s house, our true home in heaven: “Whoever 

you are who hasten towards the Father’s heavenly home, fulfil 

with the help of Christ this little Rule for beginners. Then at length 

with God’s help you will arrive at the aforesaid heights of doctrine 

and virtue.” Through St Benedict’s invitation and teaching the 

Father’s voice comes to us from afar, to the place where we have 

wondered far from our heavenly home. We have never known the 

Father’s house, but because it is our true home, for which we were 

created, news of it is like a distant memory. We “remember” our 

Father’s house, as the prodigal son in Jesus’ parable remembered 
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his father’s house when he came to himself in the far off country to 

which he had banished himself. 

The Father’s words admonish and teach. In the family, it is 

the father’s special task to teach his son the skills he needs to make 

his way in the world. It is his duty to introduce the child to the 

wider world around him, explain it, and guide his first steps out 

into that world. The obedience that is practised in the family of 

Christ, and therefore in the monastery, is a filial obedience: the 

obedience of a child towards a father. Its primary purpose is not 

the smooth running of an organisation, or getting a job done. Its 

purpose is to bring the child into the father’s world, to open the 

child’s eyes and mind to see the world as the father sees it. The 

pattern for filial obedience is the obedience that Jesus gives to his 

Father, as Jesus himself describes it: Jesus said to them, “Truly, 

truly, I say to you, the Son can do nothing of his own accord, but 

only what he sees the Father doing; for whatever he does, that the 

Son does likewise. For the Father loves the Son, and shows him all 

that he himself is doing” (Jn 5:19-20). 

Parents teach their children by words, but most importantly 

by their presence. The son learns by following his father around 

and imitating him. Wisdom is imparted by a combination of 

words, precepts, example, and presence. As the child becomes an 

adult, more by presence. The time comes when the child goes 

away and acts independently. Perhaps he will reject what he 

learned from the father, and come to grief, like the prodigal son in 

the parable. But although the son had left the father and his 

father’s house, the father had never left him, and the instant the 

son turns back and decides to go home, the father is there, without 

rebuke, without conditions, simply opening his arms and the door 

of his house to his son. When everything else has failed, the father 

remains present. 

The true father must in the end be holy. It is not enough for 

him to leave his children only words and memories. He must 

remain a living presence. Only the saint, through the communion 

of saints, can remain present to his children. The Church is not a 

huge organisation bound together by authority and rules. It is a 
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society of saints, our fathers and mothers, present and speaking, 

and a living union with Jesus and through him with the Father.  By 

the word and presence of Jesus, and by the teachings of the saints 

and their intercession, our minds and hearts are opened to the truth, 

to the Father’s world, that is to say to this world as it really is. And 

one day, we hope, they will lead us into the Father’s house, our 

true home. 

 

 
 

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

 

Laudato si’ 

 

“‘Laudato si’, mi’ Signore’ – ‘Praise be to you, my Lord’. In the 

words of this beautiful canticle, St Francis of Assisi reminds us 

that our common home is like a sister with whom we share our life 

and a beautiful mother who opens her arms to embrace us. ‘Praise 

be to you, my Lord, through our Sister, Mother Earth, who sustains 

and governs us, and who produces various fruit with coloured 

flowers and herbs.’ This sister now cries out to us because of the 

harm we have inflicted on her by our irresponsible use and abuse 

of the goods with which God has endowed her. We have come to 

see ourselves as her lords and masters, entitled to plunder her at 

will. The violence present in our hearts, wounded by sin, is also 

reflected in the symptoms of sickness evident in the soil, in the 

water, in the air and in all forms of life. This is why the earth 

herself, burdened and laid waste, is among the most abandoned 

and maltreated of our poor; she ‘groans in travail’ (Rom 8:22). We 

have forgotten that we ourselves are dust of the earth (cf. Gen 2:7); 

our very bodies are made up of her elements, we breathe her air 

and we receive life and refreshment from her waters.” 

 

Pope Francis, Laudato si’, 1-2 
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FROM THE ANNALS 
 

 

May 2015 

1
st
: Fr Martin McLaughlin of Prinknash together with a group of 

Prinknash oblates (see photo) arrived for the weekend.  

2
nd

: This morning Fr Martin gave a talk to the Prinknash oblates as 

well as some of our own oblates. After Sext the Prinknash oblates 

with three of our own oblates went to Elgin for lunch and a tour of 

Elgin Cathedral led by Fr Mark. This afternoon Angus Hay gave a 

presentation on the 51
st
 Division of the British Army and its 

surrender at St Valery-en-Caux in 1940. His father was one of the 

officers captured then. Our Fr Martin’s father was also captured 

but escaped to unoccupied France and thence to Gibraltar.  

4
th

: The Prinknash oblates went to Brodie Castle. 

5
th

: Today the Prinknash oblates returned to England with Fr 

Martin McLaughlin. 

6
th

: Swallows are flying about the wood store, but we have not 

heard them in the space between the north laity aisle and the 

Dunbar Chapel, a common nesting place for at least one pair. 

7
th

: A General Election was held today at which the brethren went 

out to vote at the polling station at Miltonduff village hall.  

Two Greenhouses were on the site of the proposed new 

wing. They were dismantled to allow the archaeological survey of 

the ground. They are being reassembled in front of the biomass 

boiler house.  

8
th

: This morning Br Michael went to a mineral water plant in 

Banchory where the owners kindly showed him round.  

11
th

: Rogation Day. The first Rogation procession took place this 

morning. The weather had been dry but blustery but it began to 

cloud over towards noon. The procession headed for the garden 

and was just started when it began to rain. We continued round the 

garden as the rain became heavier. One might describe it as a 

squally shower but it lasted long enough to soak the community. 

12
th

: Rogation Day. Today’s Rogation procession went to St 

Benedict’s garden and slowly around it before coming back into 
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the north door of the church. It was again blustery but there was no 

rain. The Bishop stayed here overnight, arriving after Compline. 

He is in the area for the meeting of the priests of the diocese. 

13
th

: Rogation Day. We processed down the front drive and back 

again today. Fr Giles attended the priests’ meeting in Elgin today 

as a representative of the community.  

15
th

: A concert by Sing Moray! took place. Not only were the seats 

in the main church taken but all the seats set out on the praedella 

under the tower, as well as the seats in the rest of the transepts. 

There were even several people sitting on the night stairs. The 

concert was in aid of our new building project. A retiring 

collection raised over £1,400. (see photo) 

25
th

: Today and tomorrow we follow a Sunday timetable, as is our 

custom on the two days after Pentecost. There are many guests 

here for the Pentecost lectures. Br Joseph put out for sale today the 

first of this year’s crop of strawberries from the polytunnels.  

26
th

: Dom Erik Varden OCSO who is to give the annual 

Pluscarden Pentecost Lectures arrived this morning. The first 

lecture took place this afternoon at 3pm (see article and photos). 

27
th

: Abbot Erik Varden continued his series of talks with lectures 

at 10.00 and 3.00.  

28
th

: The final Pentecost Lecture took place this morning.  

29
th

: Abbot Erik departed today for his monastery of Mount Saint 

Bernard Abbey. Many of the other guests have also left. 

 

June 

1
st
: Mina Naguib from Alminya in Egypt has been staying in the 

guesthouse for the past two weeks. He is a Latin Catholic Christian 

Today he entered the novitiate as a pre-postulant for a period. 

17
th

: During the morning Br Thomas together with Bros Joseph-

Eymard and John-Baptist set out on the first part of a journey to 

the monastery of La Pierre-Qui-Vire in Burgundy and after that to 

Rome. La Pierre-Qui-Vire is the mother house of all the 

Vietnamese houses of our congregation. 

Bishop Hugh came for lunch accompanied by Joyce his 

secretary and a Nigerian nun whose congregation may set up a 
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house in the diocese. They were on the way to Inverness to look at 

the small, empty convent there. 

In the evening Br Michael and Fr Giles attended a meeting 

in the village hall about plans by Transport Scotland to make the 

A96 a dual carriageway. One proposal is to bring the road through 

this valley, missing Forres and Elgin. 

20
th

: There was a concert this evening by the local early music 

group Musick Fyne. Br Michael distributed leaflets alerting the 

concert goers to the proposal to build a dual carriageway through 

the valley and asking them to make their views known by email as 

the closing date for submissions was this coming Monday. 

21
st
: TWELFTH SUNDAY OF ORDINARY TIME. Copies of the 

leaflet about the dual carriageway were available outside the 

chapel at Mass.  

23
rd

: At recreation Br Daniel left out two large pictures, one of St 

John Ogilvie and one of Our Lady of Aberdeen for the community 

to see. The intention is to place them before the altar at the 

National Pilgrimage in honour of St John Ogilvie which is to take 

place on 4
th

 July at Keith. 

24
th

: SOLEMNITY OF THE BIRTH OF ST JOHN THE 

BAPTIST. Fr Abbot presided at Conventual Mass and preached. 

None was at 3.00 and common room tea followed. The Dominican 

Sisters from Elgin had accepted an invitation to attend the tea. 

25
th

: Fr Abbot drove himself to the dentist this morning, the first 

trip upon which he has driven himself in the UK. Br Daniel took 

delivery of a new sawmill this morning.  

Br Michael went to Keith this evening to a meeting of the 

committee organising the National Pilgrimage. He delivered the 

pictures of St John Ogilvie and Our Lady of Aberdeen. 

26
th

: The funeral of the late Dr Iona Troup took place. Fr Giles 

celebrated the Mass, Br Daniel was MC and thurifer, while Br 

Michael played the organ. Fr Martin also attended. 

29
th

: SOLEMNITY OF SAINTS PETER AND PAUL. Late this 

evening Br Michael met Bros Thomas, John-Baptist and Joseph-

Eymard at Inverness Airport on their return from their trip to La 

Pierre-Qui-Vire and Rome. 



8 

July 

3
rd

: This morning several of the brethren dismantled the altar at 

the south end of the transepts and put it into a trailer borrowed 

from Colin Thomson and attached to the Toyota Avensis. This 

altar is the one upon which the icon of Our Lady had sat. Br 

Michael then drove it to Keith where it is to be used as the altar for 

the Mass at the pilgrimage in honour of St John Ogilvie tomorrow. 

He also took many other sacristy items there. The icon is now on a 

smaller table. 

4
th

: NATIONAL PILGRIMAGE TO KEITH IN HONOUR OF 

ST. JOHN OGILVIE. Most of the community attended this event 

in Kynoch Park, Keith, the local football ground. The day began 

with heavy rain which continued through the morning. Frs 

Benedict, Giles and Martin had to be at Keith for 12 noon to hear 

confessions. The rest of the brethren took a buffet lunch before 

departing in a number of cars to Keith. Two of the guests, Jim 

Bradley and David Millar, provided transport in their own cars for 

4 of the brethren. The rain had slackened by 2.00, but the ground 

was surrounded by mist and clouds and there was a fresh breeze 

which caused nuns’ veils and monks’ habits to flap and which 

flexed the cloth walls and knocked over panels in the stalls and 

tents of the various Catholic organisations which had set up stalls 

at the ground. 

The altar for Mass was set up on a platform in the middle 

of the pitch under a canopy. Astroturf had been laid as a carpet 

from the edge of the pitch to the altar. There were seats for 

religious, for knights and dames of the Holy Sepulchre and of 

Malta, and for concelebrants on either side of the way to the altar. 

Concelebrants were to the left of the altar and the community plus 

the knights and dames were at the right. Concelebrating priests had 

brought albs and stoles, but the diocese of Motherwell provided 

red chasubles, so all the concelebrating priests wore chasubles. 

The rain went off just before the Mass began. Archbishop 

Leo Cushley of St Andrews and Edinburgh presided. Bishop Hugh 

preached the homily. The weather cleared about the middle of 

Mass, though cloud returned for a while before it broke up and 
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blue skies appeared for the last part of the Mass. Someone 

estimated the crowd at about one thousand. 

5
th

: FOURTEENTH SUNDAY OF ORDINARY TIME. Bishop 

Hugh stayed overnight. He was to preside at a Mass at Scalan early 

in the afternoon. Fr Martin accompanied him to Scalan where he 

took part in the annual Scalan Mass. Frs Bede and Giles went to 

Keith in the evening for the farewell of the Church of Scotland 

parish to their minister Dr Kay Gauld who is leaving that parish 

and taking up a charge at Insch. 

6
th

: Until now we have always sung the same set of hymns at the 

little hours, but there is a set of alternative hymns. Today we began 

to sing the alternative hymns for Terce, Sext and None. We will 

sing these in weeks two and four of the four week cycle. 

10
th

: Recollection Day. Fr Abbot gave a conference combining the 

subject of martyrdom and the Lord’s saying on being as cunning as 

serpents and as wise as doves. The Blessed Sacrament was 

exposed from the end of Sext until after Vespers. Malcolm Moore 

cut up an oak that had fallen over the Black Burn. He received the 

timber as payment for the task. A large contingent of the Sons of 

the Most Holy Redeemer from Orkney arrived to stay in the 

guesthouse for a few days. 

13
th

: Br Mina, the pre-postulant, travelled to Chilworth Abbey 

where he is to spend some time. 

16
th

: A group of elderly visitors came this afternoon from Nairn. 

One of them, a lady aged 93, tripped and fell in the transept and hit 

her nose which bled profusely. Br Michael called an ambulance. 

After treatment by the paramedics, she was able to return home 

with the rest of her party.  

20
th

: Recording sessions took place for a proposed new CD 

recording. Gedrius Gapsys is giving assistance. A photographer is 

at the abbey taking photographs of the abbey and the community. 

The annalist understands that it is in connection with our 

opposition to the plan to build a dual carriageway through the 

valley. This has already generated journalistic interest. After 

supper we greeted Br Daniel for his feast day. 
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NEWS FROM ST MARY’S MONASTERY 
 

 

On the weekend of May 29-30 we held our second Monastic 

Experience Weekend, during which we allow young men the 

opportunity of living in our monastery for a weekend. In addition 

to taking part in the liturgy they did some useful work for us, such 

as helping Br Vincent to clear away trees from our garden area. Fr 

Dunstan had a session with them explaining lectio divina and Fr 

Dunstan and Fr Gregory also answered their many questions 

regarding monastic life. They were with us for recreation on 

Friday and Saturday night. All in all it was a very successful 

weekend and our two young men who showed up thought it was 

very valuable and enriching. Likewise we monks also found the 

experience was very enriching for us.  

On Sunday June 14, the Diocese of Worcester had a special 

Mass in honour of the Year of Consecrated Life. The Mass was 

held in Worcester Cathedral with Bishop Robert McManus 

presiding.  Religious within the diocese were invited to attend the 

Mass, sing with the cathedral choir if they wished, and meet 

afterwards for a friendly coffee hour. From our community Brs 

Isidore, Bernard and Vincent attended the celebration. Fr Gregory, 

however, was unable to go since he had to stay behind and 

celebrate Mass in Petersham. Several members of our sisters’ 

community were also present. After the Mass, in addition to 

meeting other members of religious orders, Br Bernard and Br 

Vincent were interviewed by a reporter from the Catholic Free 

Press, the diocese’s newspaper. Their comments on the 

consecrated life later appeared in an article on the subject. 

The following month we were pleased to welcome 

members of the Athol branch of the Knights of Columbus. On July 

13 they held an installation of new members in our church, as they 

have done on two previous occasions. Fr Edwin Montaña, the 

pastor of Our Lady Immaculate parish in Athol, was to have 

attended to act as their chaplain. However, as he was unable to 

make it, Fr Gregory took his place performing the duties of 
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chaplain for the ceremony. After the installation, the Knights, 

along with their wives, and a few members from both monastic 

communities, walked up to our guesthouse where they ate supper 

together. This was followed by Compline in church with some of 

the Knights attending. 

For years now we have been hoping to build a more 

suitable monastery. We had considered whether or not to build a 

completely new building from scratch. But after careful 

consideration we decided it would be best to renovate our existing 

buildings. We currently reside in a small black building, known as 

the “carriage house”, which originally served as the garage and 

servants’ quarters when the property was a private home. 

Next to the carriage house is a green metal industrial 

building which originally housed the sisters’ bakery, as well as our 

library. After our first large church was built, the brothers took 

over half of the bakery building, using it as our kitchen and 

refectory. Some years later, when the library moved from the 

green metal building to its current location in the basement of the 

guesthouse, the brothers occupied the rest of the former which 

housed the cellarer’s office, work and storage spaces, and more 

recently, a small brewery. 

Our current plan is to transform the green metal building 

into our main monastery. A second floor will be added to increase 

space. The newly transformed building will contain twelve cells 

(more than we currently have in the carriage house), several 

offices and work spaces, and a new kitchen. It will also have a 

more aesthetically pleasing exterior. Our refectory will stay where 

it is. 

The demolition began on Monday June 1
st
, which mainly 

consisted of clearing out the inside of the former bakery. After 

obtaining our building permit from the town of Petersham on June 

29
th

, construction officially began on Monday July 6
th

. Our project 

manager is Jon Carruth, a local builder from Leominster, 

Massachusetts (who grew up in nearby Barre but was born in 

Petersham). Our good friend Mark McCurn has been involved in 

the planning right from the start, offering lots of help and advice, 
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and his company, Nine Points Woodworking, will be managing the 

construction. 

At the time of writing this article, construction of the new 

monastery is well under way (see photo). 

                                                                                     DIC 

 

 

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

 

Laudato si’ 

 

“When media and the digital world become omnipresent, their 

influence can stop people from learning how to live wisely, to 

think deeply and to love generously. In this context, the great sages 

of the past run the risk of going unheard amid the noise and 

distractions of an information overload. Efforts need to be made to 

help these media become sources of new cultural progress for 

humanity and not a threat to our deepest riches. True wisdom, as 

the fruit of self-examination, dialogue and generous encounter 

between persons, is not acquired by a mere accumulation of data 

which eventually leads to overload and confusion, a sort of mental 

pollution. Real relationships with others, with all the challenges 

they entail, now tend to be replaced by a type of internet 

communication which enables us to choose or eliminate relation-

ships at whim, thus giving rise to a new type of contrived emotion 

which has more to do with devices and displays than with other 

people and with nature. Today’s media do enable us to com-

municate and to share our knowledge and affections. Yet at times 

they also shield us from direct contact with the pain, the fears and 

the joys of others and the complexity of their personal experiences. 

For this reason, we should be concerned that, alongside the 

exciting possibilities offered by these media, a deep and 

melancholic dissatisfaction with interpersonal relations, or a 

harmful sense of isolation, can also arise.” 

 

Pope Francis, Laudato si’, 47 
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NATIONAL PILGRIMAGE TO KEITH  
MARKING THE 400

TH
 ANNIVERSARY OF THE 

MARTYRDOM OF ST JOHN OGILVIE 
 

 

“The weather, of course, will be glorious!” Such was the 

concluding sentence of Bishop Hugh’s Pastoral, inviting everyone 

to the National Pilgrimage celebration of the 400
th

 anniversary of 

St John Ogilvie at Kynoch Park in Keith. After offering such a 

hostage to fortune, and despite the prayer list nightly bearing a 

petition for good weather for the pilgrimage, the chances of the 

prophet being recognised in his own community seemed slim, to 

say the least. 

The weather in the run-up was mixed, but generally not 

good. “The weather’s to be bad on Saturday”, stated one of the 

Brethren, with access to the forecast and using the future 

determinative. I reminded him that Keith’s greater altitude entitled 

it to snow, rather than rain. The forecast was accurate: it poured 

down on Saturday morning; Archbishop Cushley described it as 

“apocalyptic”. As the advance party of confessors drove down the 

A96, clouds were low on the invisible hills, and rain was being 

generously dispensed. The prognosis was unfavourable. 

Arrived at Keith, we easily found our goal, thanks to Br 

Michael’s directions, and parked behind the football stand. As we 

walked round, we encountered well-watered mud. There was 

already a smattering of people, and groups from various bodies – 

religious Sisters, lay associations, the St Ninian Institute, the 

Scottish Catholic Observer and so on – had erected plastic tents 

from which to offer or publicise their activities. The Franciscan 

Missionaries of Mary offered me a button badge; one of them had 

been in the north of Ghana. We wandered about, cultivating auld 

acquaintance, before being directed to a place for priests, where 

hot tea and cold viands were on offer and were accepted. The 

Bishops and VIPs were in the bar, not standing at it, but doucely 

seated at tables, consuming a more formal repast. The precipitation 

continued. 
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We sallied forth to hear confessions, splitting our forces, 

two to the parish church, St Thomas’s, two remaining at the 

football park. We operated slightly under a bushel, as neither the 

fact nor the location of the availability of confessions was well 

signposted; even so, there was a steady flow of penitents. 

After confessions, the concelebrants vested – red chasubles 

had been provided for all – and lined up. Our Metropolitan, 

Archbishop Leo Cushley, was making his first appearance in the 

diocese, Bishop Hugh was there of course, plus his two 

predecessors in Aberdeen, Archbishop Mario Conti, emeritus of 

Glasgow, too, and Bishop Peter Moran, plus Bishop Joseph Toal 

and Bishop William Nolan, the Diocese of Galloway’s new head, 

so if there was not a full complement of Scots Bishops, there was 

at any rate a respectable sample, plus about thirty priests from 

across Scotland and the Pluscarden brethren, a couple of 

representatives of the Sovereign Military Order of Malta, local 

dignitaries and fifteen members of the Ogilvie family. 

As we processed to the altar on a platform in the middle of 

the pitch, the rain had ceased. Black clouds massed all around, 

hilltops were invisible. Archbishop Cushley began the Mass, 

Bishop Hugh welcomed everyone, and the ceremonies got under 

way, supported by the Diocesan Choir and Cathedral organist.  

The readings were particularly well read. Came the homily, we 

wondered whether Bishop Hugh would have the courage of his 

convictions:  directly overhead was blue, around was black, would 

he offer truncated eloquence, and hope to escape before his luck 

ran out, and the heavens opened? No, he did not, he gave us 

twenty minutes’-worth on St John, “born in Keith, killed in 

Glasgow”, an observation which had earlier elicited the offer of a 

Glasgow kiss from a lady from that city.   

He showed how St John’s life and witness, dedicated to 

Scotland and its soul, remained relevant for us today. As for him, 

so for us, no social pressure, no social culture can lay total claim to 

us; he rejected the State’s encroachments on faith and conscience, 

on religious freedom and its legitimate social expression, and so 

must we. He called on his hearers to be clear-headed, whole-
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hearted disciples of Christ, engaged, passionate, tender and 

merciful, full of the joy of the Gospel and care for our common 

home. 

The Mass continued, the weather stayed fair, there was 

even some warm sun. There were something over a thousand 

present, according to the Press; had the weather been better, more 

local pilgrims would surely have come, though one group was 

prevented by the advent of a cruise ship which monopolised the 

supply of buses for miles around. 

After the Mass and some informal self-service refreshment, 

we helped dismantle the altar and its furnishings, which had come 

from Pluscarden on a low-loader trailer. Some helpful person (not 

a monk) had officiously and unnecessarily applied the trailer 

brake, a fact which was only noticed when other motorists drew 

attention to the smoke being generated on the road home, travelled 

on a dry road in bright sunshine… 

Determining whether the truce in the weather represented 

Bishop Hugh’s first public miracle, the Lord sparing his servant 

embarrassment, a lucky shot or a response to people’s prayers is 

beyond your scribe’s remit – but the weather, if not actually 

glorious, was certainly against the run of form, entirely acceptable. 

 

DGC 

 

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

 

Laudato si’ 
 

“It is no coincidence that, in the canticle in which St Francis 

praises God for his creatures, he goes on to say: ‘Praised be you 

my Lord, through those who give pardon for your love.’ 

Everything is connected. Concern for the environment thus needs 

to be joined to a sincere love for our fellow human beings and an 

unwavering commitment to resolving the problems of society.” 

 

Pope Francis, Laudato si’, 91 
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O BLOOD AND WATER…….!! 
THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE DIVINE MERCY IMAGE 

 

 

The New Testament writings claim that the whole of the Old 

Testament was leading to Jesus, and St Paul says that God had 

planned the redemption of the world through the blood of Christ 

before creation began (cf. Eph 1). This means that the life of Jesus 

from the Incarnation to the Ascension is the central event of world 

history, and as a plan of the eternal mind of God is the only 

consistent explanation of the origin, purpose and goal of what we 

humans call time. The Church has always maintained since the 

incarnation that we are living in the end times, the final age of the 

world’s history. St Faustina Kowalska's mission through the 

Divine Mercy revelation of modern times was to prepare the world 

for the second coming of Jesus. 

The Divine Mercy image which was the special revelation 

to St Faustina has enormous significance. It focuses on Jesus in his 

crucified and resurrected state with the blood and water which 

poured forth from his heart at the Crucifixion. St Faustina was 

asked to tell the world about this image. There has never been a 

greater revelation. The following is an introduction to its 

importance. 

It is only in St John’s Gospel that we learn of this incident 

and he tells the significance of it with reference to texts from 

Zechariah 12 and Exodus 12 respectively: it happened because 

Scripture (i.e., the Old Testament) foretold that “not a bone of his 

will be broken” and that “they will look on him whom they have 

pierced.” These two references are to the atoning sacrifice of 

Christ (the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world, 

whose bones were not to be broken at the Passover) and a 

prophecy that the world will eventually recognize the truth about 

the person it has pierced. 

The piercing of the side of Christ is the pivotal moment in 

world history. In telling about it, St John is alluding to a prophecy 

in the Prophet Ezekiel in which he saw a new temple and water 
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coming out from under the altar (ch 47). The temple in his day had 

been destroyed by the Babylonians in 586BC. At the beginning of 

John’s Gospel Jesus identifies his body with the Temple in 

Jerusalem (rebuilt by Herod the Great) and said that after its 

destruction he would raise it up in three days. This raising up or 

lifting up is a consistent theme in his Gospel where it does not 

refer to the Ascension but rather to the Crucifixion. Two other 

references from the same Gospel will illustrate this: the first is 

Jesus’ words to Nicodemus in chapter 3 where he says that just as 

Moses lifted up the serpent in the desert, so will the Son of Man be 

lifted up (on the cross), and the second is Jesus’ words to his 

disciples before the Passion, “unless a seed falls to the ground and 

dies it remains a single seed … when I am lifted up from the earth 

I will draw all things to myself” (Jn 12:32). The blood and water 

from the crucified side of Jesus is what is to draw all creation to 

himself. 

In John’s Gospel living water from Jesus himself is a main 

theme. He offers it to the woman at the well in chapter 4 and he 

cries out in the temple inviting people to come to him so that 

springs of living water may well up within them unto eternal life. 

When the crucified body of Jesus is superimposed on the 

floor plan of Ezekiel’s temple the wounded hands and feet of Jesus 

are aligned with the north, south and east gates of the temple (there 

is no west gate in Ezekiel’s vision of ch. 47). The pierced side of 

Jesus is aligned with the altar of holocaust and his head rests in the 

Holy of Holies. (for this idea see: 

www.k4communications.com/messianic/temple_gates.html 

The temple in Jerusalem was the only place where lawful 

animal sacrifice could be made. Its layout was based on the Tent of 

Meeting which in turn was built according to a heavenly pattern 

revealed to Moses in the book of Exodus. Catholic churches to this 

day are laid out according to the same temple pattern, and the 

Catholic priesthood is based on the Old Testament temple 

priesthood. Even the vestments, rituals and paraphernalia (candles, 

incense, holy water etc), including the Holy of Holies and the altar 

of holocaust, are retained. But instead of the slaying of animals, 

http://www.k4communications.com/messianic/temple_gates.html
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the sacrifice of Christ’s body, the eating of his flesh and drinking 

of his blood are remembered and re-enacted. Every day all over the 

world this ritual is repeated and millions of Catholics partake of 

this God-given food. The Mass upholds the world because it is the 

Passion. It is the point where time and eternity meet. This has 

enormous implications for how we view the origin, purpose and 

goal of human existence and of the Universe as we know it. 

Behind what we call the Universe is a vaster angelic and spiritual 

one created by God which is not limited or constricted by time. Its 

limitation lies only in its subjection to the Eternal and Almighty 

God. In the Mass the angelic, spiritual realm unites with time-

bound humanity in the ritual which is the ultimate form of praise 

offered to the Father in the Holy Spirit, that is to say, the complete 

self-offering of the body and blood, soul and divinity, of our Lord 

Jesus Christ in atonement for our sins and those of the whole 

world, as the words of the Divine Mercy Chaplet express it.  

It is worth quoting St Paul’s words in the letter to the 

Ephesians chapter 1. They reveal the great insight he had into this 

mystery:  “before the world was made God chose us in Christ to 

make us praise the glory of his grace, his free gift to us in the 

Beloved, in whom, through his blood, we gain our freedom, the 

forgiveness of our sins. He has let us know the mystery of his 

purpose, the hidden plan he so kindly made in Christ from the 

beginning, to act upon when the times had run their course to the 

end that he would bring everything together under Christ as head, 

everything in heaven and everything on earth.” 

St Augustine in his homilies also spoke about Christ as 

Head, following St Paul’s teaching that the Church is Christ’s 

body, Christ being the head and we the members. At the 

Ascension, says Augustine, Christ returned to the Father taking our 

humanity with him, a humanity which can never be separated from 

him. As our Head he reigns in glory but in his members on earth 

he still suffers until the end of time when he will present his whole 

body to the Father.  

Although the Passion was historically undergone by Jesus 

nearly 2000 years ago as a once and for all atoning sacrifice, from 
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an eternal perspective, God’s viewpoint, it is not yet complete until 

the end of time. That is why St Paul speaks in the letter to the 

Colossians about his own sufferings helping to complete what is 

lacking in the sufferings of Christ (Cf. Colossians 1:24). 

Going back to Ezekiel’s vision of the temple and the idea 

of superimposing the crucifixion on its layout, some further 

reflections are necessary. The gates of the temple are wider on the 

outside than they are on the inside. They are nail-shaped, and 

appropriately that is where the hands and feet of Jesus are 

positioned.  

Jesus’ head rests on the Holy of Holies. The curtain of the 

Holy of Holies was torn from top to bottom at the moment of 

Christ’s death according to the Gospels. St Paul saw its 

significance, explaining that we now have access to the Throne of 

Mercy (the Hilasterion in Greek = mercy seat) through the blood 

of Christ who is himself the Hilasterion (Romans 3:25). Once a 

year, the High Priest would enter this Holy of Holies with the 

blood of a sacrificed bull to atone for the sins of all the people. 

That blood foreshadowed Christ’s blood. It is in the heavenly Holy 

of Holies that Christ now stands as our Head and intercedes for us. 

This is the great theme of the letter to the Hebrews (Hebrews 9:5). 

The heart of Christ rests on the altar of holocaust. It was 

from under this altar, from the south side, that Ezekiel saw water 

coming out and flowing eastwards. This is the foreshadowing of 

Jesus’ pierced side. The water became a torrent running through 

the east gate and was for the cleansing and healing of the nation. In 

the Book of Revelation (ch 21) the same vision of water is for the 

cleansing and healing of the whole world. 

The east gate, where the feet of Jesus are aligned is to 

remain closed in Ezekiel’s vision: “This gate shall be shut; it shall 

not be opened, and no man shall enter by it, because the LORD God 

of Israel has entered by it” (Ezekiel 44:2). This is where Our Lady 

is standing in John’s Gospel. The Fathers of the Church recognized 

that she with her perpetual virginity was the east gate which was to 

remain closed because through her God took our human nature. 

She is inseparably linked with her Son’s life, death, atoning 
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sacrifice and glory in heaven. She brought him into the world, she 

shared his suffering and she will bring in his second coming. The 

water from the side of Christ, as in the water from under Ezekiel’s 

altar, passes through her.  

Christ’s side was pierced when he had already died. When 

John speaks of death in his Gospel he refers to it as sleeping. 

Lazarus was said to be sleeping even although Jesus knew he had 

died. As well as allusions to Ezekiel in describing the pierced side 

of Jesus, John is alluding to the creation of Eve from Adam’s side 

while he was in a deep sleep. Born from the side of Christ is the 

Church bought by his blood and cleansed in the water of baptism, 

the one whom the book of Revelation calls the Bride. This takes 

place in the presence of Our Lady who as the mother of Christ’s 

body is thus the Mother of the Church, the Mother of the graces 

pouring forth from the heart of Jesus and the Mother of Mercy. 

For St John the Evangelist the cross of Christ is both an 

altar and a throne of glory. It is the altar on which the Lamb of 

God is slain and it is the throne of glory where the mission of 

God’s unfathomable mercy is accomplished by Jesus. John needed 

to deviate from the traditions in the first three Gospels about the 

cleansing of the temple and the day on which the Passover was 

celebrated by Jesus and his disciples in order to express the truth 

about time and eternity coming together in the life of Jesus. 

Scholars speak of “realized eschatology” in John’s Gospel, that is 

to say, what Jesus is to accomplish through the cross is already 

accomplished, anyone who believes in him has eternal life and 

they will be raised up on the last day. From God’s eternal point of 

view his Word who took flesh is already glorified but in his 

members on earth he is still suffering; there is still an urgency. The 

end of time is seen by God but it is still to come, and will come 

soon. This is the message of John’s second book, that of 

Revelation. Most remarkably, where the first three Gospels tell of 

the Ascension and Pentecost happening forty and fifty days after 

the resurrection respectively to fulfil scripture and to accord with 

the limitations of time as we know it, St John’s Gospel has the 

Ascension take place on the cross where Christ through his death 
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returns to the Father, and Pentecost occurs simultaneously when 

Jesus expires on the cross, that is he gives up his spirit. Three days 

later he breathes on the disciples and says: “receive the Holy 

Spirit.” The first three Gospels are correct to record the Ascension 

and Pentecost as they do, and so is John to complete the truth of 

the matter in his realized eschatology. Both are true. 

The blood and water came forth from the human heart of 

God. Pope Benedict said that Jesus is God with a human heart. 

This is why the pierced side of Jesus is so central to both time and 

eternity. God did not have a human heart until it was formed in 

Mary’s womb. His blood was her blood, his heart came from her. 

As the Council of Chalcedon said of the two natures of Jesus 

(human and divine) in one person: “what he was (in eternity) he 

remained; what he was not (in time) he became.” 

Jesus’ last words on the cross according to John’s Gospel 

were “I thirst” and “It is accomplished.” These express both the 

agony and the glory of Christ in the Passion. As Head his Passion 

and its atoning power are accomplished; in his members however 

his Passion continues; he is still in agony. Julian of Norwich 

expresses this mystery: “For insofar as Christ is our Head, he is 

glorious and impassible, but with respect to his body, to which all 

his members are joined, he is not yet fully glorified or wholly 

impassible. For he still has that same thirst and longing which he 

had upon the cross, which desire, longing and thirst, as I see it, 

were in him from without beginning, and he will have this until the 

time that the last soul which will be saved has come up into his 

bliss” (Showings ch 31 – Long text). Her contemporary mystic and 

acquaintance, Margery Kempe, tells the same in her account of her 

own mystical experiences: whilst contemplating a “pietà” (wall-

painting of Christ being taken down from the cross and given to 

his mother) she broke into her characteristic loud weeping. When 

confronted by a priest with the words: “Damsel, Christ Jesus is 

dead long since!” she retorted: “Ah yes, Sir, but his death is as 

fresh to me as if he had died this same day. And methinks it ought 

to be the same for you and for all Christian people” (Book of 

Margery Kempe ch. 60). 
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The piercing of the side of Christ then is the place where 

time and eternity meet and where the human heart of God is 

opened wide. It is the point to focus on, as the Chaplet does. It is 

the daily focus of the Mass ever since the crucifixion. The saints 

throughout the Church’s history have pointed to it through their 

love of the Passion, and it is again urged on the world in its final 

days before the second coming through the Divine Mercy 

devotions. On 25th March 1936 St Faustina had yet another of her 

many internal visions during meditation. In this one Our Lady said 

to her: “I gave the Saviour to the world; as for you, you have to 

speak to the world about his great mercy and prepare the world for 

the second coming of him who will come, not as a merciful 

Saviour, but as a just Judge. O how terrible is that day! 

Determined is the day of justice, the day of divine wrath. The 

angels tremble before it. Speak to souls about this great mercy 

whilst it is still time for granting mercy” (Diary 635).  

In the final chapter of Ezekiel there is a repetitive word-

echo in the Hebrew text attached to the Hebrew word ehad (= one) 

which resounds like the hammering of nails as the prophet 

allocates portions of territory to the tribes of Israel centred around 

the temple of the age to come. It is the hammering of nails into the 

temple. It is a haunting sound to an intriguing prophetic book; it is 

the sound of the crucifixion. The Zondervan NIV Study Bible 

introduction to Ezekiel describes his style thus:  “Prophetic books 

are usually largely poetic, the prophets apparently having spoken 

in imaginative and rhythmic styles. Most of Ezekiel, however, is 

prose, perhaps due to his priestly background. His repetitions have 

an unforgettable hammering effect.” 

Any view of life which is not through the pierced side of 

Jesus will be at best distracted, at worst distorted. Reality can only 

be properly perceived through the Passion. O that the world, and 

especially its leaders, realized this before it is too late!!! 

 

DMM  
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“CLOTHED IN MERCY” 
A REFLECTION ON THE 2015 PLUSCARDEN PENTECOST 

LECTURES GIVEN BY ABBOT ERIK VARDEN O.C.S.O. 

 

 

“The Church is the mercy of God that is to spread itself (flutter) 

over mankind.” As strange as it may sound, Fr Erik spent most of 

his time with us telling stories. The one contained in The Cave of 

Treasures, an ancient work coming from the Syriac tradition, took 

the centre stage. Lectures 2 and 3 were almost entirely dedicated to 

this midrashic retelling of the story for us Christians, history of 

man’s creation, fall and redemption. There were other stories 

drawn from a wide range of sources: from contemporary novels, 

from the monastic desert tradition, from Fr Erik’s personal 

experience; but these too contained in themselves bits, echoes of 

that “meta-narrative” at the heart of our faith. Stories within 

stories, illustrated and interpreted by stories… Consequently, this 

multilayered “retelling” had nothing to do with mere repetition, it 

was subtle and creative – it was “monastic theology in images” at 

work, fruit of lectio divina. To give full justice to such a clever and 

unusual way of delivering a series of lectures, I should probably 

turn this review into yet another story, one that would throw still 

more light on the subject matter, squeeze out still more meaning, 

draw into it a still wider range of contemporary human experience. 

However, know thyself, as the saying goes – I wouldn’t be able to. 

Let me then fall back on simply stating what the lectures were 

about and what I personally found most impressive. 

Fr Erik stated his aims clearly at the beginning. He set 

himself to offer fresh perspectives on human maturing inspired 

predominantly by the Christian Orient of the fourth and fifth 

centuries. These perspectives were to complement and enrich our 

Western views, inherited as they are to a large extent from St 

Augustine (content) and from Scholasticism and the 

Enlightenment (form), and to strengthen and reinforce the truth 

claims of Christianity challenged by the general loss of a coherent 

sense of meaning in our society. Maturing depends on knowing 
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our origins and our destiny. For us, of course, both are Christ, he is 

the Alpha and the Omega, and yet we are still going somewhere, 

human life is not a cycle which ends exactly where it started. We 

have to perform a passage, we have to discern the right way, and 

we have to enter into a new life – the mystery of Christ’s death and 

Resurrection. We are free and responsible beings. There are 

serious choices to be made, hard work to do, suffering to endure, 

the possibility of going wrong is real. It is therefore not enough to 

have a “spirituality” in the modern sense of the word, something 

restricted, sectional and often fairly vague. Christianity demands 

and offers something much more radical, spirituality in the true 

sense of the word is like a road map, it tells one how to get to this 

new life, how to enter into it and abide in it. It is not about 

acquisition, it is about conversion, we are called to transcend 

ourselves. Yet all this, scary as it sounds, surprisingly ends up 

giving us plenty of joy and unites us to others. So who are we and 

how do we grow? 

The Cave of Treasures, this Syriac classic which St Ephrem 

himself apparently knew by heart, offers us many interesting 

insights in the form of images. It narrates for us the history of the 

world up to the Resurrection, and does that to a large extent by 

following the fate of our first ancestor Adam. As we know, “in the 

beginning (…) the earth was without form and void, and darkness 

was over the face of the deep, and the Spirit of God was hovering 

over the face of the waters” (Gen 1:1-2). And the Spirit was like a 

bird that makes its young incubate by covering them with its 

wings. He was fluttering above everything that was about to be 

born, and so, right from the very beginning, everything is covered 

with a primordial blessing. That is why during the liturgy, when 

calling down this same Spirit on the gifts of bread and wine, 

priests in the Syriac tradition make a fluttering gesture with their 

fingers. More importantly, and this Fr Erik told us to learn by heart 

and to meditate on, after Pentecost “the Church is the mercy of 

God that is to spread itself (flutter) over mankind”. Adam was 

created on a Friday morning (the sixth day, after all), and the 

glorious and tragic events of his life are mirrored by what 
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happened to Jesus of Nazareth on another Friday, some 5500 years 

later according to The Cave. Adam was made to be a bridge 

between God and creation, he united extremes – he was an image 

of God’s countenance, but made out of the most basic, lowest 

elements. He was a microcosm, a priest and a temple at the same 

time, made to elevate everything to God. As soon as he stood up, 

he was given a robe of glory and a crown to wear, he was not 

naked! Angels were astonished and troubled when they saw him; 

they were made of nobler stuff (fire) and found it hard to look at 

the supreme beauty of God’s countenance made out of mere dust. 

Some rebelled. On the third hour Adam entered Paradise (image of 

the Church), Eve was formed, and God, in view of the tragedy that 

was about to happen, covered both of them in advance (!) with 

robes of mercy. They fell, and for three hours they were allowed to 

taste the bitterness of it; for shame they covered themselves with 

garments of matter (fig leaves). On the sixth hour God pronounced 

the sentence of expulsion, but at the same time he encouraged 

them and clothed them with mysterious garments of skin. They 

lived on the slopes of a very high mountain, on the outskirts of 

Paradise; they lived sustained by its fragrance. Years later, also on 

a Friday, on the ninth hour, Adam died and was buried – first in a 

cave (“of treasures” of course!), and later, when his descendants 

fell ever lower, deep in the centre of the earth. The history carried 

on seemingly without him. There was the Flood, but have you ever 

thought of it as a blessing? Yes, it drowned and destroyed, but it 

also elevated us again right up to the outskirts of Paradise, so that 

we could smell its fragrance again and be reminded of its 

existence. Do you know the name of the priest who was left to 

minister by the grave of Adam in the centre of the earth? 

Melchizedek! When Good Friday finally came, the Cross stood 

directly over the place where Adam was buried, and the Blood of 

Christ trickled slowly down to where he slept and entered his 

mouth and awoke him… 

If that’s not beautiful, then I don’t know what is. But is it 

true? How can Scripture be moulded so freely, almost carelessly? 

Well, The Cave of Treasures is not, strictly speaking, a theological 
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treatise, reading it is more like entering an art gallery. The figure 

of Adam is given to us as a mirror. What do we see? In him we see 

both God and what we ourselves were intended to be, but our 

origins are the sacrament of our destiny. In spite of the Fall, we see 

the omnipresent benevolence of God towards us expressed as 

mercy, and we are reminded that through grace it is still possible to 

live by the fragrance of Paradise. But first we have to stand firm in 

truth, to remember Adam; that is who we are and where we are 

going. After all, as Fr Erik pointed out, it is no coincidence that the 

Greek word for truth is alētheia, negative (a-) of forgetfulness! It 

takes courage to remember, there is pain, tragedy, trauma, guilt, 

but mercy and glory are interwoven with it all.  

Growth happens in stages, and in The Cave these are 

represented by various garments. We also have to put them on. For 

practical examples and orientations on how to do it, in his last 

lecture (4) Fr Erik turned to the Desert Fathers, more specifically 

to the Lausiac History of Palladius, a work explicitly written as a 

pharmakon lēthē (cure against forgetfulness). It was heartening to 

listen to these familiar stories being taken so seriously! They 

deserve it. The desert tradition is much more than fairly harmless 

and mildly amusing monastic folklore. I encourage everyone who 

happens to be reading this review to find out for him- or herself. 

The abbas and ammas of the desert went through it all, often in a 

very spectacular manner, just think of Paesia, the converted 

prostitute, or Arsenius, who was “all flame” when he prayed… We 

listened with tears in our eyes. Fr Erik ended his excellent lectures 

by stressing the role of mercy. Quite a lot of what we have talked 

about is at least conceivable outside the Church, he observed; the 

unique contribution of Christianity, the great difference that it 

makes, is mercy. God clothed us with it, we in our turn need to 

spread it over the whole world, cover all of its history and every 

single human being, so that people can remember who they really 

are. 

 

DSP 

 



27 

WHAT IS A BENEDICTINE? 
 

 

Sometimes I’m asked: What is a Benedictine? What is 

characteristic of the Benedictine monk or nun? This is an attempt 

to answer that question – briefly. 

All Benedictines follow the Rule of St Benedict, as do our 

Cistercian brothers and sisters, and take vows of stability, 

conversion of life and obedience: the modern vows of poverty, 

chastity and obedience being implicit within the Benedictine ones. 

Yet within the Benedictine Confederation there are 20 

congregations of monks, or families of monasteries, and numerous 

congregations of Benedictine nuns. Each monastery is independent 

and has its own customs based on the Rule and the unique charism 

of each house. There is no monolithic organisation and no set type 

of Benedictine. This differentiates Benedictines from the modern 

orders which tend to have a more centralized formation and way of 

life. Benedictine congregations and the Confederation itself, which 

links our very disparate families, serve to aid and encourage while 

direct intervention in a monastery's life is only for the most serious 

of reasons: subsidiarity is very Benedictine!  More important than 

the juridical bonds of a confederation or congregation, the Rule of 

St Benedict itself is the spirit that links Benedictines and produces 

tangible signs of a oneness that span communities of different 

cultures on different continents, both those leading a purely 

“contemplative” (we Benedictines prefer the term monastic with 

strict enclosure) life or those engaged in apostolic work to 

whatever degree. 

The media delight in images of the monastic life, monks 

chanting in choir, large gothic churches and buildings. These 

reflect two primary characteristics of the Benedictine life: liturgy 

and stability. The Rule's emphasis on the liturgy is reflected in the 

centrality of this in every Benedictine community, where the 

whole day is punctuated by the hours of the divine office. The 

monastic church, which may not be large or gothic in most 

communities, and its accompanying buildings reflect Benedictine 
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stability. All Benedictines take a vow of stability to their 

monastery or community and hence, most monasteries appear 

large because the monks  stay in one place praying (church), 

working (workshops), studying (library) and receiving guests 

(extra accommodation). Hence monastic complexes, even when a 

community may have only moderate numbers of monks, may 

appear large because the entirety of one's life is lived there, in the 

enclosure as the privileged place to meet God without distraction, 

and through the guesthouse, to share this special point of divine 

contact with the world. The workshop where we are to toil 

faithfully... is the enclosure and stability in the community (Rule of 

St Benedict). 

A Benedictine does not live in isolation, he lives under a 

rule and an abbot in a community. The monk’s life and will is 

directed by the needs of his brother monks in whom we see the 

face of Christ. The Abbot is neither a group facilitator nor a 

dictator, rather he is the father of the community, a family, always 

guided by the objective law of the Rule, the Gospel and the 

Church. The monk has freely submitted his obedience to this 

superior. Why? To receive guidance on the rough road to eternal 

life. Hence it is most important for a Benedictine to listen and to 

absorb with humility and maturity the advice of his abbot. St 

Benedict opens his Rule with this very admonition: Listen, O son, 

to the instructions of your master and incline the ear of your heart 

and happily accept and willingly fulfil the advice of a loving 

father. Benedictine obedience is filial, not regimental, since it is to 

a loving father; it requires the mature response of the monk to 

listen and to obey the abbot and the brethren. 

Maturity is developed by the division of the day into work 

and prayer, as prescribed by the common rule of the community.   

Idleness is the enemy of the soul and so the brothers must be 

occupied at set times in work of the hands and at set times in lectio 

divina  (from chapter 48  of the Rule of St Benedict). This is the 

characteristic ora et labora, pray and work, of the balanced 

Benedictine life. Significant time must be set aside for lectio 

divina, the prayerful reading of Sacred Scripture, the Fathers and 
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documents of the Church, so that the monk may mature in his 

understanding and relationship with Christ. St Benedict also 

wanted his followers to support themselves through various crafts 

within the enclosure, not forgetting ordinary housework! 

A Benedictine attempts to live the Christian life more 

intensely in community, under an abbot and the Rule of St 

Benedict, with a particular stress on the sanctification of time 

through the praise of God in the liturgy and in daily labour. It is a 

calling of listening in the desert of the cloister, listening to the 

Lord in the Word and listening to Christ in the guest and one’s 

fellow monks. 

DTC 

 

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

Laudato si’ 

 

“Jesus lived in full harmony with creation, and others were 

amazed: ‘What sort of man is this, that even the winds and the sea 

obey him?’ (Mt 8:27). His appearance was not that of an ascetic set 

apart from the world, nor of an enemy to the pleasant things of life. 

Of himself he said: ‘The Son of Man came eating and drinking and 

they say, “Look, a glutton and a drunkard!”’ (Mt 11:19). He was 

far removed from philosophies which despised the body, matter 

and the things of the world. Such unhealthy dualisms, nonetheless, 

left a mark on certain Christian thinkers in the course of history 

and disfigured the Gospel. Jesus worked with his hands, in daily 

contact with the matter created by God, to which he gave form by 

his craftsmanship. It is striking that most of his life was dedicated 

to this task in a simple life which awakened no admiration at all: 

‘Is not this the carpenter, the son of Mary?’ (Mk 6:3). In this way 

he sanctified human labour and endowed it with a special 

significance for our development. As St John Paul II taught, ‘by 

enduring the toil of work in union with Christ crucified for us, man 

in a way collaborates with the Son of God for the redemption of 

humanity’ (Laborem Exercens 27).” 

Pope Francis, Laudato si’, 98 
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BOOK REVIEW 
 

 

Understanding the Alphabet of the Dead Sea Scrolls: Development 

– Chronology – Dating by Ada Yardeni.  

Published by CARTA Jerusalem 2014. Distributed by Alban 

Books in UK. 40 pages. ISBN 9789652208583. Price: £11.99. 

 

Born in Israel and thus a Modern Hebrew (ivrit) speaker, Ada 

Yardeni studied art, calligraphy and did a PhD in palaeography 

and epigraphy at the Hebrew University and is the foremost expert 

in ancient Semitic manuscripts. 

In the foreword, Executive Director of the Dead Sea 

Scrolls Foundation, Weston Fields, describes this book as 

impressive and comments that it “makes it easy to understand why 

no one ever hears a single criticism of Ada Yardeni’s professional 

abilities as a palaeographer.” 

It is impressive!  Forty glossy pages with over one hundred 

clear illustrations including maps, drawings, charts and photos of 

manuscripts, stone carvings, figurines, coins and other ancient 

artefacts containing ancient Hebrew and Aramaic lettering. The 

illustrations dominate the book and the text condenses the history 

of the development of these alphabets and analyses examples from 

inscriptions where key changes to the shape of the written letters 

take place. 

Starting with the oldest extant biblical inscription, part of 

the priestly blessing of Numbers 6:24-26 incised in early Hebrew 

letters on two silver plaques found in a Jerusalem tomb and dating 

to 6
th

 Century BC, she then explains and illustrates older early 

Hebrew inscriptions, some non-biblical and others such as the 

famous Lachish Letters, connected with the bible. Early Hebrew 

script was used from about 9
th

 century BC but its ancestor, 

Phoenician alphabet, is the origin also of Greek and Latin letters. 

The Phoenicians invented the alphabet but it was the 

Persian Empire which gave consistent form to the shape of the 

letters by making the Aramaic style of lettering the standard for all 
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official documents within that huge territory which stretched from 

India to the Balkans. The Jews in exile in Babylon adopted the 

Aramaic letter forms but preserved the classic Hebrew script 

among the priestly classes. The greatest changes in the shape of 

the letters came with the Fall of the Persian empire to the Greeks 

and the gradual replacement of the official Aramaic script  with a 

variety of local script styles ranging from Jewish (used by Jews in 

Judaea) to Arabic (from the Nabatean script, the “mother of the 

Arabic scripts”). Of all the ancient forms of the Hebrew letter 

shapes those of the “Jewish” script, the main script of the Dead 

Sea Scrolls, as it was written in the first century BC, resembles 

most the Modern Hebrew square script of printed bibles. 

The manuscripts found in the Judaean Desert and known as 

the Dead Sea Scrolls comprise about 900 texts dating from the late 

third century BC up until the end of the Bar Kochba Revolt in 135 

AD. They were written by many different hands with varying 

levels of skill. They show the evolution of the “Jewish” script 

moving away from the Aramaic script. 

The book shows how this ancient script developed from 

squiggly cursive letters to the neat square lettering found in many 

of the Dead Sea Scrolls. Using comparison charts, photos of 

artefacts containing writing, enlarging what is often minute 

writing, transcribing and highlighting the letters for discussion, the 

author illustrates the history the written Hebrew and Aramaic 

alphabet up to and within the time-frame of the Dead Sea Scrolls.  

This book will be interesting for anyone with a well-

informed knowledge of the background history of the bible, even if 

they do not read Hebrew. For those who do read Hebrew, the 

amateur can get excited; the teacher has graphic illustrative 

material to enhance lessons; the professional scholar has been 

provided, as Weston Fields said in the foreword, “with a glimpse 

of the very inner workings of her (the author’s) mind…she has 

divulged her trade secrets.” 

It takes a confident and generous scholar to provide such a 

tool, a genius with the ability to illustrate. Being also an artist and 

calligrapher, Ada Yardeni has combined several areas of expertise 
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in her work. As a palaeographer she has deciphered what looks to 

the untrained eyes like graffiti squiggles from ancient cursive 

script; as an artist she has expertly transcribed these, signing off 

many of her copies with her signature in the way artists sign their 

paintings; as a calligrapher she has illustrated in very readable 

fashion how each letter was formed. 

DMM 

 

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

 

Laudato si’ 

 

“If we reflect on the proper relationship between human beings 

and the world around us, we see the need for a correct 

understanding of work; if we talk about the relationship between 

human beings and things, the question arises as to the meaning and 

purpose of all human activity … Underlying every form of work is 

a concept of the relationship which we can and must have with 

what is other than ourselves. Together with the awe-filled 

contemplation of creation which we find in St Francis, the 

Christian spiritual tradition has also developed a rich and balanced 

understanding of the meaning of work. 

We can also look to the great tradition of monasticism. 

Originally, it was a kind of flight from the world, an escape from 

the decadence of the cities. The monks sought the desert, 

convinced that it was the best place for encountering the presence 

of God. Later, St Benedict of Norcia proposed that his monks live 

in community, combining prayer and spiritual reading with manual 

labour (ora et labora). Seeing manual labour as spiritually 

meaningful proved revolutionary. Personal growth and 

sanctification came to be sought in the interplay of recollection 

and work. This way of experiencing work makes us more 

protective and respectful of the environment; it imbues our 

relationship to the world with a healthy sobriety.” 

 

Pope Francis, Laudato si’, 125-6 


