
1 

  

Pluscarden Benedictines 

No. 179 News and Notes for our Friends Autumn 2017 

  

 

Contents 

 

Fr Abbot’s Letter 

From the Annals 

News from St Mary’s 

Experience of a Lifetime 

Rupert of Deutz 

David Jones and the Monks of Caldey Island 

Books read in the Refectory 

 

2 

5 

12 

16 

19 

24 

28 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cover: Our Lady of Fatima statue at Pluscarden Abbey 

 



2 

FR ABBOT’S LETTER 
 

Dear Friends, 

 

On the face of it, being a monk and being a pilgrim are very 

different expressions of the Christian spirit, the monk rooted in one 

place, the pilgrim consecrated, at least for a time, to a journey. But 

there has always been a close connection between monasteries and 

pilgrims. Monasteries have often been goals of pilgrimage, or 

places where pilgrims rest on their journey. Pluscarden has not 

been one of these. At the moment, however, we are the goal of a 

pilgrimage, the “1230 Walk. This has a twofold objective: it is a 

pilgrimage in the traditional sense, a journey to a sacred place 

(Pluscarden!); and it is an effort to raise money for the building of 

the new South Range at Pluscarden. We are most grateful to all the 

walkers and their helpers and patrons, and we look forward to their 

arrival here in the early days of September. We pray for them 

every day of their walk. 

In Chapter 53 of his Rule, “On the Reception of Guests”, St 

Benedict says, “Let fitting honour be shown to all, especially to the 

members of the household of the faith, and to pilgrims.” It is 

guessed that by “members of the household of the faith” St 

Benedict means monks and/or clerics. Pilgrims are linked with 

these because they are also are recognisably committed to a 

religious purpose, for which they deserve special respect.  

This general statement of St Benedict introduces detailed 

prescriptions for the welcoming of guests, that have formed the 

basis of Benedictine hospitality ever since: the Superior or 

brethren meet the guests, and greet them: “with bowed head or the 

whole body prostrate on the ground Christ, received in them, is 

worshipped.” Today we confine the external gesture to a bow, but 

the interior attitude is, we hope, the same. Then prayers are to be 

said, the Scriptures read, food provided, and “all humanity” 

shown. After describing what is done for the arriving guests, St 

Benedict restates his general principle that all must be honoured, 

repeating the special mention of pilgrims: “the greatest care should 
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be shown in the reception of the poor and of pilgrims because 

Christ is received especially in them.” 

St Benedict has in view two categories of guests: those who, 

like the monks themselves, are publicly dedicated to the service of 

the Christian faith; and those who specially need material help, the 

poor. Pilgrims are in both categories. To both categories the 

approach is the same. First, the guest must be seen and recognised. 

The care extended flows from this initial recognition. It is tempting 

to see in St Benedict’s description of the initial meeting between 

the monks and the guests an allusion to the parable of the prodigal 

son, giving to St Benedict’s Latin verb translated “meet” 

(occurrere) its strong literal sense of “run to”. In the parable the 

turning point is not when the father and prodigal son embrace in 

reconciliation, but before that, when the father sees his son coming 

from afar, and recognising him runs out to meet him. The monk 

(perhaps in his heart rather than with his feet) runs towards the 

guest, because he recognises him: that is, he recognises Christ in 

him. 

The recognition is the same whether the person is obviously in 

the service of Christ, a “member of the household of the faith”, or, 

in the case of the poor, not obviously so. (Note that in St 

Benedict’s day the monastic habit was similar enough to the 

clothes of non-monks that St Benedict wanted old habits given to 

the poor – who therefore might have looked rather like the monks, 

but were easily distinguished from them by the quality of their 

clothes.) Whatever the external appearance might be, it is the 

interior likeness to Christ that is recognised, by faith, and Christ is 

received in them. 

In St Benedict’s day pilgrims were a recognised category of 

religious persons, deserving of respect and practical help, like 

travelling monks or clerics. But the root meaning of the Latin word 

for pilgrim, “peregrinus”, is one who comes from a distant and 

foreign place: a stranger, an alien; someone living where he does 

not belong and is dependent on the tolerance of the local citizenry, 

in modern terms a “resident alien”. The elevation of such persons 

to a privileged category was a result of faith. 
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The Letter to the Hebrews recalls that the Patriarchs 

Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, and Sarah, all died “confessing that 

they are pilgrims and strangers on the earth” (Heb 11:13), and 

proposes them as models for all believers. Here “pilgrims” should 

certainly be understood in the sense of “resident aliens”. The 

category of the “resident alien” was a defining one for the People 

of God in the Old Testament. In the beginning the Israelites are 

themselves aliens, first, in the time of the Patriarchs, within the 

Promised Land, then in Egypt. After they had taken possession of 

the Promised Land and were living in it as citizens, “resident 

alien” became a defining category in a new sense. It was to be 

characteristic of Israel that in her the resident alien would be 

welcomed and protected: “The stranger who sojourns with you 

shall be to you as the native among you, and you shall love him as 

yourself; for you were strangers in the land of Egypt: I am the 

Lord your God” (Lev 19:34). And, movingly, Ex 23:9: “you know 

the heart of a stranger, for you were strangers in the land of 

Egypt.” 

All this underlies how St Benedict would have his monks 

look towards the approaching pilgrim. The monk’s recognition in 

faith of the one approaching the monastery’s gate comes from the 

same place in the heart as the ancient Israelite’s remembrance that 

“you were strangers in the land of Egypt”. It is the heartfelt 

remembrance of what Christ has done for us, who once were 

“separated from Christ, alienated from the commonwealth of Israel 

and strangers to the covenants of promise, without hope and 

without God in the world; once far off, now in Christ Jesus 

brought near in the blood of Christ” (Eph. 2:12-13). It is this 

remembering that makes us recognise in the stranger the likeness 

to ourselves. 

         

Yours devotedly in Christ, 
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FROM THE ANNALS 
 

May 2017 

2
nd

: Ulf Samuelson, a guest from Sweden, gave a short organ 

recital for the community this afternoon at 3.45.  

3
rd

: Feast of Saints Philip and James. It is the 64
th

 anniversary of 

Dom Adrian’s profession. Bros Michael and Thomas went to a 

presentation on mental illness at Culloden: how to recognise 

certain conditions and what to expect and how to deal with the 

people who have them.  

Today the Dominican sisters from Elgin were at Mass. Fr 

Benedict gave to them the statue of Our Lady of Lourdes which 

had been given to us by the Sisters of Mercy in Elgin. The sisters 

wanted it for a May procession they are holding with St 

Sylvester’s School. In the archives there are pictures of a May 

procession in 1952 at Greyfriars with the same statue. 

7
th

: FOURTH SUNDAY OF EASTER. Fr Abbot departed for a 

meeting of the Visitors’ Council in Rome and at Subiaco. He is 

intending to return to Pluscarden by way of the Wirral to see his 

mother who is unwell. 

11
th

: Fr Giles’ mother’s health seems to be deteriorating again.  

13
th

: Centenary of the Appearances of Our Lady at Fatima. 
We do not usually keep the Memoria of Our Lady of Fatima, but 

today we did in honour of the occasion. We followed the liturgy of 

a Memoria of Our Lady. 

22
nd

: Fr Benedict blessed Greyfriars Convent, at the invitation of 

the Dominican Sisters. The story of how the Greyfriars Statue of 

Our Lady came here then went back again is widely reported. It is 

on our web site. 

23
rd

: After None, Mr Raymond Spasowski gave a piano concert in 

the Chapter House. The performance was a dazzling display of 

virtuoso playing, lasting about 35 minutes. This was to replace the 

fund raising concert formerly booked at Brodie Castle, which Mr. 

Spasowski had to cancel through ill health. 

24
th

: Fr Martin went out to anoint Mike Carson Rowland. The 

latter died a few minutes after Fr Martin departed. He was a 
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regular at our 10.00 am Sunday Mass, and stalwart of the 

Association for Latin Liturgy. He is to be buried here. 

25
th

: ASCENSION DAY. The bee department reports a good 

Spring crop of honey. 

30
th

: Fr Abbot and Br Michael left for the Ghana Trustees meeting 

at Chilworth. Fr Abbot goes on to Prinknash for a pastoral visit 

and Br Michael to Worth for a bursars’ meeting. They meet up at 

Gatwick at the weekend and go to Val-des-Choux. The 1230 

pilgrimage begins on Pentecost and Fr Abbot celebrates a Mass.  

 

June 2017 
1

st
: This evening Fr Martin received the body of Mike Carson-

Rowland into the church in preparation for his funeral which takes 

place tomorrow. Fr John Kirwan MHM, an oblate, has come up for 

the funeral. 

2
nd

: The funeral Mass of Michael Carson-Rowland took place at 

10.30. Fr Martin was the principal celebrant and Fr John Kirwan 

concelebrated. Fr Benedict and Br Joseph sang at the Mass.  

4
th

: PENTECOST 2017. Dr Francesca Murphy, who is to give the 

Pentecost Lectures has arrived.  

6
th

: The first of this year’s Pentecost Lectures began just after 3.00 

pm. Dr Murphy is reading chapters of an allegorical novel she has 

written about secularism called Gnosis and the Theocrats from 

Mars. In this novel earth has been invaded by robots from Mars 

who instigate a secularised regime on earth.  

7
th

: Dr Murphy continued with her allegorical novel. In the 

morning she gave the back story, giving prominence to 

Prometheus and in the afternoon gave further narrative. She did 

have to miss out some of the chapters due to lack of time, 

including one on the French Dominican Lacordaire. She 

recapitulated human history using the categories of priest, king and 

prophet, looking at them in their relation to time. She has indicated 

that comedy is to play a part in the redemption of the human race 

from the robots. 

8
th

: Dr Murphy concluded her novel in which the main characters 

are kidnapped, taken to Mars, escape, free Prometheus and then 
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return to free earth from the robots in a comic fashion. 

Fr Abbot told of blessing a stone from Val-des-Choux at the 

Mass on the afternoon of Pentecost. This stone is to be carried by 

the Pilgrims all the way to Pluscarden. He also gave brief details of 

the meeting at Worth Abbey of the Union of Monastic Superiors, 

including a meeting with the Archbishop of Canterbury at 

Lambeth Palace. 

9
th

: Feast of St Columba. Libby Petrie and a friend set up flower 

displays in preparation for the arrival of the pilgrimage statue of 

Our Lady of Fatima, which is due here on Sunday. 

11
th

: TRINITY SUNDAY. The pilgrimage statue of Our Lady of 

Fatima arrived. It has been set up in front of the south wall of the 

transepts where the icon of Our Lady usually sits. The statue is to 

be here for nine days, with a novena of prayer. 

12
th

: We heard about pittance time that Mrs Conacher, Fr Giles’ 

mother, had died in her sleep this morning; she was ninety-four.  

Fr Joe McAuley, parish priest of St Brendan’s Yoker, 

Clydebank, and chaplain to the Fatima Apostolate, Scotland, has 

come to lead a service tomorrow in connection with the presence 

of the Pilgrimage statue of Our Lady of Fatima. 

13
th

: Today is the 100th anniversary of the second appearance of 

Our Lady at Fatima. Since we have her Pilgrimage Statue, we have 

been given several leaflets and plastic rosaries to lay out in the 

transepts. These are to encourage people to pray before the statue 

and to disseminate information about Our Lady of Fatima and 

about the devotions connected with her and the pilgrimage statue. 

At midday Fr Joe McAuley led a service of rosary and devotions 

to Our Lady of Fatima. We had about 40 people including 

members of the community.  

16
th

: Br Cyprian arrived back from his course in Rome. 

17
th

: There was a concert at 8.00 pm of Venetian music given by 

Musick Fyne and a group of trumpeters. 

18
th

: CORPUS & SANGUIS CHRISTI. Fr Abbot presided at 

Conventual Mass and preached. After Mass there was a procession 

to St Benedict’s Garden and back to the church, where the Blessed 
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Sacrament was exposed until after Vespers. There was watching 

from after Mass until Vespers.  

Fr Giles left out on display several items from his French trip, 

including an eighteenth century book of St Gregory the Great’s 

homilies on the Gospel. The book originally belonged to a Maurist 

house and has the shelf number on it. The book is in boards, but 

the leather binding has been lost, except for the front cover which 

is detached from the boards. The stitching seems in good condition 

and the hemp cords still attach the book block to the boards. 

19
th

: Fr Benedict departed for Wolverhampton where he is to give 

a three day retreat to the Carmelites there. He is then going to 

Clacton-on-Sea to visit Sisters Mary Oliver and Mary Vianney, 

formerly Sisters of Mercy in Elgin. 

The funeral of Mrs Joyce Conacher, Fr Giles’s mother, took 

place at 10.30. Fr Giles presided at the Mass and preached. Mrs 

Conacher was buried in our cemetery with her late husband.  

In the afternoon we had a common room tea with Tony 

Broderick as our guest, to thank him for looking after Dom Adrian 

while Br Cyprian was in Rome. 

22
nd

: In the afternoon a film crew from Brazil visited and took 

pictures of the abbey using a drone.  

24. SOLEMNITY OF THE BIRTH OF ST JOHN THE 

BAPTIST. Today is one of our patronal feasts. Fr Abbot presided 

at Office and at Conventual Mass.  

25
th

: TWELFTH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME. Today was 

the annual Aberdeen Diocesan Pilgrimage to Pluscarden Abbey. 

There were two choirs, the diocesan choir and the African choir. 

Mass began at 3.30 pm, with the bishop as the principal celebrant. 

Apart from the community priests there were only two priests from 

the diocese concelebrating. Bishop Hugh preached the homily on 

Our Lady. After Mass the pilgrims processed to St Benedict’s 

garden led by the Greyfriars statue of Our Lady of Lourdes. At St 

Benedict’s garden Fr Abbot led a decade of the rosary. After the 

congregation sang the Salve Regina, the African choir led many 

pilgrims out of the garden singing their own hymns with drums. 
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Duncan McGillivray played the pipes a little later beside the north 

door of the church. 

26
th

: Our Visitation began tonight, with Abbot-President 

Guillermo Arboledo and Fr Christian Leisy, his co-Visitor. Abbot 

Guillermo opened the Visitation at Chapter before Compline. He 

spoke a few sentences in hesitant English, and then changed to 

Italian which Fr Christian translated.  

27
th

: The Visitors began interviewing the brethren this morning 

and continued through the afternoon.  

28
th

: The Visitors completed their interviews of the brethren by the 

end of the day. In the evening after Vespers Br Michael took the 

Visitors to see the sea at Hopeman. 

29
th

: SOLEMNITY OF SAINTS PETER AND PAUL. The 

Visitors gave their report in the Chapter room. Fr Christian read it 

in English. After this, Abbot-President Guillermo declared the 

Visitation closed. At Chapter Abbot Guillermo told the brethren 

something of the situation of the curia in looking for new premises 

in Rome.  

 

JULY 2017 
1

st
: Today at noon Connor McCain and Claire Maple, both former 

students at St Andrew’s University and both from the USA, invited 

the community to celebrate their recent engagement with beer and 

nibbles in the breakfast parlour at St Benedict’s guest house. 

Several of the brethren attended, as did two of the Dominican 

sisters from Elgin, Sr Anna Christi and Sr Mary Nicholas. 

3
rd

: A film crew is to make a documentary on the Abbey. It is 

meant to be slow television and the hour long programme will 

simply be of the brethren and the life without any comment or 

interviews. The first members of the film crew were here this 

evening. 

6
th

: Early this morning Fr Martin and Br Simon set off for the 

south of England where they are to join the 1230 pilgrimage. Fr 

Martin is to stay with the pilgrims for two weeks and Br Simon for 

one; he is then to go to the Chant Forum meeting at Quarr. Fr 

Abbot left for a meeting of the Fernham trustees in London 
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tomorrow. He is to meet Sr Mary Frances of St Scholastica’s, 

Petersham. She is to come with him to Pluscarden to spend a few 

days here before going to the Chant Forum. 

7
th

: Fr Mark went to a Mass this evening at Nairn to celebrate the 

tenth anniversary of Ordination of Fr Damian, the new parish 

priest there. He is a Kiltegan Missionary Father and is at Nairn for 

two or three years. Fr James Bell preached. Several of the local 

Protestant clergy were also present.  

10
th

: A group of French Scouts are staying with us at the moment. 

Fr Abbot picked up from Elgin rail station Bishop Robert 

McManus of Worcester, Massachusetts, USA, together with 

Monsignor Kelly, a priest of his diocese and a canon of St Peter’s 

in Rome. They are staying with us for a couple of days.  

11
th

: SOLEMNITY OF ST BENEDICT. Fr Abbot presided and 

preached at Conventual Mass today. Fr Martin McLaughlin joined 

the community in concelebrating the Mass along with Monsignor 

Kelly and Canon Luke Smith.  

13
th

: A group of ordinands for the Scottish Episcopal Church is 

staying with us at the moment. Fr Abbot gave them a talk this 

afternoon on Lectio Divina. 

15
th

: Fr Giles gave an account of his travels with the 1230 pilgrims 

in France and the south of England before Vespers. The French 

scouts joined us at supper.  

17
th

: Br Michael departed for Quarr where he is to take part in a 

Chant Forum seminar together with Br Simon.  

26
th

: There were five priests here for Mass and lunch from the 

Communauté Saint Martin. We had in addition another three guest 

priests, which meant there were eight guest priests here at 

Conventual Mass 

28
th

: After None Br Cyprian gave the community a report on the 

course he undertook for three months in Rome and Assisi.  

30
th

: Br Michael and Fr Mark departed for Ampleforth, where they 

are to join the 1230 Pilgrimage Walk.  

Fr Abbot spoke at Chapter about Mount Saviour monastery in 

the USA, which he had just visited with Abbot Cuthbert Brogan of 

Farnborough, who has been acting as their Administrator. The 
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community there has had three solemn professions this year. They 

unanimously desire to join our Congregation (and Province) and to 

retain Abbot Cuthbert as their Administrator.  

31
st
: Bishop Hugh came for a brief visit, accompanied by Bishop 

Czeslaw Kozon of Copenhagen, en route to Aberdeen, after the 

Pilgrimage to Orkney, for the 900th anniversary of St Magnus. 

Bishop Hugh was very happy with that Pilgrimage: regarded by all 

involved as a great success, and also well covered and positively 

reported by the media. Ten Catholic Bishops and Archbishops 

together concelebrated Mass in St Magnus’ Cathedral in Kirkwall. 

They had Mass also on Egilsay, in the ruins of the Viking Church 

which stands on the site of Magnus’ martyrdom, with the sun 

shining on them.  

Bishop Czeslaw, who is President of the Scandinavian 

Bishops’ Conference, spoke to the community about his diocese. 

He presides over a largely immigrant Church, with fewer than 

50,000 Catholics, and 71 Priests. There is a convent of Benedictine 

nuns of Perpetual Adoration in Denmark; but no longer any 

Benedictine monks. Denmark is the one of the largest dioceses in 

the world, since it includes Faroe and Greenland. The Danish 

Government is currently making life hard for the Church with new 

restrictions on religious liberty and on immigration.  

Bishop Hugh also noted serious concerns following new UK 

Government immigration restrictions. A direct consequence is that 

some African Priests and Sisters who had been planning to come 

here to work have not been able to. This is seriously bad news, 

since the diocese depends on having this help from abroad. 

 

August 2017 

2
nd

: Fr Abbot is leading a couple of trainee permanent deacons in 

their pre-ordination retreat.  

The bee department reports a successful introduction of two 

queens purchased from Colonsay. 
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NEWS FROM ST MARY’S MONASTERY 
 

On Thursday February 23
rd

, Fr Dunstan departed on a long 

weekend road trip all the way to Virginia. He went there to attend 

the annual Vocations Weekend at Christendom College, along 

with Sr Mary Frances, the vocations director of St Scholastica 

Priory. They were invited by Fr Mark Wenzinger OSB, a chaplain 

at Christendom College, who accompanied three of the young men 

who came to our last Monastic Experience Weekend.   

On Thursday evening they spent the night in Cherry Hill, New 

Jersey, staying with the Franciscan Missionary Sisters of the Infant 

Jesus, for whom Fr Dunstan celebrated Mass the next morning. 

They had dinner on Thursday with Fr James (Jamie) King, a priest 

from the diocese of Camden, New Jersey, who has become a 

regular guest with us. Through Fr Jamie’s work as a chaplain for 

young people, the sisters now have a postulant from New Jersey, 

with another postulant from the same state due to enter the sisters’ 

community in the near future. 

The vocations weekend was an interesting and rewarding 

experience for both, with seeds planted for the future. They 

received a warm welcome and were billeted with local families 

with ties to the college. The grandmother of Fr Dunstan’s family 

was originally from Bradford, Yorkshire, a city Fr Dunstan had 

visited as a boy when his parents were touring Britain with their 

puppet show. So he felt right at home. As part of the event, Sr 

Mary Frances was asked to give a talk on prayer. Fr Dunstan, for 

his part, was invited to be one of the guest judges at their annual a 

cappella singing competition.  

This year Fr Gregory celebrated his Silver Jubilee of monastic 

profession. His actual anniversary was on March 5
th

. But since this 

date fell during Lent this year, Fr Gregory decided to hold the 

celebration earlier. So he picked Shrove Tuesday, which was 

fitting since we regularly have a common meal with the sisters on 

this day, and thus we could combine the two meals. At the same 

time we also celebrated Fr Dunstan’s Silver Jubilee, since he was 

away in Britain last year when his actual anniversary occurred, and 
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it was not possible for us to honor him at the time.   

Fr Abbot was unable to arrive in time for Shrove Tuesday due 

to other duties. However, he sent over Br Joseph, the sub-Prior of 

Pluscarden, to take his place. Br Joseph was able to stay for two 

weeks and we very much enjoyed having him with us. 

Several friends of the communities also came to the meal: 

Mark McCurn, Phil Zaleski, Andy DeLisle, Maureen Tynan, Kate 

Gagnon, and Sr Paula Kelleher the former Vicar for Religious of 

the Diocese of Worcester. Before the meal began there were some 

songs and skits for Fr Gregory and Fr Dunstan, featuring 

performances by Sr Mary Paula, Br Joseph and Fr Gregory’s 

formation class. 

After the meal Mark, Phil and Andy spoke in honor of Fr 

Gregory and shared some of their memories of him with us. 

Fr Abbot arrived in Petersham on March 10
th

. He flew in to 

Boston from Dallas, since he was in Texas conducting a canonical 

visitation of the monastery of Thien Tam. On Sunday March 12
th

, 

at Mass, Fr Gregory renewed his vows in the presence of Fr 

Abbot. Later that day, after None at chapter, we presented Fr 

Gregory with some gifts from the community – a few books and 

six custom made coffee mugs. The mugs bear the image of the 

Second Coming of Christ from the Anglo-Saxon manuscript, the 

Benedictional of St Ethelwold. Fr Gregory had chosen this picture 

for the prayer cards for his solemn profession on March 12
th

, 1995. 

On Saturday March 18
th

, immediately after Lauds, our 

postulant, Tim DeCourcy, was clothed as a novice by Fr Abbot.  

He is now known as Br Luke. The ceremony included the 

Mandatum rite, in which the Abbot washes the feet of the new 

novice, which are then kissed in turn by all the brothers. This was 

the first time we had included the Mandatum for the clothing of a 

novice at Petersham. Since becoming a novice Br Luke has been 

taking a more active part in the life of the community. He is now a 

regular reader and server in the refectory, acolyte, and reader at the 

Divine Office. Soon he will be trained as thurifer. 

Fr Dunstan made a brief television appearance on May 30
th

 on 

Boston’s Catholic TV network. He was interviewed on the 
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program “This is the Day” hosted by Bishop Robert Reed, one of 

Boston’s auxiliary bishops. Fr Dunstan spoke about the Pluscarden 

Pilgrimage and Pluscarden’s connection to St Mary’s. 

On the first weekend in June we hosted our fourth Monastic 

Experience Weekend. We had two participants this time, one from 

New Jersey and one from Holden, MA. They joined us in choir as 

before, learned about monastic life first hand, and did some work 

in the kitchen. Once again, it was very successful and a pleasant 

experience for all. 

Later in June we had our annual community retreat.  It was led 

this year by Fr Ephrem Arcement OSB, a monk of Saint Joseph 

Abbey, Saint Benedict, Louisiana. Fr Ephrem is a native of 

Louisiana, a true “Cajun”. In fact, he hails from the small town of 

Lockport, the hometown of Sr Christine Bruce of our Sisters’ 

community. Fr Ephrem said, if he were to give a title to his retreat 

it would be: “Mysticism with your Feet on the Ground.” His 

special interest, in fact, is mystical theology which he studied at 

the Catholic University of America, doing his doctorate on 

Thomas Merton. In his conferences Fr Ephrem drew upon 

scripture, particularly St Paul, the Rule of St Benedict, and various 

personages such as Pope Francis, Thomas Merton, Pierre Teilhard 

de Chardin, Martin Buber, St Bernard and Blessed Ramon Llull.  

He also shared some very interesting personal anecdotes with us. 

2017 has been the year of jubilees at Petersham. On July 22
nd

 

we celebrated Br Jerome Leo’s Silver Jubilee of Profession. 

Before he came to live permanently in Petersham Br Jerome was a 

diocesan hermit under the authority of the archbishop of Boston at 

the time, Bernard Cardinal Law. He pronounced his vows on June 

15, 1992 in the Cardinal’s private chapel. Accordingly the date of 

his jubilee was calculated from this event, at which Fr Anselm, as 

he was known at the time, was present. 

Br Jerome renewed his vows at Mass on July 22
nd

 in the 

presence of Fr Abbot who came over for the celebration. At 

midday we enjoyed a festive meal in our refectory along with the 

Sisters and several of Br Jerome’s close friends, including Sr Lany 

Jo Smith ASCJ, Sr Lisa Florio ASCJ, Marion Bernard Fisher, Ted 



15 

Buck and Nancy Feeman. Br Jerome has known Sr Lany Jo since 

his high school days at Tampa Catholic High School, and Marion 

since his college days at Saint Leo College (now University) in St 

Leo, Florida. Towards the end of the meal Fr Gregory spoke some 

kind words in honor of Br Jerome. 

As is well known, Br Jerome is a big fan of royalty. To top off 

the celebration, Elena, a new postulant of the Sisters’ community 

entered the room carrying a silver platter upon which were placed 

a crown and scepter, which were made by Vivian, the Sisters’ 

other postulant. Br Jerome then took great delight in wearing the 

crown and waving the scepter, with regal dignity and decorum. 

                                                                                                        

DIC 

 

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

 

On the Carthusian Martyrs 

 

“ ‘The cross stands while the world turns’ – The motto of the 

Carthusian Order, familiar to many people in this Chapel this 

evening, and a phrase which has many levels of meaning, many 

levels which, as we reflect on the meanings of martyrdom, we may 

begin to penetrate more deeply.  

The cross stands while the world turns. So long as the world 

turns the cross is there. In the words of Pascal, ‘Jesus will be in 

agony until the end of the world, we must not sleep during that 

time.’ As long as the world is there, there is suffering, there is 

injustice, there is butchery. The horrors inflicted on John 

Houghton and the martyrs of this house are horrors that human sin 

makes possible in every age, past, present and to come. And faced 

with that awareness that Jesus will be in agony until the end of the 

world, it is a very strong spirit that is not at some level alarmed, 

even cowed.” 
 

Dr Rowan Williams, Ecumenical Service at Charterhouse, 4
th
 May 2010 
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EXPERIENCE OF A LIFETIME: 

MONASTIC FORMATORS PROGRAMME 2017 
 

My Silver Jubilee of Profession ought to have been held on the 21
st
 

of September 2015, but for a number of reasons that was not 

possible and so it was deferred until December 14
th

. It is our 

custom that the jubilarian be allowed some time away from the 

abbey, on a kind of shortened sabbatical. In February of 2016 we 

had a canonical visitation conducted by Abbots Albert Altnähr 

(Abbot Emeritus of Kornelimünster, Germany) and Francis Baird 

(Prinknash Abbey) and they recommended a period of not less 

than three months leave, especially since I had not had any 

significant break from my duties as infirmarian since 2012. It 

proved to be quite difficult to find suitable courses and locations, 

apart from formal academic courses, but, after some fruitless 

searching, I happened upon a copy of the Ampleforth Journal and 

in it was an enthusiastic piece about the Monastic Formators 

Programme (MFP).  

The programme was of three months duration, in both Rome 

and Assisi, and intended for religious following the Rule of St 

Benedict. This was precisely what I had been looking for! I then 

contacted a Benedictine sister who I knew had been on the course 

and she whole-heartedly endorsed it. However, due to lack of 

applicants the programme had to be cancelled for 2016; but I was 

assured that it was possible to apply again and that I could 

participate in it as a form of monastic renewal or “recyclage” 

(although the programme is intended primarily to help prepare 

those newly appointed to the task of formation). Since there was 

nothing comparable to the MFP that I could find elsewhere, or that 

I could easily organise for myself, I decided to bide my time and 

re-apply for the following year in the hope that there would be 

sufficient applicants next time around.  

Hence, it came about that on Sunday 19
th

 June I left Dyce, 

Aberdeen for Charles de Gaulle, Paris and thence on to Fumicino, 

Italy, south of Rome. Leaving Pluscarden mid-morning, I finally 

arrived at the Casa Henri de Osso on the Via Val Cannuta, Rome, 



17 

just in time for the evening meal at about 7.30 pm. 

The MFP has three basic aims: 1. academic – to provide a 

deeper appreciation of the monastic tradition and its values; 2. 

pedagogical – to reflect on how we can communicate this tradition 

with love and enthusiasm and 3. pastoral – to deal with questions 

of discernment and human and spiritual development. The 

programme consists of four strands: lectures, group reflection, 

excursions and community living. The teaching staff and 

contributors include many well known and distinguished monastic 

teachers, scholars and religious superiors. The course is held over 

fourteen weeks; seven weeks in Rome and then seven in Assisi. 

Both these places give the course a definite and contrasting 

ambience.  

The main organisers since its inception in 2002 have been Fr 

Mark Butlin OSB (Ampleforth) and Fr Brendan Thomas OSB 

(Belmont) who work very well together to ensure that everything 

runs smoothly. They were always very solicitous of the welfare of 

the group as a whole and of individual needs of the participants. 

They also made significant contributions as lecturers. The 

Cistercians of the Strict Observance helped provide generous 

support, not least, in the form of bursaries for religious coming 

from poorer communities as well providing teaching mainstays of 

the programme such as Fr Michael Casey and Fr Bernard 

Bonowitz. 

The lectures covered a very broad range of themes and topics 

relating to formation in all its aspects. The overall quality of the 

presentations was very high and a good balance was kept between 

theoretical considerations and the practical implications of what 

was being taught. The workshops and discussion groups afforded 

rich insights into the monastic life of other communities with their 

regional and cultural differences, but also common problems; and 

the diverse personal and community experiences of fellow brothers 

and sisters of the Benedictine family. The excursions and visits to 

so many places of historical, cultural and religious significance as 

well as to other religious communities really made one conscious 

of the wealth of expression and forms of religious life in the 
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Church; the rootedness of the Faith in historical reality; and the 

cultural significance and contribution both it and monasticism 

have made to art and culture. Somehow, in Rome and Assisi, all 

these things converge and become evident everywhere and this 

makes for a very enriching and lasting impression and, probably 

for many, a once in a lifetime experience. 

For a period of three months, thirty monks and nuns, that is, 

eleven sisters and nineteen brothers, from twenty different 

countries formed a pretty harmonious, joyful and lively 

community. Most participants were under forty-five and nearly all 

were destined to be formators. I am sure that each one of us would 

consider the time on the MFP well spent and a very worthwhile 

experience; and all would agree in recommending the programme 

to others seeking help and guidance in the very responsible and 

important task of formation.  

About 330 brothers and sisters have been on the MFP over the 

years and it has had a significant influence on the life and 

development of formation in many communities. On the AIM 

website (Alliance for International Monasticism), is a document 

called “The Essential Elements of the Monastic Life”, which is a 

discussion paper issuing from a meeting of the members of the 

Benedictine Communities of South Africa (BECOSA) drafted by 

those “who were past participants of the Monastic Formators’ 

Programme (MFP). It goes on to say, “Almost every community in 

our association has been represented in the MFP by at least one 

and in many cases, two, three and more.” This is a great 

endorsement in itself and also attests to the importance the MFP 

continues to have for the work of practising “fraternal charity with 

a pure love”, to which all our communities are called to witness, 

and for a discipleship based on preferring “nothing whatever to 

Christ” which alone will  “bring us together to life everlasting”. 

 

DCB 
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RUPERT OF DEUTZ 
 

Today we become acquainted with another 12
th

 century 

Benedictine monk. His name is Rupert of Deutz, a city near 

Cologne, home to a famous monastery. Rupert himself speaks of 

his own life in one of his most important works entitled The Glory 

and Honour of the Son of Man, which is a commentary on part of 

the Gospel according to Matthew. While still a boy he was 

received at the Benedictine Monastery of St Laurence at Lièges as 

an oblate, in accordance with the custom at that time of entrusting 

one of the sons to the monks for his education, intending to make 

him a gift to God. Rupert always loved monastic life. He quickly 

learned Latin in order to study the Bible and to enjoy the liturgical 

celebrations. He distinguished himself for his moral rectitude, 

straight as a die, and his strong attachment to the See of St Peter.  

Rupert’s time was marked by disputes between the Papacy 

and the Empire, because of the so-called “Investiture 

Controversy”, in which the Papacy wished to prevent the 

appointment of Bishops and the exercise of their jurisdiction from 

depending on the civil authorities, who were certainly not guided 

by pastoral reasons but, for the most part, by political and financial 

considerations. Bishop Otbert of Lièges resisted the Pope’s 

directives and exiled Berengarius, Abbot of the Monastery of St 

Laurence, because of his fidelity to the Pontiff. It was in this 

monastery that Rupert lived. He did not hesitate to follow his 

Abbot into exile and only when Bishop Otbert returned to 

communion with the Pope did he return to Liège and agree to 

become a priest. Until that moment, in fact, he had avoided 

receiving ordination from a Bishop in dissent from the Pope. 

Rupert teaches us that when controversies arise in the Church 

the reference to the Petrine ministry guarantees fidelity to sound 

doctrine and is a source of serenity and inner freedom. After the 

dispute with Otbert, Rupert was obliged to leave his monastery 

again twice. In 1116 his adversaries even wanted to take him to 

court. Although he was acquitted of every accusation, Rupert 

preferred to go for a while to Siegburg; but since on his return to 
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the monastery in Liège the disputes had not yet ceased, he decided 

to settle definitively in Germany. In 1120 he was appointed Abbot 

of Deutz where, except for making a pilgrimage to Rome in 1124, 

he lived until 1129, the year of his death.  

A fertile writer, Rupert left numerous works, still today of 

great interest because he played an active part in various important 

theological discussions of his time. For example, he intervened 

with determination in the Eucharistic controversy, which in 1077 

led to his condemnation by Berengarius of Tours. Berengarius had 

given a reductive interpretation of Christ’s presence in the 

Sacrament of the Eucharist, describing it as merely symbolic. In 

the language of the Church, the term “transubstantiation” was as 

yet unknown but Rupert, at times with daring words, made himself 

a staunch supporter of the Eucharistic reality and, especially in a 

work entitled On divine offices, purposefully asserted the 

continuity between the Body of the Incarnate Word of Christ and 

that present in the Eucharistic species of the bread and the wine. 

It seems to me that at this point we must also think of our 

time; today too we are in danger of reappraising the Eucharistic 

reality, that is, of considering the Eucharist almost as a rite of 

communion, of socialisation alone, forgetting all too easily that the 

Risen Christ is really present in the Eucharist with his Risen Body, 

which is placed in our hands to draw us out of ourselves, to 

incorporate us into his immortal body and thereby lead us to new 

life. This great mystery that the Lord is present in his full reality in 

the Eucharistic species is a mystery to be adored and loved ever 

anew! I would like here to quote the words of the Catechism of the 

Catholic Church which bear the fruit of 2,000 years of meditation 

on the faith and theological reflection: “The mode of Christ's 

presence under the Eucharistic species is unique and incomparable 

… In the most blessed sacrament of the Eucharist ‘the Body and 

Blood, together with the soul and divinity, of our Lord Jesus 

Christ... is truly, really, and substantially contained’ … It is a 

substantial presence by which Christ, God and man, makes himself 

wholly and entirely present ... by the Eucharistic species of the 
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bread and wine” (cf. n.1374). Rupert too contributed with his 

reflections to this precise formulation.  

Another controversy in which the Abbot of Deutz was 

involved concerns the problem of the reconciliation of God’s 

goodness and omnipotence with the existence of evil. If God is 

omnipotent and good, how is it possible to explain the reality of 

evil? Rupert, in fact, reacted to the position assumed by the 

teachers of the theological school of Laon, who, with a series of 

philosophical arguments, distinguished in God’s will the “to 

approve” and the “to permit”, concluding that God permits evil 

without approving it and hence without desiring it. Rupert, on the 

other hand, renounces the use of philosophy, which he deems 

inadequate for addressing such a great problem, and remains 

simply faithful to the biblical narration. He starts with the 

goodness of God, with the truth that God is supremely good and 

cannot desire anything but good. Thus he identifies the origin of 

evil in the human being himself and in the erroneous use of human 

freedom. When Rupert addresses this topic he writes pages filled 

with religious inspiration to praise the Father’s infinite mercy, 

God’s patience with the sinful human being and his kindness to 

him.  

Like other medieval theologians, Rupert too wondered why 

the Word of God, the Son of God, was made man. Some, many, 

answered by explaining the Incarnation of the Word by the urgent 

need to atone for human sin. Rupert, on the other hand, with a 

Christocentric vision of salvation history, broadens the 

perspective, and in a work entitled The Glorification of the Trinity, 

sustains the position that the Incarnation, the central event of the 

whole of history was planned from eternity, even independently of 

human sin, so that the whole creation might praise God the Father 

and love him as one family gathered round Christ, the Son of God. 

Then he saw in the pregnant woman of the Apocalypse the entire 

history of humanity which is oriented to Christ, just as conception 

is oriented to birth, a perspective that was to be developed by other 

thinkers and enhanced by contemporary theology, which says that 

the whole history of the world and of humanity is a conception 
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oriented to the birth of Christ. Christ is always the centre of the 

exegetic explanations provided by Rupert in his commentaries on 

the Books of the Bible, to which he dedicated himself with great 

diligence and passion. Thus, he rediscovers a wonderful unity in 

all the events of the history of salvation, from the creation until the 

final consummation of time: “All Scripture”, he says, “is one book, 

which aspires to the same end (the divine Word); which comes 

from one God and was written by one Spirit.”  

In the interpretation of the Bible, Rupert did not limit himself 

to repeating the teaching of the Fathers, but shows an originality of 

his own. For example, he is the first writer to have identified the 

bride in the Song of Songs with Mary Most Holy. His commentary 

on this book of Scripture has thus turned out to be a sort of 

Mariological summa, in which he presents Mary’s privileges and 

excellent virtues. In one of the most inspired passages of his 

commentary Rupert writes: “O most beloved among the beloved, 

Virgin of virgins, what does your beloved Son so praise in you that 

the whole choir of angels exalts? What they praise is your 

simplicity, purity, innocence, doctrine, modesty, humility, integrity 

of mind and body, that is, your incorrupt virginity.” The Marian 

interpretation of Rupert’s Canticum is a felicitous example of 

harmony between liturgy and theology. In fact, various passages of 

this Book of the Bible were already used in liturgical celebrations 

on Marian feasts.  

Rupert, furthermore, was careful to insert his Mariological 

doctrine into that ecclesiological doctrine. That is to say, he saw in 

Mary Most Holy the holiest part of the whole Church. For this 

reason my venerable Predecessor, Pope Paul VI, in his Discourse 

for the closure of the third session of the Second Vatican Council, 

in solemnly pronouncing Mary Mother of the Church, even cited a 

proposal taken from Rupert’s works, which describes Mary as the 

most sublime part, the very best part of the Church.  

From these rapid allusions we realize that Rupert was a 

fervent theologian endowed with great depth. Like all the 

representatives of monastic theology, he was able to combine 

rational study of the mysteries of faith with prayer and 
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contemplation, which he considered the summit of all knowledge 

of God. He himself sometimes speaks of his mystical experiences, 

such as when he confides his ineffable joy at having perceived the 

Lord’s presence: “in that brief moment,” he says, “I experienced 

how true what he himself says is. ‘Learn from me for I am meek 

and humble of heart.’” (On Matthew 12) We too, each one of us in 

his own way, can encounter the Lord Jesus who ceaselessly 

accompanies us on our way, makes himself present in the 

Eucharistic Bread and in his Word for our salvation. 

 

Pope Benedict XVI, General Audience, 9
th

 December 2009 

 

 

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

 

On the Carthusian Martyrs 

 

“In darkness and in torture, men and women throughout the 

centuries have turned to the crucified Christ; they have addressed 

the crucified Christ with the last calling of their lips and the last 

movement of their hearts, as did John Houghton. They know that 

whatever else may disappear, there is something on which they 

may call – and it is Christ crucified. 

The God who has, it seems, been vanquished, is yet a God 

who cannot be abolished. In many ages and many places, 

authorities even more appalling than Henry VIII have believed that 

they could abolish God and the cross of God; and they have had to 

discover that while they may vanquish, they cannot destroy. That 

which is the last hope, the last longing of the condemned and 

tortured, remains. The cross stands while the world turns. And 

whatever human power and human injustice can achieve and 

effect, the hanged God, the failed God, remains a sign forever.”  

 
Dr Rowan Williams, Ecumenical Service at Charterhouse, 4

th
 May 2010 
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DAVID JONES AND THE MONKS OF CALDEY ISLAND 
 

David Jones, painter, engraver, calligrapher and poet (1895 – 

1974), has lately begun to receive more attention and credit for his 

remarkable, entirely unique, range of creative work. It is perhaps 

timely to make some mention in this magazine of the contact he 

had, at a formative stage in his career, with the Benedictine 

Community led by Abbot Aelred Carlyle, parent to that of 

Pluscarden. 

Jones was born, and lived much of his life, in the south 

suburbs of London, though much of his work drew on his ancestral 

Welsh heritage. Showing a prodigious talent for drawing, he 

received training at Camberwell Art School, but the First World 

War called him into service in the Royal Welch Fusiliers. 

Spending a total of 117 days in the front-line trenches had a 

profound and complex range of effects on his psyche, effects that 

were eventually brought together and put into wonderful words 

and engravings in his book-length prose-poem In Parenthesis 

(written in 1937, published 1961). 

Among the life-shaping experiences Jones recalled on the 

Western Front was a glimpse, through the cracked door of a 

shrapnel-shattered cow-byre, of a priest, with a small group of 

kneeling soldiers, offering Mass on an altar of ammunition cases.  

After the war, returning to life as an artist, he was increasingly 

drawn to Catholicism, and in 1921 was received into the Catholic 

Church. Advised by his mentor, Fr John O’Connor, Jones 

approached and joined the community of Catholic artists and craft-

workers lately established by Eric Gill in Ditchling, Sussex, the 

Guild of St Joseph and St Dominic. After a couple of years, a clash 

of strong personalities – in which Jones played no part, he had 

little taste for quarrels – led to Gill, with his family and four 

others, departing from Ditchling to set up a new community in a 

remote valley in the Black Mountains at Capel-y-ffin. 

Capel-y-ffin, as its name, “chapel of the border”, proclaims, is 

a tiny hamlet with a mediaeval chapel-of-ease next to the Anglo-

Welsh, Monmouthshire/Herefordshire border. In this place, Joseph 
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Leycester Lyne, moved by the same spirit as Fr Aelred Carlyle, 

had resolved in 1869 “to serve the Lord in solitude”, and begun 

work, single-handed, on building a small monastery. Like Fr 

Aelred, he encountered incomprehension and hostility from the 

Anglican establishment. He entered the Old Catholic congregation 

and was ordained as Fr Ignatius. With the help of a handful of 

others, he persevered with his project, known as Llanthony Tertia 

(following the mediaeval priory, Llanthony Prima, lower down the 

Ewyas Valley, and its offshoot Llanthony Secunda in Gloucester), 

but when he died in 1908 the far-from-complete monastery was in 

legal limbo, until it eventually became the property of the Caldey 

Island community, shortly before that community was received 

into the Catholic Church in 1913. 

Through the war years and beyond, the monks of Caldey had 

been using the completed parts of the building as a place of retreat, 

with an oblate brother residing as caretaker, but it was, like the 

monastery on Caldey Island itself, becoming a financial liability. 

When Eric Gill arrived in 1924 to complete negotiations to 

purchase the property, Br Raphael Davies was residing as 

caretaker, and Fr Joseph Woodford was convalescing there after 

some illness. When David Jones came to visit in time for 

Christmas 1924, three monks from Caldey were present, 

presumably Br Raphael, Fr Joseph and another.  

Back in 1922, with the zeal of the newly-converted, Jones had 

considered a monastic vocation. A ten day retreat at St Hugh’s 

Charterhouse, Parkminster (not far from Ditchling), might have 

been incautiously jumping in at the deep end, but Prior Peter Pepin 

was no doubt perceptive in advising him that art, not the discipline 

of monastic life, was his true vocation. Nevertheless, his first 

encounter with the monks of Caldey evidently made an 

impression, and he was moved to find out more. 

In March 1925, Jones and Gill visited Caldey. (Then) Prior 

Wilfred Upson took the young man under his wing. In spite of – 

or, more probably because of – his experience in the trenches, and 

although throughout his life he was content with relative poverty 

and quite basic living arrangements, Jones could not cope well 
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with cold or physical discomfort. Guest accommodation on Caldey 

was exceedingly spartan, Prior Wilfred provided a marginally 

more luxurious cell within the monastic precinct. During his stay, 

which extended to a couple of months, Jones worked in the 

scriptorium with the artistic Dom Theodore Bailey, and – when he 

was not too busy – Prior Wilfred, himself a skilled calligrapher. 

And, as the weather improved, he began painting out of doors. 

This was an important phase in his development as a painter. 

Between 1925 and 1928, he returned for extended visits both to 

Capel-y-ffin and to Caldey, staying for longer spells on the latter, 

though in accommodation in the island’s farmhouse. After the 

community moved to Prinknash in 1928, he visited there a couple 

of times, but found the wooded Cotswold escarpment “too green” 

for any painting – this amused the monks, but it was the very 

distinctive quality of light, and the harmony of sea, sky, rocks and 

varied vegetation, that made Caldey very special for the artist. He 

returned there for further visits in 1931 and 1932, though he 

probably had no contact with the Cistercian community now 

occupying the monastery. It was on Ynys Bŷr (he preferred to use 

the Welsh name), and among the rounded hills and bright waters 

of the Ewyas Valley, that his unique draughtsmanship and 

handling of watercolour had emerged and blossomed in 

fascinating, almost mystical, interpretations of the landscapes. 

We cannot claim too much for David Jones’s short time of 

contact with the Benedictine way of life on Caldey: insofar as he 

intellectualised his faith and artistic practice, he was most at ease 

with the Dominican, Thomist tradition, especially as interpreted in 

the writings of Jacques Maritain. He had a deep sense of the innate 

goodness of created nature, saw no conflict between matter and 

spirit, and found in the Dominican friars he met a sympathy with 

working people, with the poor, and with artists and craft-workers 

too, which naturally appealed. 

Still, we may be justified in seeing the fruition of seeds 

planted in the Caldey scriptorium in what, for many of his 

admirers, are Jones’s most outstanding and wholly unique 

creations, the “painted inscriptions” that he produced late in his 
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career, in which phrases from the Latin liturgy (of the Nativity and 

Paschal seasons) mingle with lines from mediaeval Welsh and Old 

English verse, in beautifully-formed yet free-flowing letters, in 

irregular yet aesthetically perfect arrangements on paper – a kind 

of “scriptio divina”.  

And these “inscriptions” are the culmination of his deep and 

lifelong love, surely acquired on Caldey, for the Gregorian chant, 

the Divine Office and the Latin Mass. In his second magnificent 

poetical work, The Anathemata (1952), the rhythmic swell and 

undertow of the liturgy draws along a complex interweaving of the 

geological forces, the legendary histories and multilayered 

symbolism, of the ancient world and of Britain, of Wales and the 

Port of London, all gathered together in a “Eucharistic” offering. 

Many of us who have experienced the rhythms of Pluscarden will 

recognise what David Jones found on Ynys Bŷr. 

Note: interest in David Jones has recently been stimulated by 

the publication of Tony Dilworth’s comprehensive biography, 

David Jones: Engraver, Soldier, Painter, Poet (Jonathan Cape 

2017). Some of the information in the present article is from that 

source. Searches on the internet will easily find images of Jones’s 

best-known watercolours, engravings and painted inscriptions, and 

second-hand copies of In Parenthesis and The Anathemata are not 

hard to find.  

Alan James Obl. O.S.B. 

 

 

A96 Dual Carriageway Project 

 

Friends of Pluscarden will be happy to hear good news for us, 

regarding the A96 Dual Carriageway. Transport Scotland has now 

officially ruled out the option of routing this major new road 

through our valley. One proposal would have made this road pass 

almost directly across the end of our front drive. Had that route 

been chosen, the peace for which our valley and Monastery are 

famous would certainly have been severely compromised. Thank 

God that this threat has now been entirely removed!  
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SOME BOOKS RECENTLY READ IN THE REFECTORY 
 

One notable expression of monastic culture is the custom of 

reading in the refectory: so that during communal meals, bodies 

and minds may be nourished together. “Reading should never be 

lacking to the tables of the brothers” says St. Benedict (HR 38:1). 

At Pluscarden the whole Bible is read through in the refectory, 

more or less at the rate of a Chapter a day; also the Holy Rule, 

according to the commonly accepted schema. Then at lunch, a 

book normally follows on some such subject as history, science, 

travel or biography (never fiction). At supper a more directly 

religious book is chosen. At best the refectory reading can be 

interesting, inspiring, informative, broadening of vision, 

upbuilding, entertaining. When the book is good, one has reason to 

look forward to the next meal, and next instalment. When not so 

good, sometimes one must exercise much patience, while waiting 

in joyful hope for the end. Very occasionally a book proves to be 

quite unsuitable, and is taken off. Some books recently read at 

Pluscarden are: 

 

God or Nothing; Robert Cardinal Sarah; Ignatius Press, 2015. Is 

there a monastic refectory in the world that has not had this book 

read at meals? Here is a true man of God, a witness to Christ, who 

speaks with authority of what he knows. Anyone will be the better 

for listening to what he has to say. 

 

The Girl who beat ISIS; Farida Khalaf; Penguin, 2016. This was 

a difficult book to listen to; some passages were certainly too 

harrowing to be read out in public; nevertheless, all agreed it was 

worth the effort. Farida Khalaf (not her real name) was a normal, 

vivacious teenager living with her splendid family in a Yazidi 

village in Northern Iraq, until the ISIS jihadists arrived in the 

summer of 2014. On refusing the demand for immediate 

conversion, the men of the village were massacred outright. The 

young boys were taken for training as jihadist fighters, and the 

girls sold as sex slaves. Farida resisted her captors with astonishing 
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courage and tenacity. She attempted suicide several times, rather 

than accept dishonour, but was always thwarted by her guards. She 

was tortured, humiliated, and abused on multiple occasions, but 

she never submitted; nor did she ever lose her hope, or her high 

ideals of love, loyalty, and friendship. Here we are given 

something of a window into the mentality of ISIS militants. They 

would very piously pray before committing their vile and 

degrading crimes, and would force the victims of their lust to wear 

full Muslim veils, lest any of their companions should be led 

astray by the sight of feminine beauty. Farida landed up 

imprisoned in a military camp, in the middle of a war zone. 

Leading a small group of companions, she successfully staged a 

daring escape, and with the indispensable aid of People Traffickers 

was at last reunited with her surviving family, and eventually 

resettled in Germany. So she won. But also she lost, very sadly: for 

her former way of life has gone forever; she will bear the physical 

and mental scars of her treatment to her dying day; she can never 

again be a normal young woman, nor can she ever live free from 

fear of retribution at the hands of vengeful zealots of the ISIS 

ideology. 

 

The Cardinal Müller Report: An Exclusive Interview on the 

State of the Church; Ignatius Press, 2017. This book retains the 

interview format favoured by Muller’s predecessor at the head of 

the CDF, Cardinal Ratzinger, though the ready spontaneity that 

characterised Ratzinger’s responses is not to be found here. Still, 

we find here strong, coherent and well thought-through answers to 

many of the hard questions faced by Catholics today. Occasionally 

the reading made one want to stand up and cheer. 

 

This Boy and Please Mr. Postman: Alan Johnson, Penguin, 2013 

& 2014. The author of these two autobiographical books was a 

Labour M.P., who served as Home Secretary, and was even 

spoken about for a time as a possible leader of his Party. His 

writing is simply brilliant: often funny, always interesting, 

frequently most moving. Johnson was born into real poverty, and 
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brought up in a real slum in post war London. Two principal 

heroines light up his tale: his mother, and even more so his sister, 

who as a teenager took over responsibility for him when their 

mother died. The second volume has Johnson getting married, 

witnessing the alcoholic addiction and death of his beloved brother 

in law, and making his way up through the ranks of the Post Office 

to become a Union Official for Post Office Workers. There is also 

a third volume on Johnson’s subsequent political career, but we 

haven’t read that one. 

 

Seventy-Four Tools for Good Living: Reflections on the 

Fourth Chapter of Benedict’s Rule; Michael Casey OCSO; 

Liturgical Press, 2014. Dom Michael Casey is an Australian 

Cistercian who has written very extensively on the Rule of St 

Benedict and other monastic subjects over the past forty or so 

years. Anything by him is worth reading, and here he is, once 

again, at his best. Perhaps one may feel inclined to disagree with 

him on this or that point, but surely no one could fail to profit in 

some way from these rich reflections on St Benedict’s Tools of 

Good Works, each one taken in turn. 

 

The Marches: Border Walks with my Father; Rory Stewart; 

Penguin, 2016. This is the second book we have had by this 

author, now a Conservative M.P. The first was called 

Occupational Hazards: an account of his time as Provincial 

Governor for the Coalition Forces in Southern Iraq following the 

Gulf war. Here Stewart recounts walks he made over several years 

around the Scottish borders. En route he unearths many fascinating 

and little known facts of local history and culture. Stewart has the 

gift of telling most interesting stories about people he meets and 

conversations he has. There is frustration, though, in his quest to 

find people with deep roots in their localities, and cultural 

memories to match: it would seem that such people scarcely now 

exist. A unifying theme throughout this book is his relationship 

with his distinctly eccentric father, whose death he movingly 

recounts at the end. 



31 

Fatima for Today: the Urgent Marian Message of Hope; 
Andrew Apostoli CFR; Ignatius Press, 2010. In the centenary year 

of Fatima we need to be well informed about the history, content 

and relevance of the apparitions. This book takes us through the 

whole subject very well, carefully explaining also those aspects 

that might at first appear difficult. Useful appendices discuss such 

subjects as the Five First Saturdays devotion, the (controverted) 

Papal Consecration of Russia, and the Third Secret, with its 

theological commentary by Cardinal Ratzinger. 

 

The Medici: Godfathers of the Renaissance; Paul Strathern, 

Pimlico, 2005. Do not read this book if you are seeking religious 

edification. In many respects it’s a sordid tale of plot and counter-

plot, ambition, avarice, corruption, treachery, cruelty, betrayal and 

murder: all of which our deeply cynical author delights to recount. 

Certainly he is no friend or admirer of the Catholic Church. 

Nevertheless, he covers a fascinating and important period of 

history, and in terrific style. In these pages we meet not just the 

prominent members of a powerful banking family of mediaeval 

and renaissance Florence, but also Botticelli, Leonardo da Vinci 

and Michaelangelo; Savonarola; Pope Alexander VI Borgia, and 

his son Cesare; Machiavelli; Popes Leo X and Clement VII 

Medici; King Henry VIII of England, the Emperor Charles V and 

(a little later) Galileo. The story begins in the late 14
th

 century, and 

ends in the mid 18
th

. For all their many faults and failings, the 

family of the Medici fostered some of the great artistic, scientific 

and cultural achievements of Western Europe, and made a lasting 

impact, for good or ill, on the world we inhabit now. 

 

Before the Dawn: Autobiographical Reflections; Eugenio Zolli, 

Ignatius Press, 2008. We all know that the Chief Rabbi of Rome 

during the Second World War was subsequently baptised; also that 

he staunchly defended the blessed memory of Pope Pius XII, who 

was personally responsible for saving the lives of thousands of 

Jews, at great personal risk and cost. So we expect to find here an 

exciting tale of adventure, escape, leadership, loss, horror, 
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conversion, new life. Well, these elements are present, a bit, but 

for the most part this book gives us pages of tangled, rather 

neurotic, sometimes almost morbid introspection. Still, the 

author’s reflections from a Jewish perspective on Jesus, St. Paul, 

and the Catholic Church are illuminating, and at the end we can 

admire him as a true man of prayer, and courageous witness to his 

God-given faith. 

 

A Daughter’s Love: Thomas and Margaret More; John Guy; 

HarperCollins, 2008. Here we have a very full account of the 

relationship between St Thomas More and his devoted daughter 

Margaret. One reason we know so much about More is because his 

daughter carefully preserved his memory, collecting and 

publishing all his works, and making sure also that their 

correspondence would survive. Margaret shared her father’s faith 

entirely, and had no doubt about his holiness, and martyrdom. This 

is a good book. Maybe though it’s not as good, or at least not as 

gripping, as another we had by this author a while ago: My Heart 

is My Own – The Life of Mary Queen of Scots; Harper Perennial, 

2004. That was quite brilliant. 

 

He Is My Heaven: The Life of Elizabeth of the Trinity; Jennifer 

Moorcroft; Institute of Carmelite Studies, 2002. St Elizabeth of the 

Trinity was recently canonised, at long last, by Pope Francis. A 

younger contemporary of St Therese of Lisieux, Elizabeth like her 

was a French Carmelite nun, surely sent by God to our modern 

world, bearing a message of genius but also simplicity that we 

very much need to hear. Elizabeth is supremely a contemplative, 

an adorer to the Holy Trinity, with a special focus on the mystery 

of the indwelling of the three divine Persons within the soul of the 

baptised. Jennifer Moorcroft’s book is a truly excellent and 

inspiring introduction to her life and message: warmly 

recommended! 

DBH 


