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FR ABBOT’S LETTER 
 

Dear Friends, 

 

As I write this we are working on updating the Abbey’s 

safeguarding guidelines. As with all parishes and communities in 

Scotland, these have to be revised to conform to the directives put 

out by the Scottish Bishops in the recent document In God’s 

Image. It is very necessary but in all honesty it does not fill the 

heart with joy. It is an effective invitation to penitent prayer. It 

raises a question: with all these necessary restrictions in place, is it 

still possible to show Christian love to strangers who visit?   

This happens to connect with a similar line of thought from 

the book we are currently reading in community before Compline, 

the Institutes of John Cassian. These tell of a monk whose 

watchfulness over his chastity was such that he never looked on 

the face of woman – including his own mother! Such stories 

abound in lives of pre-modern Saints. Perhaps it was more 

understandable when a strict separation of the sexes was normal. 

Still, one wonders, under such restriction, could these Saints have 

had real, chaste, love for the other sex, and if not, what becomes of 

the love that Jesus commands if it extends to only half the human 

race? 

Then, we have just had the fiftieth anniversary of the 

promulgation of Humanae Vitae, with much repetition of the 

arguments surrounding it, with the question of how spousal love 

can be fully expressed within the restrictions of the moral law as 

interpreted by the Church. That is an area I am certainly not going 

to venture into. I note only that it is an aspect of the same question: 

how can love, which supposes freedom, and seems best expressed 

in spontaneity, be reconciled with such restraints as referred to 

above? 

A starting point might be to accept that we don’t know how to 

love, and to learn we must look to Jesus. There we see great 

freedom. We see Jesus rejecting the restraints that law and custom 

imposed, touching the ritually unclean, allowing the sinful woman 
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to touch Him, rebuking the disciples for stopping the children from 

coming to Him. He extends an open invitation to all: “Come to me, 

all you who labour and are burdened.”  

But when we look at Jesus’ relationship to those who were 

closest to him, we see another element in the love of Jesus. 

Although the door to His Heart is open, it is not an open door to 

uninhibited freedom. He distances himself from His natural 

family, and from the people of Nazareth among whom He grow 

up, surely all of them people whom He had loved long and deeply 

and who must have loved Him. This distancing is to create a new 

family. “‘Who is my mother, and who are my brothers?’ And 

stretching out His hand toward His disciples, He said, ‘Here are 

my mother and my brothers! For whoever does the will of my 

Father in heaven is my brother, and sister, and mother.’” (Mt. 

12:48-50) It is analogous to the love of one who leaves father and 

mother to cleave to his wife, leaving the love of childhood for the 

love of adult life.  

Access to Jesus is free for anyone wants to be a disciple. Free, 

in that we bring nothing when we go to Him, there is no entry fee. 

But, we have to leave everything behind! And this renunciation 

sets the pattern for the relationship that follows. In the Gospel 

narrative, it seems Jesus’ closest disciples are always struggling to 

keep up with Him as He presses forward, His back to them and His 

face towards His goal, always creating a distance between Himself 

and them, until in the end He disappears from their sight. Poor 

Peter has no sooner arrived at the great insight of who Jesus is and 

confessed Him to be the Christ, than the truth he has embraced 

slips from his grasp leaving his mind groping in the dark, as Jesus 

begins to speak about his Passion. Jesus abruptly moves Peter 

aside and walks away. All Peter can do is follow, baffled, 

accepting the distance. 

This experience of distance seems to be a condition of 

discipleship. We could ascribe it to our sinfulness and ignorance, 

were it not that the first to experience this distance is the first 

disciple, sinless and with a mind full of the Word, Mary: “His 

mother said to Him, ‘Son, why have you treated us so? Behold, 
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your father and I have been looking for you anxiously.’ And He 

said to them, ‘How is it that you sought me? Did you not know 

that I must be in my Father's house?’ And they did not 

understand…” (Lk. 2:48-50) 

“If I do not go away, the Counsellor will not come to you; but 

if I go, I will send Him to you” (Jn 16:7). For the disciples to come 

to the fullest knowledge of Jesus and the deepest relationship they 

will have with Him in this world, Jesus must be removed from 

their sight.  

In Jesus we see a love that is unconditional, uninhibited and 

free. But a love that imposes distance and limitation, not as an 

impediment to love, but so that love can reach its fullness. It 

accepts that if we try to keep the loved one in our grasp, as it were, 

what we grasp will be something less than the real person, as Peter 

cannot fully know Jesus until he has been led into the 

understanding of His Passion. This love is diminished or lost when 

we insist on its full enjoyment now. Then it turns back on itself 

and fails to reach the loved one. It requires us to look beyond past 

and present into eternity.  

 

Yours devotedly in Christ, 

 

 
 

 

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

 

 

“Nothing encourages us to silence so powerfully and with so much 

authority, nothing puts a bridle of fear upon the restless tongue like 

the silence of the divine Word among men.” 

 

Guerric of Igny, 5th Sermon for Christmas 
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FROM THE ANNALS 

 
MAY 2018 

13th: Fr Abbot set out for Pontida in Italy where there is to be a 

meeting of the Abbot President’s Council of Visitors.  

14th: Br Michael attended a meeting in Glasgow for Catholic 

Safeguarding Coordinators. 

19th: There was a meeting here in the afternoon of the Moray 

Beekeepers Association. About 30 people came, in warm sunshine. 

20th: PENTECOST SUNDAY. Before Mass there was a 

procession. Fr Prior presided and preached in Fr Abbot’s absence. 

21st: Fr Prior went to Inverness Airport to pick up Fr Richard 

Ounsworth OP who is to give this year’s Pentecost Lectures. Fr 

Richard, born in 1972, is currently based at Blackfriars Oxford, 

and acts as bursar of the English Province of the Dominican 

Fathers. His doctoral thesis was on the Letter to the Hebrews. He 

preaches and teaches widely.  

22nd: Fr Martin set off for St Mildred’s Priory, Minster, to supply 

as chaplain there for the rest of this week.  

In the afternoon Fr Richard gave the first of this year’s 

Pentecost Lectures, on the Letter to the Hebrews.  

23rd: Fr. Richard’s lectures are very well received by his audience. 

He speaks with both erudition and humour, without any notes, 

while remaining in complete command of his material. 

24th: Final Pentecost Lecture. Fr Abbot, Br Joseph, Fr Mark, and 

Br Simon went to a diocesan Safeguarding training session this 

afternoon in Inverness.  

25th: Fr Benedict celebrated the Requiem Mass and committal of 

Bob Clark of Elgin. For many years, before his poor health 

prevented it, Bob used to come here to offer his volunteer work, 

helping out especially in the honey department. He came to the 

Catholic faith through his contact with the Abbey, and would 

attend Mass here whenever he could. His grave is in the cemetery.  

26th: Fr Abbot gave a conference before Vespers, sharing some 

details of the recent Meeting of Visitors.  
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31st: Feast of the Visitation. We have three secular priest guests, 

two from the diocese of Cincinnati in the USA. The other is Fr 

Martin Boland, administrator of Brentwood Cathedral in England. 

He is booked to give next year’s Pentecost Lectures. 

These days there are several meetings here for those involved 

in setting up the forthcoming Diocesan Pilgrimage. 

JUNE 2018. 

3rd: CORPUS CHRISTI. Fr Abbot presided and preached at 

Conventual Mass and the procession of the Blessed Sacrament that 

followed. 

4th: Fr Abbot left for the USA. Among other tasks there he is to 

carry out the Visitation of Mount Savior monastery in Vermont. 

5th: Fr Giles today buried the ashes of Frank Culloden in St 

Benedict’s Garden beside those of his first wife. 

9th: A group of Russian women are here as pilgrims for the Feast 

of St Columba: they are all wives of Orthodox clergy. 

11th: In the evening we held a Gaudeamus in honour of Br 

Cyprian-Prosper. He leaves us tomorrow: to spend a few weeks at 

Prinknash before returning to his own monastery at Kristo Buase 

in Ghana.  

13th: The garden staff requested special prayers for rain as the past 

several weeks have been hot and dry. Today there was some rain. 

Br Cyprian (Bampton) heard that his mother was seriously ill. 

She had suffered a burst aneurism. In Colchester Hospital she went 

almost at once into theatre for a 10 hour operation. She received 

ten pints of blood. Now she is in an induced coma.  

14th: Br Cyprian departed after Compline hoping to reach his 

mother before she dies. Medical staff have spoken about turning 

off her life-support systems tomorrow.  

16th: There was an evening concert in which the early music group 

Musick Fyne joined forces with The Marvel of Peru and Inverness 

Trombones. The concert theme was music from Venice by 

Monteverdi and Gabrieli.  

19th: We hear from Br Cyprian of his mother’s death in his 

presence in Colchester hospital. He was full of praise for the 

medical staff.   
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21st: Our Diocesan Safeguarding team came to assist Fr Abbot and 

Br Michael in setting up an adequate Safeguarding policy, and in 

addressing issues specific to our own monastic setting.  

22nd: This morning Grant Tent Hire put up two marquees in our 

grounds (the second one gratis). Walkers Biscuits delivered boxes 

of shortbread as their charitable donation for the Pilgrimage. Five 

large flat TV screens were erected. Libbie Petrie adorned our 

Church with lavish floral displays. Three portaloos arrived. A 

group of young people from the Diocese is staying for the 

weekend: they help with putting out chairs etc. Three information 

display panels for tourists and visitors are put up. 

24th: SOLEMNITY OF THE BIRTH OF SAINT JOHN THE 

BAPTIST: our Patronal Feast, and the annual Diocesan 

Pilgrimage (see article). There was more than the usual number of 

priests here today, which helped with Confessions before the 

Pilgrimage Mass. This was a very major event, both for the 

Monastery and for the Diocese. It had a very good atmosphere 

throughout, and all details of organisation worked well. 

EWTN had sent a group here to report on the Abbey. They did 

interviews with various members of the community. They also 

recorded part of the Pilgrimage. 

26th: Fr Abbot attended a meeting of the Fernham Trustees in 

London.  

27th: Annual Coast Day. As usual the community went to the east 

beach at Hopeman, where the Coate family keep a beach hut. The 

weather was perfect. Some hardy persons went into the sea. 

30th: There was a meeting of another group of Moray Beekeepers 

here. Fr Abbot gave a conference before Vespers.  

JULY 2018 

2nd: The prolonged dry spell continues. David Cunningham went 

up the hill this morning to check the water level in the tank from 

which the garden gets its water. There seemed to be enough water 

for only one day. So our plumber came and connected the garden 

to the water supply from the bore hole. This means the garden now 

has enough water for its needs without relying on the hill source. 
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John McMurray, who has been a postulant with us for the past 

months, left today. Before departing he was enrolled as a secular 

oblate of Pluscarden Abbey. 

6th: Recollection Day. In the afternoon Frs Benedict and Martin 

attended in Aberdeen Cathedral the Ordination of Rafal Szweda 

and Emmet O’Dowd to the priesthood, and of Douglas Duncan to 

the permanent diaconate.  

7th: Fr Abbot gave a conference before Vespers.  

9th: Our Refectory loses its heterogeneous collection of ancient 

and sometimes rickety chairs, and is equipped instead with a new, 

nice and uniform set.  

10th: Br Cyprian went home to Essex for his mother’s funeral.     

About this time our house water is switched from the mains to our 

new bore hole supply. Apparently what comes out of our taps is 

now pure mineral water, which would have fallen as rain some 50 

years ago. The well is around 80 metres deep. For added safety the 

water is subjected to a special light treatment which would kill any 

bacteria; but there are no added chemicals. 

12th: Rita Sim joined Ann Ryans and Jo Costello in the afternoon 

to prepare a cloister buffet supper for the arrival of the PP70 

walkers. “PP70” was an 800 mile walk from Prinknash to 

Pluscarden, commemorating the 70th anniversary of the foundation 

of Pluscarden from Prinknash. The two main participants were Al 

Monkman and Andy Wallis of Lossiemouth. They walked longer 

sections than the 1230 Pilgrimage walkers last year, and they 

carried all their gear in rucksacks on their backs. They were joined 

at various stages on the way by other walkers. 

Ann Ryans has volunteered to stay on here for the next three 

weeks in order to cook for the community. Her offer is received 

with much gratitude. Brethren will as a result have a bit more time 

to devote to activities such as the garden, the soap and honey 

departments etc. 

16th: Fr Abbot went to spend some time with his mother at 

Bebbington in the Wirral. She is now quite frail, and beginning to 

lose her memory. He will also visit surviving Fernham nuns who 

come under his jurisdiction as Visitor. 
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17th: A group of visiting German pilgrims (one of several we have 

had this summer) celebrated Mass with their own Priest. 

19th: Br Joseph went into Dr Gray’s hospital this morning for a 

hernia repair operation.  

21st: Fr Benedict gave a conference on Ephesians 1:13-14.  

28th: Some light rain fell today. It is much needed. Fr Abbot gave 

a conference: another in his series on St Luke’s Gospel.  

30th: We have three Sikh guests. They were all born in India, but 

live in London. They stand out with long beards and turbans. 

AUGUST 2018. 

1st: Our three Sikh guests are attending the Divine Office, 

including Vigils, in their white Sikh suits. There is some informal 

inter-faith dialogue. Br Cyprian cooked a vegetable curry with our 

Sikh guests in mind. 

3rd: Today the Monastic Experience Weekend began. Earlier in the 

week there had been some anxious moments as we had received 

some 26 applications for that: far more than we can accommodate. 

In the end a fine group of nine young men came: all at least in 

principle open to the idea of vocation. There is a full programme 

of talks and activities lined up for them. 

4th: The monastic experience weekend continues. There were talks 

and a tour of the building this morning. In the afternoon there was 

work in the garden, followed by opportunity for Confessions. 

5th: EIGHTEENTH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME. The 

participants of the Monastic Experience Weekend joined the 

community for tea in the calefactory. 

Fr Martin travelled to Dysart Carmel in Fife, where he is to 

preach their annual retreat.  

6th: Feast of the Transfiguration of the Lord. Our Monastic 

Weekend participants departed after Mass. Ann Ryans also left us 

this afternoon, after cooking the lunch. As well as cooking 

memorable food, she has done a lot of cleaning in the kitchen. 

7th: Fr Giles left to spend a few weeks at Kristo Buase Monastery 

in Ghana. He will hold that fort while Fr Bede comes back to the 

UK for necessary home leave.  
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The first apple of the season came into the refectory. It was 

delicious. All the garden fruit this year so far has been excellent. 

The bees also have produced a great deal of honey. Br Daniel has 

made a beautiful wooden bowl as a honey receptacle for 

community use. 

Monsignor Paul McPartlan is staying as a guest. A notable 

ecumenical theologian, he gave the Pentecost Lectures in 1997. 

These days a build up of ear wax reduces Fr Matthew’s 

hearing to zero. A portable white board and marker pen proves a 

useful means of communication at recreation. Some of Fr 

Matthew’s own responses come across with perhaps a little more 

volume than would be strictly necessary. 

9th: Feast of St Theresa Benedicta of the Cross. Fr Peter Kelly 

presided at Conventual Mass this morning.  

10th: Recollection day. Fr Abbot gave a community conference. 

 

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

 

“Dear people of France, it is the monasteries that made the 

civilization of your country! It is men and women who have 

accepted to follow Jesus to the end, radically, who have built 

Christian Europe. Because they have sought God alone, they have 

built a beautiful and peaceful civilization, like this cathedral. 

“People of France, peoples of the West, you will find peace 

and joy only by seeking God alone! Return to the Source! Return 

to the monasteries! Yes, all of you, dare to spend a few days in a 

monastery! In this world of tumult, ugliness and sadness, 

monasteries are oases of beauty and joy. You will experience that 

it is possible to put concretely God in the centre of his whole life. 

You will experience the only joy that will not pass.” 
 

With the kind permission of His Eminence Robert Cardinal Sarah, prefect of the 

Congregation for Divine Worship and the Discipline of the Sacraments, the New 

Liturgical Movement published an English translation of the homily which he 

delivered on May 21st in the cathedral of Chartres to the pilgrims present for the 

annual Notre-Dame de Chrétienté pilgrimage. 
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ABERDEEN DIOCESAN PILGRIMAGE 2018 
 

For several decades now, on the last Sunday of June, the Catholic 

Bishop of Aberdeen has led an annual Diocesan Pilgrimage to 

Pluscarden. In recent years numbers attending this event have 

tended to diminish somewhat, with the average age of the pilgrims 

visibly rising. This year our Bishop Hugh wanted to use the 

Pluscarden Pilgrimage to celebrate the centenary of the 1918 

Education Act in Scotland, whereby Catholic schools are able to 

exist and receive funding within the State sector. So he invited the 

Catholic Primary Schools of our Diocese to participate, and he 

encouraged the Priests, people and especially children of the 

Diocese to come. The result of that was a dramatic increase in 

numbers of pilgrims, compared to previous years, and a 

corresponding reduction in average age. This year we saw a crowd 

of some 300 children, and about as many adults. Reflecting the 

make-up of our Diocese, and of modern society, this was very 

much a multi-National group: not only local Scots, but notably 

also people of Polish or Nigerian background. Many prayers for 

the success of the event were answered with lovely warm 

sunshine, blue skies, and no wind. 

The buses started to arrive at about 1.00 p.m. A team of local 

ladies was standing by to serve refreshments in two marquees, 

with hot sausage and bacon rolls being produced from our own 

kitchen. In an adjacent field the children were entertained with 

organised games, run by the Dominican Sisters from Elgin. At 

around 1.30 those pilgrims who had walked in from Elgin arrived. 

As people picnicked on the lawns, and as the various Choirs came 

together for their final rehearsals, confessions were heard in the 

parlours or the grounds of the Abbey. Since this was Sunday 24 

June, the liturgy for the day was that of St John the Baptist. To 

ensure that everyone present in our awkward Church building 

could both see and hear, five large high resolution screens had 

been set up, and special extensions to the existing sound system 

installed. 
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Each school represented made a little Presentation before the 

Mass started at 3.00 p.m. As in previous years, the Bishop’s Chair 

was set up in the Transepts, under the Tower, where the liturgy of 

the Word took place. Then, with the central doors open, the liturgy 

of the Eucharist took place at the Altar in the Chancel. Rarely had 

more people been so crammed into all our available space, with 

the overflow filling the large marquee on the site of the Nave. As 

the Mass unfolded, the Diocesan Choir sang, the children’s Choir 

sang, the monks sang, the African Choir sang, and the whole 

Congregation sang. The Ordinary of the Mass was in Latin, sung 

to Gregorian Chant, to which were added various motets, songs, 

hymns and organ interludes. At the end of Mass all processed out 

to St Benedict’s Garden, singing the Latin Litany of Loreto, with 

children of the Diocese carrying the processional statue of Our 

Lady. There, all joined in Marian devotions, followed by an exit 

procession accompanied in a most lively manner by the African 

Choir. The whole event seemed to have been touched by God’s 

blessing, and all departed in happy mood after a most wonderful 

and memorable day. 

 

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

 

Unusual Visitors 

 

On Saturday 9 June Pluscarden received a rather unusual group of 

Pilgrims from Russia: wives of Russian Orthodox Priests. Leaving 

their husbands at home, these ladies were touring Scotland 

especially to visit sites of Saints who pre-dated the formal schism 

between East and West in the 11th century. So it was no accident 

that they joined us for Mass on the Feast of St Columba of Iona. 

Used to the liturgy celebrated in Old Church Slavonic, they were 

delighted with our Latin liturgy and Gregorian Chant, which they 

had never heard before! 
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THE CALDEY CONVERSION 

IN BL. COLUMBA MARMION’S LETTERS continued 
 

The nuns of Milford Haven (later at Talacre, and now at Chester) 

were received next day. Dom Bede Camm and Dom John 

Chapman were to remain at Caldey to form the community and do 

what had to be done, and everyone insisted on Dom Marmion 

taking charge for the time being. They thought the community 

should be autonomous with Abbot Marmion as Caldey’s Abbot 

Visitor for the rest of his life. Any involvement of the Subiaco 

Congregation was to be avoided at any price! “The weather is 

delightful, sunny, very mild, but everywhere the wind comes off 

the sea.  I am healthier than I have ever been in my life and am 

surrounded with limitless affection and kindness.” Dom Bede had 

written an article for the Tablet, which Prior Robert of Maredsous 

was instructed to have translated and sent to the Catholic papers – 

“this is important”, wrote Dom Marmion. 

In letters to other correspondents at this time, he repeated 

constantly, “64 protestant monks and nuns, admirable in fervour 

and faith”, “God is wonderful in his works, above all in his mercy.  

God has been wonderful. They are so fervent.” The communities 

were initially oblates of Maredsous, while Dom Aelred was to 

make his noviciate at Maredsous. “The conversions in England 

were most consoling.” 

“The Caldey conversions are a great consolation, but also a 

great increase of responsibility and work, letters – and I don’t have 

a secretary. They are beautiful souls, altogether simple and several 

are very close to God and far advanced in prayer. I’ll have a lot of 

work sorting out their canonical situation in Rome, because there 

will be lots of difficulties.” 

Dom Bede Camm had many worries, too, as the newly-

Catholic monks fancied becoming “Carthusians, Trappists or 

worse, classic novitiate temptations”, Dom Marmion assured him. 

In his next letter to D. Bede he discusses whether the Caldey 

community should join the English Benedictine Congregation, and 

Abbot Aelred make his novitiate at Belmont. 
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Abbot Columba providentially had to go to Rome for the 

Abbots’ Congress later in 1913, and took Abbot Aelred with him. 

This was in fact a help to Abbot Columba, because Abbot Aelred 

had organised accommodation and paid all of the bills, as 

Maredsous was a poor community. At Chiasso, he says, they met a 

helpful Italian journalist, who interviewed Abbot Aelred. When 

they reached Rome (where they arrived on 1st May, marked by a 

general strike, therefore no taxis to help them with their luggage), 

the first thing they did was go to St Peter’s, where Abbot Marmion 

said Mass in the crypt above the body of St Peter, and Abbot 

Aelred received Communion – as he had greatly desired. Abbot 

Columba was the only abbot to have an audience with St Pius X, 

who had expressly asked for them; they had twenty minutes with 

him, as he emphasises in several letters. He spoke (in Latin) of the 

conversion as a great favour and grace, which Abbot Columba 

attributed to the monks’ liturgical training. Pope Pius agreed, but 

also said it was miraculous. He also said several times, very 

emphatically, that “We accord the most ample faculties, and all, all 

dispensations, in order that he be ordained immediately after his 

noviciate, not only for him, but also for all the monks of Caldey, 

“For they have no need to be very learned, in order to praise God”. 

He then blessed Abbot Aelred and his community and promised to 

pray for him, and all this with the greatest kindness and loving 

tenderness and spontaneity. 

Abbot Marmion then explained that he suffered greatly from 

sleepiness, and found this an obstacle to prayer, and added “Thou 

art Peter, cure me”, so Pope Pius told him to kneel down, placed 

his hands on his head and prayed for his cure and for strength and 

health to govern his community and for a long life. “I was the only 

abbot to see the Pope,” and “He treats me with such kindness and 

trust that I am quite embarrassed”. 

On 19th May he was hoping to leave Rome in a week, after 

completing his Caldey business, before going to Caldey for the 

monks’ clothing on St John Baptist’s day, 24th June and bringing 

Abbot Aelred back to Maredsous for his noviciate. 
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Dom Marmion was exhausted by his Roman trip, at Ancona 

he still had diarrhoea and could not sleep, so sat up all night gazing 

at the beautiful moonlit bay. Abbot Aelred had paid for their ticket 

on the ship; the voyage was restful, but wind and sun left them 

looking like boiled lobsters. They went through the Austrian Alps 

by train to Salzburg, Abbot Aelred, who had never seen anything 

so beautiful, was enchanted by the views. They parted at Salzburg, 

Marmion writing to Bishop Mostyn proposing 29th or 30th June for 

the clothings at Caldey and Milford Haven, where Dom Gregory 

Fournier was instructing the convert monks. In his next letter to 

Dom Bede, he says that Abbot Aelred, who evidently wants to hire 

a chef-cook, won’t be able to find one at the price he is hoping, as 

he would be paid more in Belgium and wouldn’t want to go to 

England – but he will ask their Br Pascal to send someone to help 

Br Samson on Caldey. 

Next, he is writing back to his Prior from Caldey, on 28th June. 

“The Cardinal was charming,” he says, after the trip from London 

with Bishop Mostyn, “Everything is going well.” “Dom Gregory is 

enthusiastic about the spirit here.  He has achieved a lot on all 

fronts. Today, as a special treat, we all went (the whole 

Community, the bishop, etc.) on a three-hour excursion round the 

island by steamer in perfect weather. We had tea, etc. There was 

ideal unity, joy, etc. On Tuesday I leave Caldey with the bishop for 

St Bride’s, and on Wednesday, after the clothing, I set off for 

London, travelling over-night… I am very busy here, but everyone 

is very kind to me.  The Spirit of God is certainly here. The Abbot 

wants to do everything in order to become a good monk.”   

A couple of days later, he emphasises, “The Spirit of God 

reigns here. Dom Gregory is enchanted.” All this was exhausting, 

“I am so tired. I have such need to be alone with God. I have been 

talking so much, fixing everything, I can’t manage any more.” 

In October, “one of the monks of Caldey (very good) needs a 

change”; this turns out to be Br Wilfrid, who is to come to 

Maredsous and follow the novitiate régime, like Abbot Aelred, 

“this will do him good”. Visiting Tyburn, he meets Dom Gregory, 

who has lost a lot of weight and looks very lean in his clerical suit; 
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he is better, but still has a headache. Marmion is to his surprise 

feeling the benefits of the Pope’s spontaneous blessing of all his 

retreats and preaching. 

By the beginning of next year (1914), Cardinal Bourne and 

Bishop Mostyn are writing to him about Caldey matters, where 

Dom John Chapman is discouraged and wants to resign and to 

leave, and Dom Gregory is very discouraged. Marmion clearly 

resents the extra work, “It’s sad to go hunting and then have to 

carry the dog.”  Several of his letters mention the meeting he is to 

have about this, but none mentions what happened. At the end of 

February he writes to Pius X a formal request that Abbot Aelred 

may receive the clerical tonsure and minor orders from him at 

Maredsous, at the same time as his confrères are receiving them 

from Bishop Mostyn.  

In March he tells Mother Adele Garnier of Tyburn that Fr 

Aelred has received minor orders from him and will shortly 

receive the sub-diaconate, “He is doing very well and inspires me 

with great confidence.” In April, he is off to Rome with Abbot 

Aelred on the 28th, planning to return at the start of June. In mid-

May he announces that Abbot Aelred will make his solemn 

profession at Maredsous on 29th June, in the presence of several 

members of his community, his ordination to the priesthood will 

follow on 5th July, returning to Caldey in August, preparing his 

community and deciding who should make profession; following a 

retreat given by Dom Marmion from 8th – 18th October, preparing 

them for their profession, (they will make profession on 18th, St 

Luke’s day), Abbot Aelred will be blessed as Abbot by Bishop 

Mostyn on the 19th.  

The next mention of Caldey follows the outbreak of war; he 

has crossed the enemy lines in disguise, at the peril of his life from 

thirty German soldiers who surrounded him and were about to 

shoot him, and is now on Caldey to give a retreat to fifteen monks, 

pre-profession, and to their Abbot, preparing for his blessing. 
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THE FOUR CATHEDRALS OF MORAY 

3. SPYNIE 1207 - 1224 
 

When Spynie Loch was open to the sea, the town on its shore at 

Spynie was the port of Elgin and also a fisher town. Here the 

Bishop of Moray had his cathedral from 1207 until 1224. Today 

the only remains of this town are a ruined castle and a kirkless 

kirkyard. The medieval church no longer exists. Foundations of a 

church measuring 74 feet by 35 feet survived at Spynie kirkyard 

until the nineteenth century, as did a gothic gable. The foundations 

may have been those of the cathedral. If it was a larger building, 

nothing remains of it. 

Brice (Bricius) Douglas became bishop in 1203 and died in 

1222. He had been prior of the Tironese monastery of 

Lesmahagow in Lanarkshire. He asked papal permission to 

transfer the see from Kinneddar to Spynie. His predecessors had 

not sought leave to move their cathedrals. The transfer took place 

under papal mandate in 1207. The see remained at Spynie until 

1224, a total of only seventeen years. His successor Andrew de 

Moravia (Murray) (1222 – 1242) soon sought permission to move 

the seat of the diocese to Elgin. Some have wondered if the plan 

was always to move to Elgin eventually. It is impossible to say. 

Bishop Brice introduced a constitution for his cathedral 

shortly after the move to Spynie. It was the first constitution for a 

Scottish cathedral and he based it on that of Lincoln Cathedral. By 

it, he appointed eight canons with a dean, precentor, treasurer, 

chancellor and archdeacon as officials and with three others as 

simple canons. Brice’s predecessor was Richard of Lincoln, so it 

may be he who proposed the Lincoln constitution. Also St Hugh of 

Lincoln died only in 1200 and was canonised in 1220. William the 

Lion, the King of Scots, had attended his funeral, overcome with 

grief. Lincoln was a prestigious see and St Hugh a popular saint. 

By the constitution, there were to be three Masses in the cathedral 

daily, with a minimum of five priests participating in the main 

Mass of the day. 
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The canons would have needed houses near to the cathedral in 

order to fulfil their obligations as canons. The bishop probably had 

a dwelling at Spynie, but it was not yet the strongly fortified castle 

whose ruins stand about half a kilometre from Spynie graveyard. 

Kinneddar probably remained the bishop’s main dwelling place for 

the moment. 

King William the Lion died in 1214. The latter years of his 

reign were troubled, both in his relations with King John of 

England and with armed conflicts in the north of Scotland. Such 

things affected local bishops as they were king’s men in their area. 

In the course of disputes between the crown and the earls of 

Caithness, Bishop John of Caithness was mutilated in 1200 and 

Adam his successor murdered in 1222. 

Succession to the throne was disputed. The MacWilliam 

branch of the royal family laid claim to the crown and made armed 

bids for it in 1211 and, shortly after William’s death, in 1215. 

They found support especially in the North. Both bids failed, but it 

meant a disturbed diocese of Moray. 

The archbishops of York claimed metropolitan authority over 

the bishops of Scotland. The Scottish bishops and crown resisted 

the claim. When appealed to, the popes at first favoured York but 

gradually came closer to the Scottish position. In 1192 the Pope 

issued the bull Cum universi by which he declared the Scottish 

dioceses special daughters of the Holy See. It effectively made the 

Pope metropolitan of the Scottish dioceses. This was the 

culmination of over a century of manoeuvre and litigation, so 

Scottish bishops had become familiar figures in Rome. Bishop 

Brice attended the fourth Lateran Council with three other Scottish 

bishops in 1215. 

He returned to Scotland at the close of the council. There the 

new King Alexander II joined the civil war in England between 

King John and his barons. King John resigned his lands into the 

hands of the pope and received them back as a papal vassal. Those 

opposing him therefore opposed the Pope, his feudal superior. 

Thus Alexander II and his advisors, including Bishop Brice, came 

under papal censure and were excommunicated and put under 
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interdict. The bishop had to go to Rome in 1218 to secure 

absolution at the pope’s hands. He remained there to face charges 

of extortion and taking bribes. He did not return to Scotland until 

1219. He died in 1222. 

Immediately upon his election as Brice’s successor, Andrew 

of Moravia began the process of moving the see once more. He 

was in Rome before his episcopal ordination; he may have 

received consecration from the pope. Thus in 1224 the see moved 

to Elgin and Spynie Kirk reverted to being a parish church. 

In the late fifteenth century the opening from Spynie Loch to 

the Moray Firth closed. Spynie was no longer a port, though 

fishing continued there for a time. Over the following centuries the 

bishop and later proprietors of land surrounding the loch drained it 

to bring the land under cultivation. The settlement of Spynie died. 

In 1736 a new parish kirk opened a few miles away at New 

Spynie just to the north of Quarrywood. The builders used stones 

from the original kirk in the new one. As at Kinneddar this is in the 

agricultural rather than the maritime centre of the parish. This kirk 

remains and is now part of the joint charge of Hopeman, Duffus 

and Spynie. Worship generally takes place there every second 

Sunday. 

Though the kirk moved to New Spynie, the kirkyard remained 

in use until the twentieth century. The kirkyard wall has stone 

steps set into it near to the entrance so that the gate need not be 

opened for entrance -- or for the exit of those things that might be 

found in a cemetery. Of those buried there, the most well-known is 

Ramsay Macdonald, the Labour leader and prime minister in the 

1920s. 

DMS 
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MORE BENEDICTINE MARTYRS 
 

Getting to know real witnesses to the faith is always enriching for 

a Christian, especially when they are martyrs, officially recognised 

by the Church. 

One year ago four Spanish Benedictines, martyred in 1936, 

were beatified in Madrid. They were all monks of the Priory of 

Our Lady of Montserrat in Madrid, a foundation of the Abbey of 

Silos, of the Solesmes Congregation. They were all killed out of 

hatred for the faith on different dates and buried in different places, 

towards the end of 1936. The reason for their deaths was simply 

that they were monks and priests, who gave their lives for Christ. 

The story of their monastery is not without interest in view of 

current events in the peninsula. Rising tensions between the 

government of Catalonia and the Spanish crown led to separation. 

Barcelona proclaimed a Catalan republic in January 1641, with 

Louis XIII of France, under the title of “Count of Barcelona”, as 

its sovereign. A French-Catalan army successfully defended 

Barcelona against the troops of Philip IV, who were driven from 

Catalonia for a decade. Following this long struggle the Castilian 

Benedictines of Our Lady of Montserrat were expelled and came 

to Madrid, where Philip IV commanded that a monastery be built 

for them in the capital. This was Santa Maria La Real de 

Montserrat, a member of the Valladolid Congregation. This, in its 

turn, was suppressed by the anti-religious decrees of Mendizábal, 

who converted it into a prison. A hundred years ago, in 1918, it 

returned to life. 

 

Dom José Antón Gómez, Prior. 

Born in on 26th August 1878 in the little village of Hacinas in the 

province of Burgos, he entered Silos as a child oblate in 1891, and 

with two other monks from his village, made profession on 21st  

November 1896.  He was ordained priest on 31st August 1902. 

A highly-educated man, he was particularly noteworthy as a 

linguist: he was at home in classical Greek and Latin and wrote 

poetry in both languages.  He spoke French and Italian, English 



21 

and German fluently, as well as understanding Hebrew and Arabic.  

He was Librarian, at first a teacher and then head of the college at 

Silos, and wrote numerous articles for the Revista Eclesiástica, 

which he edited for 18 years.  In 1912 he performed the visitation 

of Silos’s foundations in Mexico on behalf of his Abbot, Dom 

Ildefonso Guépin, whose age precluded such a journey. 

He was sent to Madrid in 1918 to form a new Benedictine 

community, whose task it was to restore to life the ancient Priory 

in the Iberian capital, the “Montserratico”.  He became its first 

Prior when in 1923 it became a simple Priory, and he was 

responsible for the physical restoration of its beautiful baroque 

church, completed in 1928, at 79 San Bernardo Street.  He was 

highly esteemed as a spiritual father, and was known locally as the 

“father of the poor”. 

In July 1936, before anti-religious activities became serious, 

he dissolved the community and sought refuge with friends, and 

then in a boarding-house, where he was discovered by the 

“People’s Police” on 24th September. They arrested him and took 

him to Fomento prison, on the edge of the city, interrogated and 

tortured him and then almost immediately shot him, during the 

night of 25th September.  Those who knew him agreed that he was 

a holy monk, very kind and good, like his heavenly patron. 

 

Dom Antolin Pablos Villanueva, scholar and missionary 

He was born on 2nd September 1871, in the little mediaeval town 

of Lerma, 25 km south of Burgos, and also entered Silos as an 

oblate in 1884. He received the habit in September 1888, was 

professed on 11th September 1891 and was ordained priest on 19th 

September 1896. He was sent for historical studies in Paris from 

1898 – 1900, where he showed a passionate interest in history and 

palaeography, and made several trips to the abbey of Beuron, in 

order to learn German. 

In May 1901 he was sent to Silos’s Mexican house, to explore 

the possibility of a foundation, and subsequently founded San 

Rafael in the Aztec capital, returning to Spain in September 1904, 

before once more returning to Mexico in 1909 in order to support 
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the new foundation in its birth-pangs.  The fiercely anti-religious 

and secularist 1914 Mexican revolution expelled all foreign 

religious, causing its collapse, and Fr Antolin was forced for a 

while to take refuge on the Island of Pines in Cuba.   

Thereafter he exercised a clandestine priestly ministry in 

Mexico, until his capture in 1918 by Carranza’s supporters, while 

he was giving a mission to the native people, followed by his 

expulsion from Mexico in April 1919.  On his return to Spain, his 

Abbot posted him to the Madrid cella, where he spent the rest of 

his life, becoming the community’s Subprior, devoting himself to 

historical research and hearing confessions. 

When the persecution started in 1936, he found shelter in the 

house of one of his directees, but in October he was recognised in 

the national library, arrested and brutally thrown into Modelo 

prison in Madrid.  He was shot on 8th November 1936 at Aldovea 

castle, San Fernando de Henares, along with four hundred other 

prisoners shot by the Republicans.  His body was recovered from a 

common grave in 1939. 

 

Dom Rafael Alcocer Martinez, preacher and Arabic scholar 

He was born on 29th October 1889 at Madrid, where he studied 

history at the University.  He entered Silos and received the habit 

on 19th October 1909. In September 1910 he began his canonical 

noviciate, which was interrupted in March 1911 by military 

service at Ceuta, a Spanish enclave on the north coast of Morocco, 

where he took the chance to study Arabic.  Back at Silos in March 

1914, he made profession on 6th April 1915 and was ordained 

priest at Burgos on 25th August 1918.  From April the next year till 

March 1920, he lived in the monastery of Santa Maria de 

Cogullada, in the province of Saragossa, which had been re-settled 

by Ligugé abbey in 1901. 

April 1925 saw him join Montserrat Priory in Madrid, 

engaged in preaching and lecturing in various Spanish cities, all 

the while devoting himself to scientific studies and publications, 

particularly in relation to Hispano-Arabic literature.  He wrote 

biographies of St Dominic of Silos (1925) and St Teresa of Jesus 
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1933).  A gifted orator, he did much good work in the service of 

the liturgy. 

On 17th July 1936 Fr Rafael told his community of the mutiny 

of the military garrison at Melilla.  On the 19th the collegiate 

church of San Isidro was burnt and the Benedictine community 

dispersed, returning to the monastery on the 20th to celebrate Mass, 

before being forced by the communists to evacuate the place on 

21st.  He hid in his cousin Santos’s house but they were soon both 

obliged to take refuge in a boarding-house.  After a while he found 

a job with a friend, a bookseller, who gave him a bed in the back 

shop.  After being informed upon, he was arrested there on 30th 

September by anarchist members of the CNT union, who took him 

to Ferraz prison, where he met another priest, Fr Antonio Cortes 

Moral, parish priest of Horche in Guadalajara.  We know that they 

heard each other’s confessions before they were shot on 4th 

October 1936 in the Elipa district. 

 

Dom Luis Vidaurrázaga González, Gregorian chant scholar 

Born in Bilbao on 13th September 1901, he was educated by the 

Piarists (founded by St Joseph Calasanctius – 272 of them perished 

during the civil war), entering Silos as an oblate in 1914, being 

clothed on 27th September 1917 and professed on 15th September 

1919.  He was ordained at Burgos on 19th December 1925, and for 

a year he too lived at Cogallada.  After 27th July 1928, he was a 

member of the Madrid community, where he was occupied in 

spiritual direction and teaching Gregorian chant. 

On 19th July 1936 he took refuge in a friendly household.  He 

was arrested on 3rd August, imprisoned at Ventas, but was released 

on 11th December.  Once more he hid with a friend, but was 

discovered and arrested by the militia, then shot without trial 

against the wall of Almudena cemetery on 31st December 1936, his 

heavenly birthday.  His life was short but distinguished for fervour 

and humility. He was remembered by his brethren for his 

discretion, love of the liturgy and the zeal for its proper 

celebration.  The mortal remains of all four of these monks are 
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buried in the church of the Madrid priory of Montserrat, in the 

chapel of Christ of Burgos. 

Although this was a severe trial for the little priory community 

of only seven monks in1936, one can boldly affirm, happy was 

that monastic community which had such foundation stones at the 

dawn of its history!  

Their liturgical memorial is kept on 25th September. 

 

(This article is translated and adapted from an article by Fr 

Francesco, which appeared in the letter to the friends of the Abbey 

of Kergonan, Sous le Regard de Dieu 2017/2, and appears by kind 

permission of our Breton brethren.) 
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 *************************  

 

New Visitor Sign Boards 

 

Visitors to the monastery very frequently remark upon the peace 

and tranquillity of Pluscarden, and the beauty of its surroundings, 

and how natural and easy it is to sense God's presence and holiness 

here. They express wonder and delight at discovering ancient ruins 

that have been restored, slowly and patiently by present day 

monks, back to their original purpose.  

But visitors also sometimes remark on how little there is 

provided, apart from the substantial Guide Book, to explain to 

them what they see, or to tell those who don't know, what 

Pluscarden stands for.  

So a friend of the community has recently designed and made 

three display panels, which have now gone up on sign boards for 

the sake of our many day visitors.  

We hope these boards will provide accessible and useful 

information, while also helping people understand how this is a 

living monastery, and a house of God, and a place of prayer. 
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“YOU HAVE COME TO MOUNT SION: 
THE CHRISTIAN PILGRIMAGE IN THE LETTER TO THE HEBREWS” 

A Reflection on the 2018 Pluscarden Pentecost Lectures given 

by Fr Richard Ounsworth O.P. 

 

Even to begin to understand the Letter to the Hebrews, we need to 

understand how typological reading of the Bible works. On this the 

whole argument of the Letter stands or falls. Fr Richard 

Ounsworth O.P. devoted his first lecture to this. He went far 

beyond the usual timid defence of typology. He even ended up by 

asserting that the only reasonable way of reading what we 

Christians call the Old Testament is through typology. And this is 

not just from the New Testament perspective: the Old Testament 

reads itself in this way. Think, for example, of the Exodus from 

Egypt, and the Babylonian Exile, as interpreted by the Prophets. 

But beware! Typology is not to be confused with allegory. 

Allegory doesn’t care about the literal meaning of the text, for 

what actually happened; whereas typology refers precisely to the 

meaning of events. So we can say that typology, unlike allegory, 

really “cares” for the Old Testament on its own terms, takes it 

seriously, believes in it. But then it says: these events point to (are 

fulfilled by) something else, and unless you know what this 

something is you won't be able to discern the deeper meaning of 

Scripture as a whole. In other words, on numerous occasions God 

“stamped” human (mainly Jewish) history with a certain pattern 

(thus turning it into salvation history). We should therefore read 

the Old Testament accordingly, as a series of types. Otherwise we 

will miss its most fundamental meaning and purpose. Yet: due to 

the fallen nature of human history, this material is rugged and 

uneven, and it reflects the divine pattern imperfectly. We can 

gather hints from it, but not the whole picture. What is needed is 

the coming of Christ, who “reflects the glory of God and bears the 

very stamp of his nature” (Hb 1:3), who simply is the pattern. The 

historical-critical approach in its narrower forms cannot really 

accept this. It confronts us with a series of Biblical “theologies” 

instead, more or less independent of each other, attempting to 
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connect them by the notion of progress, which actually traces the 

development of the human conscience. But as we humans “grow” 

in this way, there is naturally less and less space for God, it seems. 

Having dealt with the underlying “theory”, in the following 

two lectures Fr Richard discussed several key passages of Hebrews 

in some detail. He divided the text in an unusual way: according to 

the kind of typology employed. And so first he went through 

chapters 3-4 and 11-12, because the author used mainly 

“horizontal” typology there (with Joshua as the type of Christ). 

Then he discussed chapters 5-10 and “vertical” typology (with 

Jesus as the new High Priest in the heavenly sanctuary). He largely 

omitted the first two and the last chapters. Chapters 1-2 lay the 

groundwork by establishing the uniqueness of Jesus as the Son of 

God, and at the same time his solidarity with us (“basically 

Chalcedonian Christology ahead of its time!”). Chapter 13 was 

probably added later, most likely by the same author, to turn what 

was originally a homily into a letter. Fr Richard began by drawing 

our attention to the clever use of Psalm 95(94) in chapter 3. In the 

original, the Psalm refers to the incident at Massah and Meribah 

described in Exodus 17 (where the people put the Lord to the test 

because they had no water to drink) and ends on a sobering note: 

“Therefore I swore in my anger that they should not enter my rest” 

(Ps 95:11). The author of Hebrews, however, was using the Greek 

(LXX) text. By adding one word to it (“therefore” in Hb 3:11), he 

was able to apply the text to what happened at Kadesh Barnea 

instead (Numbers 13-14). There, as the Israelites stood on the very 

threshold of the Promised Land, they sent out twelve spies. Only 

two of them proved to be faithful: Caleb and Joshua. Even Moses 

doubted. What was the purpose of this subtle change? “Today”, 

says the Holy Spirit according to Hb 3:7, we are in the same 

situation. Let us not “harden our hearts”! Jesus is the new Joshua, 

the fulfilment of Joshua, and “by faith” we are now standing on the 

threshold of the new Promised Land – God's own “rest”.  

Faith is the great theme of chapter 11, with the refrain “by 

faith” repeated nineteen times there. The chapter recounts 

salvation history beginning with the faith of Abel, and ending with 
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the faith of a “great cloud” of witnesses, prophets and martyrs. Fr 

Richard pointed out two interesting things. First, the deliberate 

omission of everything that happened between the crossing of Red 

Sea and the siege of Jericho in Hb 11:29-30. This is a literary ploy, 

aimed at drawing our attention to the forty years of wandering in 

the wilderness, the direct consequence of what happened in 

Kadesh Barnea. Second, the noticeable change of tone in what 

follows. The author still seems to be retelling salvation history, but 

he loses focus as it were – chronology disintegrates, the story 

begins to “stutter”. According to Fr Richard this is deliberate (“he 

is being clever”): a subtle way of suggesting the need for a new 

Joshua who would get salvation history going again. What a daring 

thought! It implies that during the whole period beginning with 

Judges – through all the Kings and Prophets, the Exile, right up to 

the Maccabees – salvation history got stuck and wouldn’t move. It 

only achieved one thing: the sharpening of Messianic hopes. 

If Joshua as the type of Christ in the Old Testament sounds 

like an original idea, then Jesus as the new High Priest is nothing 

short of a theological revolution, with numerous consequences. 

True, Priesthood was extremely important in Second Temple 

Judaism, to the point that some Jewish movements expected the 

coming of two Messiahs: one “Royal” and one “Priestly”. But 

throughout the New Testament Jesus is presented exclusively as 

the “Royal” Messiah, connected to the line of David. And this is 

right, as Jesus wasn’t a Priest. What’s more, outwardly there was 

absolutely nothing “sacrificial” about his death. Chapters 5-10 of 

Hebrews offer a striking exception to this by constructing a 

“vertical Christological” typology, which connects Jesus’ death 

with the role of the High Priest on the Day of Atonement (Yom 

Kippur). How the Jewish sacrificial system worked exactly we 

don't know, but blood certainly played a key role – it stood for life, 

and therefore countered impurity and sin, which spread death. The 

Altar and the Holy of Holies in the Temple were the two great 

meeting points between God and man. Once a year, on Yom 

Kippur, the High Priest purified them with sacrificial blood. Sin 

wasn’t really the issue here. The main thing was to reconsecrate 
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these places (set them apart as sacred again) and thereby to renew 

the covenant. For the author of Hebrews, Christ “is the mediator of 

a new covenant” of course, but he “has entered (...) into heaven 

itself, now to appear in the presence of God on our behalf” (Hb 

9:15.24) as the new High Priest. “Now” therefore, by eating his 

flesh and drinking his blood, we ourselves become the meeting 

places. But there is more: “we have this as a sure and steadfast 

anchor of the soul, a hope that enters into the inner shrine behind 

the curtain, where Jesus has gone as a forerunner on our behalf” 

(6:19ff). In other words, the way to heaven itself is open to us!  

We’ve grown used to this thought, but the rest of the New 

Testament mostly speaks of the resurrection of the body, which 

actually isn’t the same. “Destination heaven” is unique to Hebrews 

(though to some extent also present in the Apocalypse) and is 

really quite a shocking idea. The author had to bring the two 

typologies together to achieve this: whereas the High Priest 

entered the Holy of Holies alone, Joshua led the whole of Israel 

through Jordan and into the Promised Land. 

That’s all very well on the symbolic level, but how does it 

actually work? Was heaven in need of purification? In what sense 

was God’s own Son “made perfect” (7:28), and it what sense is he 

ministering? Fr Richard answered these and many similar 

questions in his final lecture. He began by acknowledging an 

intellectual debt to Albert Vanhoye S.J., though he did that 

reluctantly and in a very amusing way: not only a Jesuit and a 

Cardinal, Vanhoye is still shamelessly alive at the age of 95! 

Anyway, unlike other NT writers, the author of Hebrews doesn't 

build on the relationship between the Father and the Son (therefore 

stressing Son’s obedience), but rather starts from the objective 

situation: sinful humanity in need of a Saviour. This is crucial if 

we want to understand how Christ’s Priesthood works there: 

essentially in the opposite direction to its OT type! Jewish Priests 

were taken from among the people, so they were our “brothers” by 

nature and needed to be consecrated, set apart from the rest, by 

virtue of their mission. In many places in the Bible their elevated, 

almost divine status is stressed. But in fact it actually never 
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worked, as we are told in Hb 10:1-4 for example: it only had 

symbolic value. The exact opposite is true of the Son of God. Set 

apart by nature, he needed to become like us to fulfil his mission. 

Therefore, while their priesthood required symbolic ritual 

separation, his was perfected by real redemptive suffering which 

culminated in death, because solidarity reaches perfection in death 

– only thus he could become our brother. But he is also Joshua! At 

the very point of death, at least according to Hebrews (and the 

famous chapter 2 of Philippians), the movement is reversed. In the 

heavenly exaltation the man Jesus enters the glory of the Father, 

but he takes us along as well, in what Fr Richard called 

“soteriological scooping”. This double solidarity in Christ is a 

radical re-imagining of Priesthood, a unique insight. If not for the 

genius of the author of Hebrews (“the most brilliant theologian in 

the NT”), it wouldn’t be there at all! Here is a neat summary taken 

from Cardinal Vanhoye: if we wanted to describe Jesus using only 

two titles, then “the Son of God” and “the Brother of human 

beings” would suffice, but if we needed to do that in just one, it 

would have to be “the perfect High Priest”. 

It’s safe to say that we all enjoyed this year's lectures 

immensely. Fr Richard “pitched” them perfectly: we were 

intellectually stimulated and entertained at the same time. He was 

very amusing (something difficult to convey in a review), 

deliberately pretentious at one time, teasing at another. He 

operated effortlessly on several levels at once, keeping everyone’s 

attention, moving from “theologically significant isomorphisms” 

to potato stamps (“where Jesus is the potato!”) fluently and with a 

straight face. He would stun us into silence by some obscure detail 

of NT Greek and then, in the ensuing silence, whisper “I know!”, 

pretending that we were breathless with excitement rather than 

simply ignorant. He gently mocked everyone, but most of all 

himself. I was left with a sense of gratitude that someone like him 

was a Dominican friar – not because he fitted the stereotype well, 

but because he broke out of it in a particularly Dominican way. 

 

DSP 
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READ IN THE REFECTORY: 
 

Charles of Sezze, an Autobiography, translated and edited by 

Leonard Perotti OFM, Burns & Oates 1963. 

 

St who? Of where? Surely most of us had never before even heard 

of St Charles of Sezze. What a treat, then, to come to the refectory 

daily for more refreshing draughts of this astonishing man=s life! 

Charles (Carlo) was an Italian Franciscan lay brother (1613-

1670) who died in Rome. Brought up in poor circumstances in the 

countryside, with only rudimentary education, he nevertheless 

wrote works of mystical theology that can compare with those of 

the greatest masters of that science. He also, at the command of his 

confessor, and in complete Franciscan simplicity, wrote his 

autobiography. Charles’ mission in Religion was to serve, wash, 

clean, cook, garden, carry, mend, obey. He did all that, with 

exemplary humility, amid many very severe trials, temptations and 

sufferings, advancing all the time in the life of union with God. On 

one occasion the love of God so pierced his heart that it created an 

open wound which was found on his body after his death. Here are 

a few snippets to give some flavour of this remarkable book: 

 

“The monastery enclosure was in bad repair and oxen came in 

to cause great damage in the garden. One morning two young bulls 

and an ox came in. The Vicar had all the Friars assemble, with the 

exception of myself, for I had been up almost the whole night 

helping to care for a dying woman. The Superior had ordered me 

to rest and I was not to leave the room without his permission. He 

now sent someone to call for me immediately. When I saw the 

Friars with sticks and long poles in their hands, busy chasing the 

animals as they kept running around in their fright, a great desire 

to laugh came over me. The Superior then commanded me in 

virtue of holy obedience to catch the animals. I went up to the 

beasts and in the name of God told them to stand still. They 

stopped, and did not move a foot. Going up to the one that was 

closest, I put a rope around his horns while I prayed to God, and I 
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tied him up as if he were a meek little donkey. Then again in the 

name of God I told him to come near me. He took a few steps and 

came closer, and so did the other two. Then I led them inside the 

monastery and put them in a stall where we had a donkey. The 

Superior said that all this had come about through the virtue of 

holy obedience.” 

 

“Our Lord allowed the spirit of fornication to war on me in a 

new way. At night when I tried to rest, all hell turned on me, 

although I threw the water of devout thoughts on it by imagining 

that I was within the sacred wounds of our Lord, or in the presence 

of God or of my Guardian Angel. I was like a slave, tied and 

unable to defend myself, free only in the act of my will which did 

its best to keep united with his Divine Majesty and far removed 

from all sensual movements of the flesh. With lips and heart I 

called on the name of Jesus and Mary, telling them I was willing to 

die a thousand times and suffer any kind of martyrdom rather than 

offend the law of God. I think this accursed demon was given me 

by God as a chastisement, and that he gave him all power over my 

person, except my will, for when those rushing attacks had passed 

I was very afflicted and doubtful with a fear that I had offended 

God. 

“With the permission of my spiritual director I made a vest of 

chains which I wore for eight or ten years. Every night I took the 

discipline and only rarely did I sleep. When I did sleep, it was on a 

table. I drank water only and ate meat rarely. These and other 

penances helped very little. To think of chasing off temptation by 

force of arms is vanity and madness, for this is done only by the 

favour of divine grace. When the time our Lord had set for freeing 

me had come, he caused the hellish image to disappear as if it had 

never been. Blessed be the Lord who is served in this way by 

humbling my pride! When people ran after me and took pieces of 

my habit and called me a Saint, I said to myself: ‘If they only 

knew me as Jesus Christ who sees my wretchedness knows me, 

they would pick up stones and kill me with them!’” 
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“It was a great pleasure for me to stay before the most holy 

Sacrament of the Altar. Though I could not use my intellect in 

consideration of so exalted a mystery, I still in a definite way 

experienced the presence of God. I reflected this way: if a rock 

which is hard and cold becomes warm in the sun, I hope that as I 

remain before our Lord in patient perseverance, in spite of stone-

like dryness, the time will come when he will look at me and will 

warm my heart by setting it on fire with his divine love. This is 

what happened quickly. My spirit was raised to union with God. 

He revealed to me the secret needs of my fellow men, while urging 

me to pray earnestly for them all, and to ask for three favours for 

myself. They were: light by which to know him; fear so as not to 

offend him; and love through which to love him. 

“It seems to me that staying with us on the Altar in the 

mystery of the Holy Eucharist our Lord has wanted to empty out 

into our souls all the streams of his love and all the fountains of his 

grace. If in other spiritual exercises we work so as to catch some 

spirit of devotion, with the reception of our Lord’s Body the soul is 

united to God sweetly and without labour in an exalted and divine 

way. In a union that is true and real, we are transformed into him. 

Drinking of the divine essence in that sea one takes into oneself all 

that one is ever able to receive, for in God all things are found.  

“Because of the intense hunger I had at times for this food of 

life, to satisfy myself I would have gone to Communion many 

times a morning if this had been allowed! Out of the respect I bore 

for this most holy Sacrament I greatly revered Priests, as those 

who administer it to us.” 

 

In December 1669 Pope Clement IX, then in his last sickness, 

asked for this humble lay brother to come and bless him. Charles 

there predicted that they would meet again the following 6th day of 

January: the day of his own death. He was canonised by Pope St 

John XXIII in 1959. 

        DBH 

 


