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FR ABBOT’S LETTER 
 

Dear Friends, 

 

The Church’s Liturgy devotes these last weeks of its annual cycle 

to meditation on the “last things”, on the reality of our mortality, 

on the truth that the world as we know it will come to an end, and 

there will be a new world free of death and corruption. November 

is traditionally a time to pray especially for all the faithful who 

have died. The month begins with the great Feast of All Saints, 

followed immediately by “All Souls”, when the Mass and all the 

Liturgy of the day is offered as a prayer to God for all who have 

gone before us “marked with the sign of faith”. 

The transition from the Liturgy of All Saints to the Liturgy of 

All Souls is dramatic: festive celebration and white vestments on 

All Saints, black vestments and the sombre, even mournful 

character of the Liturgy of All Souls. This is not, I think, meant 

primarily to express a change of mood, though of course our 

sentiments will be affected. If the liturgy were seeking to express 

our feelings, I think we would want to celebrate the two days in 

reverse: we would first contemplate the darkness of death, then 

raise our spirits by celebrating our glorious new life in Christ. That 

would seem the more natural and Christian order of things. 

While All Saints is certainly a joyous day, and celebrates the 

joy of the Saints, the white vestments express the enlightenment of 

our minds by the Resurrection of Christ. The black of All Souls 

expresses the darkening that our minds undergo in the face of 

death. We pass from what is clear to what is more obscure. It is not 

that the darkness extinguishes the light, but that we are first given 

light so we can go into the darkness. 

Our faith reveals more of the life of the Saints in heaven than 

of the condition of the Holy Souls who are still undergoing their 

purification before being admitted to the vision of God. We might 

make a comparison to the way in which children are introduced to 

life. Often children feel closer bonds to old people than to the 

middle-aged or adolescent. The old, who have reached the end of 
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life, are best able to explain life to children. Similarly, the Saints 

who have arrived are able to show us eternity, and they seem very 

close. By comparison, the state of the Holy Souls is hard to 

imagine or understand. They are, so to speak, in the dark as far as 

we are concerned. Another comparison that might be made is with 

the Gospel story of Easter. There is no attempt to describe the 

Resurrection itself or anything that happened during the night in 

which Christ rose. The Gospels only show us Christ already risen, 

alive in the full light of Easter day. The Holy Souls, we might say, 

are hidden in the dark, but it is the darkness of Easter night in 

which Christ rises. They do not yet see Christ, but he is there with 

them. That is their privilege and joy. 

The transition from All Saints to All Souls follows the pattern 

of our birth and growth into the new life of heaven. In the Saints 

we see the journey’s end, and they encourage and teach like kind 

grandparents. They assure us that in the end it will all make sense. 

The Holy Souls, like us, are still on the way, and though in that 

sense they are closer to us, we understand them less. We can 

extend this thought, and say we are all Holy Souls! It is only that 

those whom we normally call such are further on the way than we 

are. In this regard there is not so much difference between our 

relationship with these Holy Souls and our relationships with one 

another: we understand each other so little. We are together in the 

dark. But Christ is with us and he will bring us together to the 

light. It is a strange but telling thing that at this time, when our 

focus is on the last things, there is also in the Liturgy a growing 

sense of the communion that exists between all who are Christ, we 

still on earth, the Holy Souls, the Saints in Heaven. This bond is 

stronger than death and stronger than anything that seems to 

distance us from one another in this present life. I conclude with 

the prayer that St Benedict makes close to the end of his Rule: may 

Christ bring us together to eternal life. 

 

Yours devotedly in Christ, 
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FROM THE ANNALS 
 

AUGUST 2018 

15th: SOLEMNITY OF THE ASSUMPTION. Our patronal 

feast. Bishop Richard Moth of Arundel and Brighton arrived early 

this morning. He is to give the oblates’ retreat this coming 

weekend. 

18th: Fr Abbot gave a conference to the community this afternoon 

about safeguarding, an introduction to our newly drawn-up and 

much expanded safeguarding guidelines, recently approved by the 

deans. These are now in effect; though we await comments by the 

Diocesan Safeguarding Team before officially adopting them.  

19th: TWENTIETH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME. Bishop 

Moth presided at our Conventual Mass today and preached the 

homily. He also continued to give talks to the Oblates. 

Two Catholic members of the House of Lords were present at 

our conventual Mass today: both of them prominent pro-Lifers. 

Lord David Alton came with his wife; Lord Kevin Shinkwin is 

currently staying on retreat at the Lodge. 

Fr Mark travelled to the monastery of Landévennec in 

Brittany, to take part in a course run by our Subiaco-Cassinese 

Benedictine Congregation. Its theme is the Catholic approach to 

care of the environment, especially as set forth in Laudato Si. 

25th: A group of people involved in last year’s 1230 Pilgrimage 

Walk, and also in the Prinknash to Pluscarden walk this year, 

undertook together a walk from Grantown-on-Spey to Pluscarden.  

27th: Innocent Obiejinwa, who has been in our guest house for the 

past few weeks, moved into the Novitiate for a trial period. 

28th: The Trustees of Kristo Buase Monastery arrived for a 

meeting here. They include Fr Bede, Prior of Kristo Buase, Abbot 

Martin and Fr Mark Hargreaves of Prinknash, and Abbot Paulinus 

and Fr Dunstan of Chilworth. Fr Ambrose also came to see Fr 

Bede. Our own Fr Dunstan as it happens is home just now on a 

summer break from Petersham, so Choir feels a lot fuller than 

usual these days. 
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SEPTEMBER 2018 

1st: Before Vespers today Abbot Martin of Prinknash and Prior 

Bede of Kristo Buase each spoke to the community about their 

own respective communities.  

3rd: Fr Benedict said a special Mass for Knights and Dames of St 

Gregory. After a visit to the doctor, Fr Matthew happily regained 

some hearing. Fr Mark gave a report to the community on his visit 

to Landévennec. 

4th: Br Benedict Joseph Miller of the Communauté de St Jean 

arrived today. Having visited and been in touch for a long time, he 

has applied to transfer to our community. So he moved straight 

into the novitiate to begin his period of discernment and probation. 

5th: This afternoon the Prior of the Benedictine monastery of 

Norcia in Italy arrived with Br John Cook, a junior monk of that 

community. He is to spend some time with us.  

6th: Fr Giles returned from Ghana today. He has been at Kristo 

Buase as acting Superior during the absence of Fr Bede. 

7th: Br Hugh, a novice at Prinknash Abbey, arrived this evening to 

begin his pre-profession retreat for simple vows.  

8th: The Feast of the Birthday of Our Lady. Today is the 

seventieth anniversary of the resumption of monastic life at 

Pluscarden in 1948, after a break of nearly four centuries. Mass 

was at 11.30. An invited congregation joined us for a buffet lunch 

in the east cloister afterwards. After the lunch Br Michael showed 

a video of the film of the Mass celebrated seventy years ago on 8th 

September. At 8.00 there was a concert of sacred music by Musick 

Fyne, which was very well attended, with all available seats taken. 

10th: The community observed a day of fasting and prayer in 

response to the abuse crisis, as called for by Pope Francis. In 

addition, there was a community holy hour, with exposition of the 

Blessed Sacrament from 4.30 until the end of Vespers. 

14th: The Feast of the Triumph of the Holy Cross. This 

afternoon Fr Benedict went to St Mary’s church, Inverness, for the 

diaconal Ordination of Dominic Nwaigwe. He sang the Latin 

litany of Saints there. 
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18th: A Jumbulance group of handicapped adults was here today. 

Fr. Giles gave them talks and a tour of our Church. They came into 

the Sanctuary with their wheel chairs for Sext and None. 

19th: Fr Abbot left this morning for Petersham. He is to preside at 

a meeting of the Superiors of the English Province there: including 

those who were recently at Pluscarden for the Ghana Trustees 

meeting. Following that meeting he will spend some time with his 

mother, who is ailing. From there he is due to go to Kristo Buase 

for their Visitation, assisted by Abbot Martin of Prinknash.  

Archbishop Emeritus Mario Conti visited today and had lunch 

with some friends in Parlour 1. 

Fr Matthew’s health gives cause for concern. He has many 

medical appointments. Br Cyprian as infirmarian looks after him, 

his own considerable trouble with sarcoidosis notwithstanding.  

Fr Prior’s voice has been weak or even non-existent over the 

past few days. He gave a community conference before Vespers, 

assisted by a microphone and speaker, which worked well. 

25th: Our two Vietnamese brethren, assisted by Br Thomas, 

departed this morning for a trip to Europe. They intend to visit En-

Calcat and La Pierre qui Vire in France, before going on to Rome. 

La Pierre qui Vire is the mother-house of Thien-An in Vietnam, 

and Thien-An is the mother-house of all the male Vietnamese 

Benedictine houses there. 

29th: Feast of St Michael and all Angels: the feast day of Br 

Michael, our cellarer, and Br Gabriel, our bursar. Bacon and eggs 

are served at supper on the cellarer’s feast day, according to 

custom. We followed the custom faithfully. Today is also Fr 

Martin’s 70th birthday. Fr Prior decreed that he should have the 

day off work, even though we do not normally celebrate birthdays. 

Some 30 diocesan catechists came for a day retreat. Fr 

Domenico Zanre conducted it, giving conferences in the Lady 

Chapel, where exposition of the Blessed Sacrament also took 

place. 

Fr Prior gave a conference before Vespers. His voice was 

somewhat recovered, though still far from strong.  
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NEWS FROM ST MARY’S MONASTERY 

 
Since the last instalment of News from St Mary’s Monastery we 

have hosted two Monastic Experience Weekends (June 22-24, and 

October 26-28). As in the past, the participants joined us in choir, 

did some manual labour (chopping and preparing winter squash for 

freezing), had a guided lectio divina session with Fr Dunstan, a 

conference by Fr Gregory, some sessions with Br Isidore on how 

to use our choir books, and a tour of the library. On Saturday 

afternoon everyone had a chance to chat with one of the monks.  

Both weekends were very rewarding for the young men taking part 

as well as for the monks. 

From August 6 to 10 we had our annual community retreat.  It 

was given this year by Fr Leo Almazán O.P. A native of Mexico, 

Fr Leo is currently stationed in Geneva where he serves as the 

assistant of the Permanent Delegate of the Order of Preachers to 

the United Nations. Mother Mary Elizabeth got to know Fr Leo in 

Louisiana when she was superior of the Benedictine nuns in 

Tickfaw. The theme of the retreat was Conversatio Morum, which 

Fr Leo dealt with in terms of the traditional four cardinal virtues 

and three theological virtues. He also shared some psychological 

insights and some useful lessons gained from his own personal 

experience. It was a very inspiring retreat. 

In September, the two communities here in Petersham hosted 

a meeting of the superiors of the English Province of our 

congregation. The following superiors were present: Fr Abbot 

(Pluscarden), Abbot Paulinus, (Chilworth), Abbot Cuthbert 

(Farnborough), Prior Bede (Kristo Buase), Prior Peter (Chicago), 

Prior Dominic (Thien Tam), Br John (Mount Saviour), Abbot 

Friedhelm (Kornelimünster), Mother Nikola (Minster), Mother 

Winsome (Sisters of the Blessed Virgin Mary, Birmingham), and 

of course, from Petersham Fr Gregory and Mother Mary Elizabeth. 

Abbot Martin of Prinknash was unable to attend since he had 

caught the flu. 

We took turns with the nuns of St Scholastica Priory hosting 

the superiors for lunch. In the evenings we and the sisters also took 
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turns in hosting everyone – both communities and superiors – for 

some festive talking suppers. It was a nice way for everyone to 

mingle and socialize. After the actual meetings were finished, we 

had an afternoon get-together during which each superior was 

invited to talk about his or her community. The next day we all 

went on a community outing to Hancock Shaker Village in the 

Berkshires in western Massachusetts, where had a picnic lunch.  

Most of the superiors departed the next day. 

During the summer, more work was done on our cemetery.  

Grave stones were placed over the graves of the deceased and we 

installed a large crucifix. We thought All Souls Day would be a 

fitting occasion formally to bless the new cemetery. Despite the 

fact that the weather reports were predicting showers for that day, 

we decided to go ahead and hope for the best. It was raining at the 

beginning of Mass, but the weather had improved by the time 

Mass was over, and during the blessing there were only a few 

drops of rain. 

The bulk of the ceremony consisted of the singing of the seven 

penitential psalms and the Litany of the Saints, which we chanted 

while we processed from the church to the cemetery. Fr Gregory 

also incorporated some extra prayers taken from the 10th century 

Pontifical of Egbert, which greatly enriched the ceremony. 

We invited friends and oblates to the blessing and afterwards 

we enjoyed coffee and refreshments with them at the sisters’ 

priory. 

 

DIC 
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PLUSCARDEN ABBEY SAFEGUARDING 

POLICY STATEMENT 
Read out at the end of Mass at Pluscarden on 30 September 2018 

 

The Catholic Church’s programme for the safeguarding of children 

and other people at risk involves us all:  Bishops, Priests and 

Deacons, every parish community, teachers, volunteer helpers, and 

even enclosed Religious communities such as ourselves. 

Here at Pluscarden, our life of prayer, our mission of praise 

and intercession, is largely hidden from the world. We do not have 

any special mission directed to children; but like all the Church 

faithful we share in the responsibility to welcome and protect the 

young and the vulnerable when they come to us. Occasionally we 

have school groups who visit and even stay here overnight; and in 

these cases we entrust the care of the children to the teachers and 

guardians accompanying the group. However, it is our 

responsibility to ensure that every school and organisation we deal 

with has a sound safeguarding policy and a robust procedure for 

background checks. 

In UK law, anyone who works with children or adults at risk 

is obliged to undergo a background check. In Scotland this is 

achieved via the PVG (“Protection of Vulnerable Groups”) 

Scheme Membership, which is administered by each diocese and 

also the Conference for Religious in Scotland. 

The Bishops’ Conference of Scotland has a further 

requirement that anyone who works with vulnerable groups must 

complete an application form, a self-declaration form and provide 

two character references. They go through an interview procedure 

and are obliged to attend a Safeguarding Induction Training event, 

and to learn about “IN GOD’S IMAGE: Safeguarding in the 

Catholic Church”. This document was produced by the Scottish 

Catholic Bishops in May 2018. It is our own authoritative 

reference point.  

This information is presented to reassure everyone that all 

possible steps are being taken to ensure that the children, young 
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people and adults at risk in our diocese are as safe as they can be 

when they are in our care. 

In 2014 the Scottish Catholic Safeguarding Service was 

dedicated to the protection of the Guardian Angels. Please pray for 

those working within Safeguarding across Scotland, remembering 

also the survivors of abuse and praying for their healing and 

comfort.   

 

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

 
From the Annals 

 

September 30th: TWENTIETH SIXTH SUNDAY IN 

ORDINARY TIME. At the end of Mass Br Michael, who is our 

community’s designated safeguarding coordinator, read out a brief 

Statement about our safeguarding policy. 

 

October 2nd: Br Joseph of Holy Cross Monastery, Chicago, 

arrived here for a visit/retreat. 

5th: Recollection Day. Fr Prior gave a community conference. 

6th: The bee department reports a good year, but not as good as last 

year, in spite of so much warm weather. The heather, which often 

produces a good crop in August and September, this year bloomed 

dry, and our bees got rather little honey from it.  

7th: TWENTY-SEVENTH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME. 

Today is normally the Feast of the Holy Rosary. At 3.00 p.m. a 

“Rosary under the Cross” was celebrated in our Church. This was 

explicitly in solidarity with a “Rosary around the coast” being held 

concurrently in various countries around the world. The organisers 

have encouraged a “54 day novena” in preparation for this event, 

which is an act of reparation for sin, and intercession on behalf of 

Faith and Families and World Peace. The sorrowful mysteries 

were publicly recited, and the prayers “Sub tuum praesidium” and 

“Sancte Michael Archangele” said or sung. 
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Community Outing 18 October 2018 
 

By tradition, the Pluscarden Community has an annual outing to 

some place or places of local interest. This year on the Feast of St 

Luke, 18 October 2018, the outing took the form of a Pilgrimage 

to some local sites notable in the post-Reformation Catholic 

History of North East Scotland. With the community as an invited 

guest and guide came Mr Bryan Miller. Bryan lives at nearby 

Kellas, and is a regular worshipper at the Abbey. He is extremely 

knowledgeable about the Catholic History of our area. Everyone 

knows that, following the Scottish Reformation of 1560, harsh 

legal penalties were enacted against Catholics. These penalties 

were enforced and renewed especially in the wake of two 

rebellions in favour of a Catholic monarch overseas. Nevertheless, 

in large part due to the protection of the powerful Gordon family, 

the Faith survived in the North East, especially in the area near 

Buckie known as the Enzie. Many of the Priests who served 

throughout Scotland in penal times came from this area. And as 

toleration gradually increased, especially in the wake of the French 

Revolution, so the Scottish Catholics started to build Churches, 

and to practise their faith ever more openly. 

Leaving our guest Priests to offer Mass at the regular time at 

the Abbey, the Pluscarden brethren set off early: in the first place 

for St Margaret’s, Huntly. This fine octagonal Church was built in 

1834, with funds provided by the Spanish branch of the Gordon 

family. By this time the toleration of Catholics had reached such a 

point that it was deemed possible for a Church to be erected in the 

heart of a town, adorned with a tower and even a bell. St. 

Margaret’s rejoices in some notable paintings, and a fine organ. It 

is currently served by two resident Nigerian Priests who welcomed 

the community, and provided for our celebration of Mass. By the 

end of that the unheated Church was becoming quite 

uncomfortably cool, so warm refreshments were appreciated by 

all, before Bryan delivered the first of his excellent historical and 

architectural Talks. 
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From Huntly the community proceeded to St Peter’s, Buckie. 

This grand 1857 Church was originally designed by Bishop Kyle 

to serve as the Cathedral of a new Catholic Diocese. For this 

reason, its twin towers evoke the twin towers at the West Entrance 

of Elgin’s ruined mediaeval Cathedral. Fr Tad Turski the Parish 

Priest was most helpful and welcoming. His Parish Hall also 

served as venue for a lunch time arrival of hot Fish and Chips. 

The next stop after Buckie was St Gregory’s, Preshome. From 

here the Vicars Apostolic ran the whole Scottish Mission through 

penal times. Here in 1788 was built the first Church in Scotland 

designed to look like a Church, albeit discreetly well away from 

any main thoroughfare. The interior of this capacious Church is 

very beautiful. Sadly, now it has no congregation at all, and so is 

rarely used. The neighbouring house in which the Vicars Apostolic 

and their assistants lived has recently been sold. 

From Preshome, we drove on to St Ninian’s Catholic 

Cemetery at Clochan. In 1687 a cruciform Catholic Church had 

been built on this site, taking advantage of the cautious policy of 

religious toleration attempted by King James VII and II. But with 

the Revolution of 1688 and subsequent troubles for Catholics, this 

was soon torn down. Still, many Catholic families of the Enzie 

continued to use this spot as consecrated burial ground. The first 

Vicars Apostolic were laid to rest there, and many Catholic Priests, 

through all the generations, up to the present day. Of particular 

interest, apart from the grave markers, are two mortuary Chapels at 

either end of the cemetery. 

A short distance from Clochan is St Ninian’s Chapel, Tynet. 

This has the longest history of continuous use of any Catholic 

Church in Scotland. It was built to look like a sheep barn in 1755, 

not long after the second Jacobite Rebellion, when times for 

Catholics were very hard. The Priest lived at one end of it, in 

primitive conditions. Tynet had its own dedicated parish Priest up 

to the 1960s, and until very recently Mass was said there each 

Sunday. But now, sadly, it seems to be going the way of 

Preshome. The faithful people of the immediate area have died, or 

gone away, and Mass is said there now only occasionally. 
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The last Church on our pilgrim itinerary was St Mary’s 

Fochabers. Like Buckie, this Church was designed and built by 

Bishop Kyle, then later somewhat extended. Here we were 

delighted to see our good friend Mgr Robert McDonald, who is 

living in retirement in the attached house. Here we sang Vespers, 

and here we had our last Talk by Bryan Miller. Bryan’s 

contribution was very much appreciated, and certainly helped 

make our day most memorable. He spoke not just with knowledge 

but also with passion. For him, it really matters that we know of 

our past, and of the struggles and achievements of our forefathers 

in the faith. They endured many trials and sufferings, but they 

remained faithful, and they kept alive the flame of Catholicism, 

hoping for better times to come, amidst persecution, and poverty, 

and every difficulty. 

From the Catholic Church at Fochabers, dare it be said?, the 

Pluscarden brethren repaired to the Gordon Arms Hotel, 

Fochabers, where tea, toast and cakes were served, to the great 

satisfaction of all. 

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

From the Annals 

 

October 10th: At Dundas Castle near Edinburgh today a fund-

raising dinner was held on behalf of our South Range project. 

12th: Our newly released CD, “Tempus per annum” arrives at last. 

It has been four years in preparation. It is made available not only 

in our shop and from our web site, but also via Amazon and 

iTunes.  

16th: Br Thomas and the Vietnamese Brethren gave an account to 

the community of their recent pilgrim travels. 

18th: Feast of St Luke & Community Summer Outing. This took 

the form of a pilgrimage to local churches and sites of historical 

Catholic interest, led by our friend Bryan Miller. See later article. 

We were joined for the occasion by Fr John Bosco Nkanyimmuo, 

a relative of Br Innocent, who had come all the way from Nigeria 

to see him. The day was most pleasant, interesting and enjoyable: 

much appreciated by all. 
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“LISTEN WITH THE EAR OF THE HEART” 
 

Oblate Retreat, August 2018, 

by Bishop Richard Moth Obl OSB: 

 

Around twenty oblates came to Pluscarden for the weekend of 18-

20 August, to sit at the feet of Bishop Richard Moth, who is an 

oblate of Pluscarden, and has been visiting the monastery regularly 

since his seminary days. His talks were given in the North 

Transept Aisle of the Abbey, and offered much insight, in a 

weekend of community spirit and participation. Bishop Richard 

well conveyed to us his enthusiasm for the life of the oblate. His 

style was to inform, teach, and unpack portions of the “Little” Rule 

of St Benedict, while sharing his experiences and knowledge of it 

through his life and ministry. 

Bishop Richard certainly captured our attention when he 

stated, not without drama: “Lectio Divina is not necessary. Lectio 

Divina is VITAL!” We were not to be let off lightly. Lectio Divina 

is not the easiest of practices, but is of paramount importance to 

the monk, nun or oblate. It has to be worked at, at times with help, 

but usually without help. Bishop Richard insisted that by this 

invaluable practice we listen to and to hear the Word of God. 

Encompassed within lectio divina can be reading, for example, the 

lives of the Desert Fathers and Mothers, or other works from 

within the great tradition of Benedictine monasticism. 

Bishop Richard explained the meaning and purpose of the 

Rule, from the point of view of the monk, and then of the oblate. 

We oblates need to emulate the monks’ lives in our own daily 

lives. 

He gently urged us to read the Holy Rule daily, and to apply it 

as best we can to our own situations. His manifest love for God, 

the Church and the monastic way of life proved highly infectious. 

The Rule he reminded us is itself in a sense the voice of God: it is 

steeped in Scripture. We have to be completely committed to our 

promise of oblation, and keep it ever before our eyes. We must 



15 

strive to serve God and the Community with our daily 

perseverance in prayer and good works. 

Bishop Richard gave four talks in all. He was at times serious, 

and at other times illustrated his facts and examples with humour. 

So in his talks he was rather like an orchestral conductor 

highlighting passages of music. Is it a coincidence that the word 

“ear” appears in both “hear” and “heart?” Listen with the ear of the 

heart. To hear moves us forward into obedience. Obedience to his 

Superior is one of the vows which a monk makes, obeying one 

who is God’s representative in the Community. This is not a blind 

obedience, like that of a child to its parent. It is hearing at a depth 

greater than the merely superficial level. We hear God’s call and 

his voice through Obedience, through our Lectio Divina, and 

through the daily tasks of the monastery or of our oblate life. Our 

vocation is to deepen our love for God in everything we undertake 

to do.  

Bishop Richard insisted (and perhaps for some it was the first 

time they heard this), that our oblation is a vocation. It is not a job, 

it is not being a member of a club with our paid up membership. 

Our oblation must go deep into our hearts, souls and minds. We 

have been called by God to live as oblates in the world, but not of 

the world. We must be transformed day by day, reading the 

Scriptures, reciting the Daily Offices, and in so far as we can 

assisting at the greatest liturgy of all, which is the Mass. We must 

persevere to the end of our lives, and resist feeling despondent 

when troubles beset us. Stability is another of the monastic vows. 

In a sense stability is just one aspect of Conversatio morum: 

fidelity to this way of life. Through our stability, through 

contemplation, through daily dying to self and to the ways of the 

world, we follow the narrow path which leads to God. Of course 

this is no easy task. It takes a life-time of perseverance. Bishop 

Richard explained how Cicero used the word Stabilitas to express 

at different times firmness, steadfastness or durability. The verb 

form Stabilio means “establish or make stable”. So Benedictine 

stability, for oblates living in the world, means striving to witness 

to the fidelity of Jesus. We must not be afraid to take the 
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opportunity for solidarity in this witness together with the monks. 

The oblates’ stability comes from our association with the 

persevering life of the monks. In St Benedict’s School of the 

Lord=s service we learn from the stability of the Community. We 

learn constant searching for God. We seek to do God’s will in all 

things, even in the small details of our life.  

All present were extremely grateful to Bishop Richard for his 

inspiring sessions, which show us how not to be gyrovagues or 

sarabaites, but truly coenobitic oblates, now renewed and 

energised, of Pluscarden Abbey. 

An Oblate 

 

 

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

 

FROM THE ANNALS 

 

October 20th: There was a long walk this afternoon, according to 

custom, in preparation for the annual community retreat. Abbot 

Paulinus Greenwood of Chilworth arrived in the evening. He is to 

lead our retreat, in spite of suffering a recent family bereavement.  

21st: TWENTY-NINTH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME. 

Mission Sunday. Fr Abbot arrived back from Ghana. The 

community retreat began in the evening. Dom Paulinus is taking 

Wisdom as his theme. 

Br Cyprian departed to join a Holy Land pilgrimage led by 

Bishop Richard Moth. This is a long-planned and much delayed 

trip in celebration of his Silver Jubilee of Profession.  

25th: Br Innocent Obiejinwa departed today, on the expiry of his 

temporary Visa. He hopes to return and join the community, 

presuming he is granted a new residence Visa. 

Four of the brethren attended the funeral in Elgin of our long-

standing friend Mrs Kathleen Gruddy, who recently died of cancer.   
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THE FOUR CATHEDRALS OF MORAY 

4. ELGIN CATHEDRAL 1224 – 2018 
 

Nothing remains of medieval Elgin Cathedral but broken portions 

of walls with high empty windows outlining great unroofed 

spaces. Yet this shell speaks powerfully. It is not the power of a 

fortification like the palace at Spynie. The fortress seeks to 

overawe the observer. The cathedral by majesty and beauty sought 

to awaken awe of God and even as a ruin continues to do so. 

After the death of Bishop Brice Douglas in 1222, his 

successor Andrew Murray (1222–1242) obtained papal permission 

to move the cathedral to the church of the Holy Trinity near Elgin 

in 1224. Elgin already had a central parish church. No trace 

remains on the site of any church existing before the cathedral. 

The new cathedral was large and cross-shaped where its 

predecessors had been small and rectangular. Its axis lies from the 

east and the high altar to the west, where twin towers flank the 

processional door. These towers may not have figured in the 

original plans, but were incorporated during the building of the 

nave. The original east end of the chancel was shorter. 

The cathedral was the setting for a choral Office, not unlike 

the monastic Office. This was the responsibility of the canons. 

Bishop Andrew Murray increased the number of canons from eight 

to eighteen and then to twenty-three. Cathedral canons were often 

absent, being important men, members of prominent families, 

politicians, or senior bureaucrats for magnates and kings. Their 

places in choir would be taken by vicars-choral or by stallers (men 

who occupied stalls). The cathedral clergy also included chaplains, 

tasked with saying Mass and praying for certain families at altars 

the family had endowed. 

A wall surrounded the cathedral precinct. Here the college of 

canons and all the other clergy had dwellings. Here too their 

servants lived. This was the college of the chanonrie. North and 

South College Streets, along with various names with Chanonry in 

Elgin, commemorate this area. Cathedrals are always under 

construction, alteration or repair, so masons, joiners, glaziers, 
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smiths, painters and others would have had temporary or 

permanent workshops. Scaffolding would always have obscured 

some part of the building. Weavers, tailors, embroiderers and other 

tradespeople found work. All these people had to be fed and 

supplied with what they needed. The cathedral was the centre of 

many lives and much activity. The bishops must have had some 

place to lodge in Elgin, but their main residence was at Kinneddar 

and later at Spynie. 

The original construction from 1224 gave the building its 

basic shape. A fire in 1270 gave the opportunity for an expansion 

of the cathedral with the sanctuary extended, nave aisles added and 

chapels inserted. The west doorway was inserted between the 

towers which grew a storey higher. A polygonal chapter-house 

was appended north of the choir. 

In the Wars of Independence and after the bishops lost power, 

jurisdiction and income. Alexander Bur, bishop from 1362 to 

1397, sought to recover them. This brought him into conflict with 

the Earl of Buchan, Alexander Stewart known as the Wolf of 

Badenoch, third son of Robert II. He too wished to extend his 

power, jurisdiction and income. In retaliation for excommunication 

by the bishop he led a Highland army from Lochindorb to Forres, 

which he burnt. He then moved to Elgin, burning and sacking the 

cathedral, chanonry and town in June 1390. The flames took many 

of the documents recording the properties and rights of the bishop. 

Describing the effects of the fire, Bishop Bur wrote to King 

Robert III: “My church was the ornament of the realm, the glory of 

the kingdom, the delight of foreigners and stranger guests; an 

object of praise and glorification in foreign realms by reason of the 

multitude of those serving and the beauty of its ornament and in 

which we believe God was rightly worshipped; not to speak of its 

high belfries, its ancient furniture and its innumerable jewels.” 

This attack cost Alexander Stewart position and power, but 

into the vacuum created by his eclipse came the MacDonald Lords 

of the Isles, impinging on the rights of the bishop. Alexander 

MacDonald, son of the Lord of the Isles, led a force into the 

chanonry in 1402, burning and looting. He too was 
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excommunicated and did penance. Repairs to the cathedral took a 

long time. The sanctuary area was first to be renovated. The 

central tower above the crossing was repaired in the early fifteenth 

century, but needed to be rebuilt a century later after a partial 

collapse. The refurbishments and remodelling of cathedral and 

chapter-house took a century and more to complete. 

On 1st January 1554-1555 at the cathedral Alexander Dunbar, 

Prior of Pluscarden, was involved in the Bloody Vespers, an affray 

between the Innes family and the Dunbars. Both groups 

deliberately took weapons to church and shed blood. 

The cathedral, however beautiful, was redundant at the 

Reformation. Other Scottish cathedrals survived as parish kirks. 

Elgin already had a parish kirk, St Giles, and when episcopacy was 

in favour, the Protestant bishops used it as their cathedral. 

Reformers “cleansed” the building of its Catholic artefacts in 

1561. In 1567-8 Regent Moray gave orders for the lead to be 

stripped from the roof and sold in Holland; the ship carrying it 

foundered in Aberdeen Harbour. 

1594 saw the last public Mass. Both Catholic and Protestant 

worshipped in the building on occasion in the early 17th century. 

Although prohibited, many continued to pray there. In 1637 a 

storm took off the roof. The parish minister destroyed the rood 

screen for firewood in 1641. Cromwell’s troops did their 

traditional damage. On Easter Sunday 1711 the central tower 

collapsed, bringing much of the building with it. 

The decay of the building continued apace until the early 19th 

century when interest in medieval architecture increased. In the 

1820s a “drouthy cobbler”, John Shanks, became “keeper and 

shower of this Cathedral”. His task was meant as a sinecure, but he 

began to clear by hand thousands of cubic yards of accumulated 

rubbish and rubble from the building, allowing it to be seen and 

understood. His grave lies in the precincts. Since the demise of 

Episcopacy in the established church, the crown has owned the 

property. From the mid-nineteenth Century it began to care for the 

ruins. Today Historic Scotland looks after the property. 

DMS 
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THE SILENCE OF THE SOUL UNITED WITH CHRIST, 

TO THE SILENCE OF GOD IN HIS GLORY 
from Cardinal Sarah’s Message to the Association Pro Liturgia 

 

I would like us to reflect together on one of the essential elements 

of Gregorian chant, namely sacred silence. At first it might seem 

paradoxical, but we shall see that if Gregorian chant, which you 

defend and promote with so much zeal, has great importance, it is 

due to its indispensable capacity to draw us into the silence of 

contemplation, of listening to and adoring the living God. From 

the silence of the soul that is united to Jesus, to the silence of God 

in his glory: this is the title of this brief message that my friendship 

and support extends to you today. In fact, we shall see that 

Gregorian chant and its splendid visible raiment, the illuminated 

manuscript of the liturgical book, is born out of silence and leads 

back to silence. 

 Gregorian chant rests on two inseparable foundations: Sacred 

Scripture, which is the basis for its texts, and cantillation. It is well 

known that from the shadow of their cloisters and their silent 

meditation on the Word of God, Benedictine monks in the course 

of the centuries developed, for the needs of the prayer of the 

Divine Office chanted in common, a cantillatory phrasing for each 

verse of the Bible that had to be proclaimed, beginning with the 

Psalms. What they did was to cloth the most holy Word of God, so 

delicate and subtle to the ear and eye, those double doors of the 

soul, with the very humble dress of a modal melody at once 

simple, elegant, and refined, and that respects the rhythm of the 

prosody. The ear, and also the eye, I said. For in fact, the monk 

chants and contemplates what he sings: from the first medieval 

manuscripts to the incunabula of the early Renaissance before the 

advent of printing, Psalters and Antiphoners, then Lectionaries and 

Gospel Books were progressively covered with ornaments and 

illuminations. The ornate letters used for the titles of works and 

principal divisions took on a great variety of forms: Gothic 

ornaments, crests, initials in gold. They depict characters of that 

age as diverse as the labourer, the artisan, the minstrel, the lady of 
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the manor spinning wool at her wheel, but also plants, fruits, and 

animals: birds of many colours soaring toward heaven, fish 

sporting in the nourishing tide of the river. The hall where the 

monk-copyists worked was called the “scriptorium”. Like 

Gregorian chant in the slow and patient course of its genesis, the 

work of the copyists was a fruit of their silent meditation, for they 

were required to work in silence and in intimate contact with God. 

This is why only the abbot, the prior, the sub-prior, and the 

librarian had the right to enter their room. The librarian was 

charged with giving them what they had to transcribe and 

furnishing them with all the objects they might need. 

 And thus, to pray is to sing, to make the vocal cords of the 

heart speak: a monastic prayer that always begins in the privacy of 

the cell and continues unabated into the abbey sanctuary. Only the 

quality of each monk’s silence and personal prayer can make the 

community’s prayer deep and sublime. It is thus a prayer that has 

become eminently communitarian and unanimous, pronounced in 

a loud voice, with full lungs, during eight hours each day: an 

exhausting labour, but one that regenerates and sanctifies. This 

praise is the Gregorian chant that mounts up to the altar, to the 

stone of the Holy Sacrifice. The liturgy thus unfolds in a very slow 

dance, like that of King David before the Ark, throughout the 

whole interior space of the Abbatial Church, between the columns 

and down the length of the nave. It leads the chant to stroll as if in 

procession, making a majestic round about the altar. 

In front of the altar of the Holy Sacrifice, after the offices of 

Vigils or Compline, before returning to his cell where absolute 

silence reigns, the monk remains alone, on his knees near his stall, 

his hand sometimes placed on the misericord, as he contemplates 

the Cross. In fact, the Gregorian chant we find in the illuminated 

manuscripts is actually the heavenly liturgy, identical to the one 

that is represented, prefigured, accomplished, and actualised here 

below in the monastic liturgy, a genuine anticipation of the real 

presence, visible, tangible, and substantial, of the invisible Reality 

par excellence, of the Lamb standing as it were slain. A silence 

where God lets himself be seen in the flashing rays of his Glory 
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through the beautiful rituals of the liturgy of the Church on the 

road toward her consummation. In fact, in a number of abbeys, 

such as Sénanque, Bonneval, or Quimperlé, the crucified Jesus 

appears sovereign even in his crucifixion. He is represented not as 

dead but with his eyes open, not naked but clothed in a royal 

vestment, like Christ Pantocrator in Byzantine art. The Crucified 

and Risen One embraces the whole universe in a grand gesture. 

 If I have taken the liberty of recalling briefly the origin of 

Gregorian chant and its visual medium, the illuminated 

manuscript, it is to allow us to observe the criteria par excellence 

of liturgical chant: it gushes out from the silent contemplation of 

the mysteries of Jesus on this earth, the Incarnation and the 

Redemption, and leads us into the silence of adoration of the living 

God, the Most Holy Trinity: the Father sitting on his Throne of 

Glory made of jasper – a shining and transparent colour – and 

sardius – a purple colour – surrounded by the rainbow of God’s 

fidelity; the sacrificed lamb haloed with the uncreated Light, He 

who alone is worthy to receive power, wealth, wisdom, strength, 

honour, glory, and praise; and the Holy Spirit, spring and river of 

living water rushing from the Throne and the Heart of the Lamb 

unto eternal life. This criterion, which as we have seen prevailed 

during the slow, progressive elaboration of Gregorian chant, is the 

ultimate key that admits us into a profound understanding of the 

exceptional and incomparable place given to it by Sacrosanctum 

Concilium, Vatican II’s constitution on the sacred liturgy, in the 

often-lauded paragraph number 116: “The Church acknowledges 

Gregorian chant as especially suited to the Roman liturgy: 

therefore, other things being equal, it should be given pride of 

place in liturgical services.” This eminent, even primary, place is 

not only due to its historical precedence, but above all to the 

Church’s recognition of the unequalled intrinsic value of this 

chant, inspired by the Holy Spirit, which constitutes the model for 

the development of other forms of music and liturgical chant. 

Later, the same number 116 speaks precisely on this subject: “But 

other kinds of sacred music, especially polyphony, are by no 
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means excluded from liturgical celebrations, so long as they 

accord with the spirit of the liturgical action.” 

Let us take one example: rhythm. It is clear that the 

syncopated rhythm – which consists of starting a note on the weak 

beat of a measure or on the weak part of a beat and continuing it 

on the strong beat of the following measure or on the strong part of 

the following beat – so typical of contemporary music, especially 

of commercial music, ever since the appearance of jazz, is little 

suited to meditation that leads from silence to adoration of the 

living God. Someone who does not perceive this is likely already 

tainted by this blindness and deafness that are a result of our 

immersion in a profane and secularised world, without God and 

without faith, saturated with noise, agitation, and barely-contained 

fury. Therefore, musical rhythm tends to disclose an undeniable 

reality: the presence or absence of contemplation. In other words, 

it is symptomatic of the manner in which liturgical singing flows 

or does not flow from silence and prayer. 

 In fact, there exists a “body language of silence” and the 

rhythm of liturgical song is this body language: silence as a 

condition of the Word. The Word of God, that is, and not the loose 

verbiage produced by one who walks after the flesh, and thus 

silence is a condition for authentic liturgical singing: “In the 

beginning, God made the heaven and the earth.” It is out of the 

interior of silence that God speaks, that he creates the heaven and 

the earth by the power of his Word. Further, the Word only takes 

on its own importance and power when it issues from silence, but 

the opposite is equally true in this case: in order for silence to have 

its fertility and effective power, the word must be spoken out loud. 

St Ignatius of Antioch adds: “it is better to be silent and to be than 

to speak and not to be.” Hence the “sacred” silence prescribed by 

the Church during the holy liturgy. “At the proper times all should 

observe a reverent silence”, as Sacrosanctum Concilium affirms 

(no. 30). 

 Liturgical chant is there to make us pray, and in our day its 

primary objective, even before leading us to meditation and 

adoration, is to soothe the inner maelstrom of our passions, of the 
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violence and divisions between the flesh and the spirit. Rhythm is 

therefore a very important, even essential element of our 

pacification, of this inner peace that we recover or acquire by hard 

labour, in tears and toil. Syncopated rhythm breaks the silence of 

the human soul; rising from a strident and discordant melody, it 

comes against us like an aggressor, to tear apart our soul with axe 

blows and leave its pieces scattered all about, panting, in tatters. 

This is the suffering that so many faithful express when they come 

out from certain Masses, using words like “scandal”, “boredom”, 

“suffering”, “desacralisation”, “disrespect” etc. Yes, it is a genuine 

assault, a violent intrusion, a break in to the house of the soul, the 

place where God entreats with his creature as a friend speaks with 

a friend. Our contemporaries are right to be concerned about 

human rights; they should also reflect on this violation of an 

essential right: the soul’s right to privacy and its unique and 

ineffable relation with its Creator and Redeemer. 

 Now, I affirm that certain forms of music and chant heard in 

our churches run counter to this elementary right of the human 

person to encounter his God, because it disturbs the interior silence 

of the soul, which breaks like a dike under the force of a mudslide. 

For this reason, I do not hesitate to protest with insistence and 

humility; I beg you, if a form of singing breaks this interior 

silence, the soul’s silence, that you give it up now, and restore 

silence to its proper place! In this domain the responsibility of 

bishops, priests, and their collaborators, in particular in parishes 

and chaplaincies, is immense and crucial, both from the point of 

view of choice and selection of liturgical songs based on the 

criterion that we have presented, and with regard to the formation 

of seminarians, novices, and of course the faithful as well. Many 

of these people feel more and more the necessity of a strong 

liturgical formation, in particular choir directors, choristers, 

musicians, and members of liturgical groups that are often 

responsible for the choice of liturgical music under the direction of 

their parish priest. To tolerate just any sort of music or chant, to 

continue to debase the liturgy, is to demolish our faith, as I have 

often recalled: “Lex orandi, lex credendi.” 
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DEFEAT INTO VICTORY 
 

Field Marshall Sir William Slim ranks among the most successful 

army commanders of the 20th century. His most impressive 

achievement was the recapture of Burma from the Japanese, using 

forces which, before he took over their command, had seen only 

severe chastisement, defeat and humiliation. The book which he 

wrote of his experiences of this time, Defeat into Victory, has 

become a classic of military autobiography. Slim’s own 

contribution to the ultimate victory in Burma was indeed the 

difference between defeat and victory in that theatre. But how did 

he achieve this in such a short time with such initially dismal 

prospects?  

He goes into much detail concerning various aspects of his 

forces’ material shortcomings, all of which have their importance 

and to all of which he found working solutions of a kind. 

However, it was Slim’s ability to restore the broken morale of his 

troops which was his palmary quality as a commander, together 

with his absolute faith in the ability of his troops to overcome all 

difficulties if properly led. 

During a short period of respite, pondering how to turn his 

battered forces into a conquering army, Slim drew up a list of what 

he believed to be the essential requirements for the good morale of 

an army. Here are the first points he considered most important: 

 
1) There must be a great and noble object. 

2) Its achievement must be vital. 

3) The method of achievement must be active, aggressive. 

4) The man must feel that what he is and what he does matters 

directly towards the attainment of the object. 

5) He must be convinced that the object CAN be attained, that it is 

not out of reach. 

 

Slim certainly achieved the restoration of his troops’ morale 

within just a few months, by effectively “preaching” to them in 

person and passing the message down the line of command. He 

spent long hours in briefing sessions, addressing his men while 
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standing on the bonnet of a vehicle, always honest and plain-

spoken, keeping them in the picture and explaining his plans. 

Surely there is food for thought here, for us who find 

ourselves in an embattled church, in full retreat from a relentless 

enemy. Even if we are not a potential architect of a general 

recovery, in a position of power and influence, there is something 

here to quicken our own morale and move us to take courage.  

What might we do which might be termed active and 

aggressive? With St Paul as our guide, unashamed in his use of 

military and athletic metaphor, we could translate the aggression 

into a daily programme of spiritual activity, committing ourselves 

to a regular encounter with the Lord in prayer and reflective 

reading of the Gospel and the teaching of the Church. In order to 

struggle against the pervading influence of our post-Christian 

society, and to stand firm in a counter-cultural witness to the 

Gospel takes no little courage and fortitude. 

How might we feel that what we are and what we do are of 

any consequence? Newman’s famous meditation springs to mind: 

“God has created me to do Him some definite service; He has 

committed some work to me which He has not committed to 

another. I have my mission: I may never know it in this life, but I 

shall be told it in the next. Somehow I am necessary for His 

purposes, as necessary in my place as an Archangel in his.” 

To be convinced that our great and noble object, the 

establishment of Christ’s kingdom in our hearts here and in 

eternity, is indeed attainable, we need only to look at the lives of 

the saints. These give compelling witness to the power of God’s 

grace in our lives; and their examples are so numerous, so 

captivating and so encouraging that it seems quite natural to ask 

the saints themselves to give us real and immediate help to follow 

in their steps.  

 

DMdK 
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HOMILY FOR SUNDAY 30B 
28 October 2018, Psalm 104:3-4; Mark10:46-52 

 

Our new CD recording opens with today’s Entrance Chant, 

Laetetur cor. This Chant is very ancient. It’s rather brief; largely 

made up from stock formulae; unadventurous in range and 

development, and with a simple structure. It’s also a work of 

musical genius, perfect in every detail, able to be repeated 

countless times without weariness; and it most wonderfully sums 

up the heart of our Christian and monastic life. 

Laetetur cor quaerentium Dominum – Let the heart of those 

who seek the Lord rejoice. Through the Chant we don’t merely 

recite these words, or meditate on them, or proclaim them: we sing 

them. The most ancient manuscripts show how the accents of the 

words “Laetétur” and “quaeréntium” are brought out, so that we 

sing these words boldly, in all simplicity, and with heartfelt 

assurance. In this way, as we sing, we affirm that seeking God is a 

good thing to do, and wholesome, and a cause of joy, and worth 

the best efforts of our whole life. 

Our text is taken from Psalm 104 (105). This Psalm is a hymn 

of praise to God, especially for his goodness in the history of 

Israel. It begins with the word Alleluia! According to Jewish 

tradition it was sung every morning before the Ark of the 

Covenant, after that had been brought to Jerusalem by King David, 

until Solomon built his Temple over the site. Our Introit text 

comes from verses 3 and 4 of this Psalm. Its first verse follows: 

Confitemini Domino et invocate nomen eius; annuntiate inter 

gentes opera eius – O praise the Lord and call upon his name; 

proclaim his works among the nations. Part of seeking God, then, 

is praising him, and also asking him for things, and also preaching 

him to those who do not know him. 

Three times our Introit Chant uses the word “seek”: 

encouraging, inspiring, re-motivating us to do so. This summons 

must apply especially to us monks, whom St Benedict defines as 

those who truly seek God (HR 58:7). So we seek, we yearn, we 

desire, we ask. We seek what all men most radically need and 
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want; and we are not on a fool’s errand. We seek God because to 

do so is wisdom, and life; because God is goodness, and truth; 

because he’s the source of our being, and our last end. We seek 

God also because we know that to do so is pleasing to him. And 

we seek God knowing that the end of the search will be a very 

great reward. Our lives are full of all sorts of other interests and 

concerns and activities, but this seeking of God is the steady 

undercurrent that binds all these things together, the connecting 

thread that runs through them all. It’s the single dominating 

obsession of our life; and we naturally return to it at any 

unoccupied moment. 

The first seeking of our Introit is to be with joy. So we know 

that if sadness or doubt or boredom or discouragement enter into 

our search, these cannot be from God. The second seeking is to be 

with strength. Quaerite Dominum, et confirmamini - seek the Lord, 

and be strengthened. The new Vulgate text we use in Choir here 

follows the standard Hebrew reading: Seek the Lord and his 

strength – quaerite Dominum et potentiam eius. A very slight 

change to one Hebrew letter though gives us our text. And seeking 

the strength of the Lord must mean to be strengthened. Be 

strengthened then, we sing, in hope, in trust, in determination. Be 

strengthened in the practice of all the virtues. Be strengthened in 

your vocation. And know whence comes this strength: it is the 

infinite, omni-present power of the Lord, which is all one with his 

goodness, and his love, and his predestinating plan for your 

salvation. Be strengthened in confidence, even if God sometimes 

seems remote, or unknowable. For in truth he is never far from us. 

As St Augustine wrote in his Confessions: “You are more 

intimately present to me than my own inmost being, and also 

higher than the highest peak of my soul – intimius intimo meo, et 

superior summo meo”. Seek, said Jesus, and you will find (Mt 7:7). 

The third seeking of our text is to be with perseverance: 

semper – always! And it has an object: seek the Lord’s face: 

quaerite faciem eius. This we know is a Hebraism, meaning the 

Lord’s presence. Still, it’s very bold. God is invisible. He refused 

to show his face to Moses. Yet still we want to see him. Lord, that 
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I may see! cried blind Bartimaeus, on behalf of all of us. And Jesus 

gave us a promise. Blessed are the pure in heart, he said, for they 

shall see God (Mt 5:8). And in Jesus Christ our Lord, God does 

indeed show us his face. Whoever sees me, says Jesus, sees the 

Father (Jn 14:9). 

So with Bartimaeus we take courage, we leap to our feet, we 

cast aside every encumbrance, and we come now to Jesus. With 

the blind beggar we cry out Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on 

me! We come to him in our prayer, in the Holy Eucharist, in our 

reception of the Sacraments, in our reading of holy Scripture, in 

our relationships with others, in the obedient performance of all 

our duties. We come to him filled with ever more yearning desire, 

knowing that if now we see only darkly, at last we shall see him 

face to face (cf. 1 Cor 13:12). 

St Augustine’s 15 books on the Trinity are a sustained search 

for God. At the beginning of this work, Augustine cites our Psalm 

verse. He asks all his readers to join with him in his search for 

God, for, he says, “in no other project is a mistake more 

dangerous; nor is any search more laborious, but also there is 

nothing that can be found with so much fruit” – nec periculosius 

alicubi erratur, nec laboriosius aliquid quaeritur, nec fructuosius 

aliquid invenitur (de Trin Bk I, ch 1, n. v).  

At the end of the whole work, Augustine again cites our verse, 

as he turns to God in prayer: “Let me seek your face always” he 

says, “and with ardour. Give me the strength to seek, you who 

have caused yourself to be found, and have given me the hope of 

finding you more and more. Before you lies my strength and my 

weakness. Preserve the one; heal the other. Before you lies my 

knowledge and my ignorance. Where you have opened to me, 

receive me as I come in. Where you have shut to me, open to me 

as I knock. Let me remember you, let me understand you, let me 

love you. Increase these things in me, until you refashion me 

entirely”. 

St Bernard of Clairvaux asks if our seeking of God will ever 

come to an end. His answer is negative. Commenting on the text 

On my bed at night I sought him whom my soul loves (Song 3:1), 



30 

Bernard says: “I think that there will be no end of seeking him, 

even when he is found. For God is not sought with steps of the 

feet, but with the heart’s desire. And that happy finding does not 

crush (“extundit”) holy desire, but increases (“extendit”) it. Does 

the consummation (“consummatio”) of joy bring about the 

consumption (“consumptio”) of desire? No. Rather it is oil poured 

upon the flames” (Super Cantica, Sermo 84.1). 

 

DBH 

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

 

FROM THE ANNALS 

 

October 26th: Fr Matthew was deemed fit to go for an operation 

today to remove a cataract in one eye. The operation was 

successful. He is now waiting to recover sufficiently for his other 

eye to be done. 

27th: Today was the final day of the retreat. At Mass Fr Abbot 

presided and preached. The community then renewed their 

monastic vows. In the afternoon there was a post-retreat long walk. 

Many of the brethren these days have a cold. It is rather 

unpleasant and tends to reduce any attempted speech to a croak. 

29th: This evening there is a second fund raising dinner in aid of 

the South Range Fund, this time in London, and has been 

organised by Harry Bucknell. Kate Adie, the journalist, is the 

featured speaker. 

 

November 2nd: THE COMMEMORATION OF ALL SOULS. 

Most of the priest brethren say three Masses today: one after 

Vigils, one after Lauds and then the Conventual Mass. This is a 

day when our various different Altars are used for these Masses. 

The graves in the cemetery were illuminated by votive candles as 

usual, and there was a cemetery visit after Compline with the usual 

prayers for the dead. 

Br Cyprian returned this afternoon from his pilgrimage to the 

Holy Land. His sarcoidosis is giving him a lot of trouble. 
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PLUSCARDEN CD – “TEMPUS PER ANNUM” 
 

The monks of Pluscarden offer to the public some 73 minutes of 

recording, consisting of 29 items, all of them drawn from chants 

sung during the Tempus per annum (or Ordinary time of the year). 

The result is a rich mine offering great variety as to the choice of 

items, whether considered from the angle of their liturgical 

context, their spiritual “ambiance”, their modality or musical style.  

Some are accompanied on the discreet but sensitive register of the 

monks’ Tickell organ, others are sung a cappella, enhanced by the 

rich acoustics of the medieval abbey church. 

The singing is of a high quality, the pitch excellent, the 

interpretation based on a painstaking and informed examination of 

the most authentic sources. The schola, or group of expert singers, 

includes some rich and sonorous voices, especially in the first half 

of the CD, and sings with splendid unison as well as sensitivity to 

the expressive requirements of the individual pieces. The Latin 

diction is treated with care, resulting in an impressive clarity of 

enunciation.  

Particularly worthy of note are the troppéd Kyrie 2 with its 

elegant rhythm and neat diction, the Gradual Laetatus and Alleluia 

Confitemini, examples of fine singing, as well as the beautifully 

expressive In voluntate and Multitudo.  

The second half of the CD has a freshness and lightness about 

it which those of us familiar with the Pluscarden community 

immediately recognize as the familiar mark of its choir.  

The CD is accompanied by a plump set of notes, including a 

generous commentary on each piece. These explain, with a certain 

erudition, the historical background, the style and general context, 

as well as the musical and spiritual quality of the individual chants.  

The full Latin text is given along with a literal translation. 

Finally, the monks should be congratulated on the sound 

engineering, photography and general presentation which is 

entirely theirs. 
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May many come to discover, through this CD, new riches and 

depths in the Church’s perennial liturgy, which is a fathomless 

source of prayer for the faithful.      

 

Sr Bernadette Byrne O.S.B., St Cecilia’s Abbey, Ryde 

 

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

 

FROM THE ANNALS 

 
November 3rd: We celebrate a Mass of St Martin de Porres, in 

honour of our Vietnamese brother Martin de Porres, on his feast 

day. In the afternoon Br Michael informed the community about 

the current state of the South Range Appeal. Br Cyprian reported 

on his pilgrimage to the Holy Land. 
5th: The third Anniversary of our Church Dedication, kept as a 

Solemnity and recollection day. Fr Prior presided and preached in 

the absence of Fr Abbot. Br Thomas departed for New Zealand, 

where he is needed to make necessary arrangements for the care 

and well-being of his elderly parents. 

6th: Nurses came to administer anti-Flu injections for the 

community. Office and Mass for the Dead of the House. 

8th: The Scottish Catholic Bishops elect our Bishop Hugh as 

President of their Conference. We hear of the death of Abbot 

emeritus Aldhelm of Prinknash, aged 89. He had been at 

Pluscarden for studies during his Juniorate; later he became our 

Abbot Visitor, and also preached a community retreat here. RIP. 

Br Michael attended a meeting for our diocesan Clergy in 

Elgin, to update them about safeguarding. 

11th: THIRTY SECOND SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME. 

Remembrance Sunday, and centenary of the Armistice. After the 

Bidding Prayers at Conventual Mass, a Bugle sounded the Last 

Post in memory of the war dead. At 12.00 noon our bells rang in 

celebration of the end of the First World War, 100 years ago. Fr 

Abbot arrived back from the Visitors’ meeting 
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Book Reviews 

 
David-Marc d'Hamonville, Le Livre des Proverbes, Les 

Éditions du Cerf. 2018. ISBN 9782204113137. Price 12 €. 

 

“A word fitly spoken... is a wise rebuke to a listening ear” 

(Proverbs 25:11, 12). 

 

“There is none that can resist your voice” (Judith 16:14). 

 

This book is an excellent, brief introduction to Proverbs. Being 

part of a series entitled My ABC of the Bible, the book is of a 

simple nature, but is full of insights and very thorough. David-

Marc d’Hamonville is Abbot of the Benedictine monastery of En-

Calcat in France and he translated the Greek version of the Book 

of Proverbs in La Bible d'Alexandrie. Therefore, it comes as no 

surprise that throughout his book, there is occasional reference to 

the Greek version with refreshing insights through simple 

explanations of the etymology of certain words whether in the 

Greek or Hebrew. It is a pity that in his discussion of the prostitute, 

adulterous woman (pages 86-90), and specifically Proverbs 7 

(pages 89-90), he did not mention the etymology of ˒ishown using 

the insights of Robert Alter and others. 

After a brief introduction, the book is in three parts. Chapters 

1-3 deal with the critical matters of text, style, composition. The 

main part of the book is chapters 4-9 which covers the themes of 

the Book of Proverbs: wisdom and creation, family and society, 

covenant, wisdom and royalty, the power of the word, ethical 

ways. Part 3 consists of Chapters 10 and 11. They deal in chapter 

10 with the reception of the Book of Proverbs in the Bible and the 

Fathers of the Church (Abbot David does not seem to know Bede’s 

extensive commentary on Proverbs 30:10-31); and in chapter 11 

we are given insights from the modern world of culture. In his 

conclusion, Abbot David encourages us that Proverbs invites us to 

live a good life which has meaning (page 154). 
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One of the great strengths of this book is its deep 

understanding of the importance of words, language. In discussing 

Proverbs use of Lady Wisdom and the image of personified 

wisdom, it gives what could be a summary of the whole Bible: 

 

“From the beginning the word of God addresses Adam in the 

well-known account of Genesis: ‘where are you?’, the Bible is 

the book of questions that God poses to man, and those man 

poses to God” (page 64). 

 

Abbot David is very instructive on the power of listening and 

the word. The wisdom of Proverbs teaches us. She speaks. She 

teaches us above all to listen, because God speaks first (page 113). 

Abbot David is especially illuminating on the maternal aspect of 

language/word, since even in one’s mother’s womb it is the voice 

of the mother which is heard: “From this point of view, Wisdom 

can appear as a kind of primitive mother, depository of our 

maternal language, first instigator of the germ of the word which 

lies in us” (page 106). 

If you are looking for an introduction to Proverbs, this is the 

book for you and is strongly recommended. It is to be hoped that 

Le Livre des Proverbes by David-Marc d’Hamonville will soon be 

translated into English. 

DBK 

 

 

The Shattering of Loneliness: On Christian Remembrance by 

Erik Varden (Bloomsbury Continuum 2018) 

 

Dom Erik Varden, now Abbot of the Cistercian Monastery of 

Mount St Bernard near Leicester, is well known to the Pluscarden 

community. Among other visits and contacts, in 2010 he helped us 

with the recording of our Holy Week CD, and in 2015 he gave a 

memorable set of Pentecost Lectures. Now in addition to his 

occasional published pieces and book translations, he has produced 

this book, The Shattering of Loneliness. At once it became a 
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bestseller in its category in the Amazon online book charts.  But do 

not be put off by the book’s popularity – although it is highly 

accessible to the lay reader, it also offers profound insights, and is 

a highly literate and well researched meditation on remembrance.    

The book opens in a rather personal way, allowing the reader 

to discover Fr Erik’s own path to faith and the Catholic Church – a 

journey that begins in despair brought about by the lingering 

horrors of the Second World war in his native Norway. As a boy 

he listened to his father describing the whip marks on the back of a 

local farmer: marks inflicted during the period of Nazi occupation. 

Contemplating that, a fearful dark shadow was cast over the young 

man’s comfortable world.  “The world I came to see was a place of 

menace; human life carried immense potential for pain.”  

The moment of change from total despair for the teenage Erik 

came from listening to Mahler’s Second Symphony 

(‘Resurrection’), especially from the words of the chorus “have 

faith, heart, have faith; nothing will be lost to you…you have not 

lived or suffered in vain.”  From this Erik discovered that there 

was something within him which was beyond the limits of him.  

He was aware of not being alone. He sums up this personal 

revelation by stating, “I had remembered.”  

We the readers are then encouraged to journey with him in 

this act of remembering, structured around six Biblical 

commandments to remember.   

Fr Erik is that rare thing – a scholar of great note who can 

gently draw you in to his argument, a learning that richly enhances 

each chapter. He describes his six selected commandments of 

remembrance as ‘beacons to navigate by’ and they are richly 

infused with biblical, patristic and literary texts. These chapters are 

continually enhanced by gentle, subtle and personal comments.   

The book opens with a meditation upon humility and a hope 

of glory based around the words for the imposition of ashes at the 

beginning of Lent. Remember O man that you are dust. Father Erik 

shows us the need for true humility which, he says, “stands for 

robust truthfulness”. Father Erik often speaks of the Christian 

person as ‘dust called to glory’ and he beautifully suggests that we 
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need to “find our hearts touched by a deep remembrance of God’s 

original caress.” Unlike the rest of Creation, Man was the only 

thing handled by God.    

Further reflections on Remembrance include Remember Lot’s 

Wife (Lk 17:32), a reflection on the necessity of moving forward 

and not looking back in the Christian life. Fr Erik sees moving 

forward as the way of Hope and conversion, quoting St Bernard of 

Clairvaux “not to move forwards on the path of life is to slide 

back.” 

“Do This in Memory of Me” is a very challenging meditation 

on the ultimate work of remembering the whole Eucharist. In this 

section we capture the positive and pastoral nature of Fr Erik’s 

approach: “to be worthy is not to be blameless” or “the Lord does 

not seek instant perfection. But He requires coherence in the way 

we live.” 

In a recent interview F Erik said, “Christianity has extremely 

cogent answers to many of the great questions we ask ourselves 

these days”, and he believes that to find answers “We have to set 

out from the experiential – Why am I afraid? Why am I difficult to 

satisfy? Why do I long to be loved and to love? Why am I afraid of 

dying?”   

In this fine book Fr Erik endeavours to answer these questions 

in his exploration of loneliness. To shatter this loneliness, he 

argues that we have to know what it is to be a human being and 

understand our full potential, in the awareness of “hearts touched 

by a deep remembrance of God’s original caress.”   

 

Bryan Miller, O.S.B. Obl. 

 

 
 

 

 

 


