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FR ABBOT’S LETTER 
 

Dear Friends, 

 

“Listen”: this well-known first word of Saint Benedict in his Rule 

evokes the stance of the faithful Christian towards all persons and 

events. It echoes the oft-repeated exhortation of Our Lord, 

“Whoever has ears to hear, let him hear.” Our model in this regard 

in the Gospel is Mary, who takes into her heart all the events of the 

birth and infancy of Jesus and keeps them there. She who listens is 

not a passive spectator. By her initial reception of the word 

brought by the angel Gabriel she conceives the Word in her heart 

and in her womb. Then, in her visitation to Elizabeth, she 

completes Old Testament prophecy with her song, the Magnificat, 

and at the same time anticipates the proclamation of the Gospel. 

In the Magnificat, she proclaims the pulling down from their 

thrones of the mighty, and the lifting up the lowly, the ending of 

the present order of the world and the beginning of a new world 

based on divine justice, that will be brought about by the Messiah. 

In St Luke’s account of the Presentation of Jesus in the Temple, 

which concludes his narrative of the birth, and traditionally marks 

a final liturgical farewell to Christmas in the Feast of the 

Presentation on 2nd February, Simeon takes up the Magnificat’s 

theme of the rise of the humble and the fall of the mighty, when he 

says to Mary, “This child is set for the rise and the fall of many in 

Israel”, and prophesies that the sword that will separate those who 

rise and those who fall will pass through the heart of Mary. To 

take the word of God into one’s mind and heart is to be penetrated 

by the power for life or death contained in the word, and to take 

part in the battle between life and death, a part that will involve 

one’s whole self. 

In St Luke’s Gospel, as in St Matthew’s, Jesus’ first extended 

teaching begins with the beatitudes. In St Luke these are cast in a 

form that sharply divides those who will be raised up by Jesus’ 

words from those who will be laid low by them. The actual 

beatitudes, “Blessed are you who are poor now”, etc are followed 
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by a corresponding list of woes, “Woe to you who rich now” etc. 

In this contrast, the rich are not necessarily those we would 

describe as such; they are those who are at home in the world as it 

is and who benefit from the world being the way it is; the poor are 

those who in one way or another are diminished by the way things 

are and they lack the power to change things. In relation to Jesus, 

the rich do not need him, they are self-sufficient. The poor need 

him, and it is because of their sense of need that they are there 

listening to him proclaim the beatitudes. The rich, if we are 

attentive to St Luke’s description, seem not to be present, although 

they are rhetorically addressed by Jesus. In the account of the 

meeting between Jesus and the rich young man, the conclusion is 

that the young man goes away, albeit sad. The awareness of their 

need brings people to Jesus and opens them to his word, self-

sufficiency takes people away from him.  

To listen to Jesus, then, one must somehow align oneself with 

the poor. Jesus proposes such an alignment in his great 

commandment of love. In St Luke, this follows the beatitudes and 

the woes. First Jesus identified the blessed as those who are poor, 

and therefore one must suppose oppressed, and He proclaims his 

disciples blessed when they also experience oppression, for His 

sake: “Blessed are you when people hate you, and when they 

exclude you and insult you and reject you as evil on account of the 

Son of Man!” (Lk. 6:22) He warns of the danger of enjoying the 

respect of the world (so being like the rich): “Woe to you when all 

people speak well of you” (Lk. 6:26). Then, in the immediate 

context of this placing the rich and the poor on the opposite sides 

of the division created by His word, He says “to you who hear”, 

i.e. the poor, his disciples, “Love your enemies, do good to those 

who hate you” (Lk. 6:27). The alignment with the poor is not 

through opposition to the rich, but through love. What Jesus 

proposes is not rejection of the world that oppresses, or victory 

over it on its own terms, but love of all in it. 

Here one recalls the great insight of St Thérèse of Lisieux, that 

her vocation as a contemplative was love, and that this comprised 

in itself all forms of ministry. To return to the starting point, 
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listening as understood by St Benedict and in the Gospel: this is 

very far from the kind of attention attracted by the words and 

spectacles that modern entertainment – or politics! – tends to offer. 

This all too often induces passivity that might become 

acquiescence to remote evil for the sake of immediate apparent 

benefit. It takes a person outside himself, only, paradoxically, to 

close him in on himself. The listening to which Jesus invites us, by 

contrast, involves going within our hearts, to hear the word there, 

but it opens our hearts to the whole world.  

 

Yours devotedly in Christ, 

 
 

****************************  
from Sermon on the Holy Spirit and Grace by St Peter Damian 

 

“Two things are most necessary, brethren, to you who from love of 

solitude live as hermits, and strive after the vision of the 

contemplative life. You must be assiduous in singing the psalms 

and watchful in frequent prayer; and you must fight against the 

assault of invading distractions with all the might of virtue. Let us 

then remove all the dirt from the hospice of our hearts and strew 

them with all the flowers of virtue. It is God's delight to enter the 

tabernacle of our breasts, and to feast there on the sweet dishes of 

good works. And being thus prepared and adorned within, let us 

sing and pray and summon Him by all the supplications of our 

fervent spirits. So we shall fulfil the words of the prophet: ‘My 

heart is ready O God, my heart is ready; I will sing, and recite a 

psalm to the Lord.’ Let us earnestly beseech our Redeemer and 

implore Him with all our strength to visit, in His loving mercy, our 

hearts; to drive out from them all the darkness of sin, and enlighten 

them with the grace of the Holy Spirit. Thus, the Spirit who in 

regenerating us gave us faith in Him, will lead us by a sure path to 

Him who with the Father and the same Holy Spirit lives and reigns 

for ever and ever. Amen.” 
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FROM THE ANNALS 
 

NOVEMBER 2018 

 

14th: Fr Prior departed for Orkney, where he is to pay a fraternal 

visit for a few days to the Brothers of the Holy Redeemer there.  

20th: Memorial of St Hugh of Lincoln. Bishop Hugh arrived from 

Aberdeen this morning in time to preside at the nine o’clock 

Conventual Mass. He spent the day with us. Fr Abbot and Fr Giles 

departed after the Mass, in order to attend tomorrow the funeral of 

the late Abbot Emeritus of Prinknash, Dom Aldhelm Cameron-

Brown.  

Bishop Hugh gave the community a talk on the work of ICEL, 

the International Commission for English in the Liturgy. He is a 

member of the episcopal committee of the organisation. For this he 

goes about twice a year to Washington DC. There was a 

gaudeamus in the evening in his honour. 

22nd: New roadworks appear on the Pluscarden to Rafford Road. It 

does add to the journey time if going towards Forres and 

Inverness.  

24th: Fr Abbot gave a conference on St Luke’s Gospel before 

Vespers. He then presided at first Vespers of the solemnity of 

Christ the King 

25th: SOLEMNITY OF CHRIST THE KING. Fr Abbot 

presided and preached. 

27th: This afternoon there was a partial power cut from about 4 pm 

until shortly after the end of prayer time. Vespers was sung by 

lamp and candle light. Power was restored in time for supper. 

29th: Fr Prior presided at first Vespers of St Andrew. The Novena 

in preparation for the Solemnity of the Immaculate Conception 

began this evening. We sing the Immaculata chant after Vespers 

and there is simple exposition of the Blessed Sacrament on days 

when we do not have Benediction. 

30th: Solemnity of Saint Andrew. Fr Prior presided and preached. 

The St Andrew Community from Aberdeen are staying here over 

the weekend. 
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DECEMBER 2018 

 

2nd: First Sunday of Advent. The weather has turned cold, and the 

pump at the wood chip boiler is mal-functioning, leaving us rather 

uncomfortable without heat.  

4th: The engineer came and repaired the pump on the wood chip 

boiler. This was useful, and appreciated, as the temperature had 

fallen to -5°.  

7th: Fr Abbot presided at first Vespers of the Immaculate 

Conception. 

Before Compline Br Benedict-Joseph Miller of the 

Communauté de St Jean began a retreat to prepare for the 

beginning of a formal period of probation. This is in view of 

transferring from his current institute to Pluscarden Abbey. The 

Veni Creator was sung according to custom. 

8th: Solemnity of the Immaculate Conception. Fr Abbot presided 

and preached. Fr Martin set off for Chilworth Abbey where he is to 

preach their annual retreat. 

Transport Scotland publish a decision now officially reached, 

not to route the proposed new A 94 dual carriageway through our 

Valley. Deo gratias! 

Vespers was of the second Sunday of Advent. After Vespers 

the community sang the Inviolata, followed by the customary 

dedication of the community to Mary Immaculate, with the Chant 

Monstra te esse Matrem. 

9th: Second Sunday of Advent. The annual joint carol service with 

Pluscarden Kirk took place at the Kirk at 6.00 p.m. Padre Paula 

Baker led the service and gave a short address. We sang some 

verses of the Rorate Caeli. Br Michael played the organ for the 

carols. Afterwards tea, coffee and cakes were sociably consumed. 

10th: Br. John Cook of the Priory of Norcia in Italy, who has been 

with us for some weeks, departed today. 

11th: The body of Alice Sullivan, an oblate for many years, arrived 

from Glasgow this afternoon. Her late husband Archie lies in our 

cemetery. She is to be buried with him.  
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This afternoon before Vespers at a ceremony in the chapter 

house Br Benedict-Joseph of the Communauté de St Jean received 

the Pluscarden habit. Although as a Religious already in Solemn 

Vows he is not officially making a new novitiate, the ceremony 

was that of a postulant becoming a novice. Br Benedict-Joseph 

retained his former religious name. The intention is that he will 

spend a year in the novitiate at Pluscarden and then go to 

Petersham. The expectation is that he will stay at Petersham.  

12th: Memoria of Our Lady of Guadalupe: kept at Pluscarden for 

the first time today. This important Memorial of our Lady has now 

been added to our proper Calendar.  

Today a team with tractors, trailers and heavy chipping 

machinery turned a large pile of logs in the bus park into 

woodchips: enough to fill four bays of the wood-store to 

overflowing. Mr Greene brought in other contractors with 

machines larger than the ones we usually use. Our own wood 

chipping machine looked like a garden mulcher beside theirs. Br 

Michael calculates that we should now have enough chips to last 

until next autumn. 

At 11.00 Fr Giles presided at the burial service of Alice 

Sullivan.  

Luke Gormally, the philosopher and former director of the 

Linaker Institute, now called the Anscombe Institute, has given the 

monastery a large part of his library. The carrier delivered the 

books today.  

13th: We hear that the community of Christ-in-the-Desert in New 

Mexico, USA, has elected Fr Christian Leisy as their new Abbot. 

Abbot Christian has been at the curia in Rome since shortly after 

the election of Abbot Guillermo as Abbot-President. He preached 

our community retreat some years ago. 

14th: Recollection Day for December. This afternoon Paul Morris 

arrived to begin his postulancy. 

Fr Benedict received at last his visa to go to Nigeria. On 

behalf of our Abbot President he is to carry out the Visitation of 

the monasteries of Umuoji and Ozubulu. Getting the visa has been 

a fraught process.  
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15th: Today there was a terrific gale. At lunch-time the power went 

off, as falling trees disrupted power lines above Torehead. 

Afternoons in mid-December are always rather gloomy, and this 

one was no exception. There was a Choir Practice after None 

nevertheless in the gathering dark. Our central heating boiler needs 

electricity, so it stopped working. Vespers were sung by the light 

of lamps and candles. Supper also was taken by gaslight. The 

power remained off at Compline and thereafter.  

16th: Third Sunday of Advent (Gaudete). The electricity repair 

team turned up during the night with a generator to provide power 

for the abbey and the whole area round about. Br Michael 

happened to wake up at about two in the morning, to the sound of 

people doing things at the back of the building. He went to 

investigate and walked into an alien invasion of half a dozen 

vehicles and various workers. He ended up helping the electrical 

engineers to get the three phase power set up properly. The large 

generator is sitting on the flat bed of a lorry, taking up the space in 

front of the fuel door of the boiler house; a trailer with an oil tank 

stands beside the generator. The workers observed that this was the 

worst storm damage they had seen. There are trees down 

everywhere. 

17th: O Sapientia. Fr Martin returned this afternoon from 

Chilworth. The usual monastic “O Sapientia” celebration took 

place by candle light in the evening. Br Aelred had spent the 

afternoon preparing the Calefactory with tables, tablecloths, 

candelabra and whatever else was needed. A fire was burning in 

the grate. The kitchen provided warm spiced wine, formally taken 

in turns from a mazer. This year we had American cookies made 

by Br Benedict-Joseph, as well as the usual mince-pies. According 

to custom the celebration included the singing of “O Sapientia” 

with its Versicle and Collect, and the Carol “Shepherds in the 

fields abiding”, and most pleasant fraternal chat.  

18th: The generator continues to provide power to the local 

residents and businesses. At lunch time the power went off. The 

power company informed us that the local demand for electricity 

had been too much for the generator and so a switch had tripped; 
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They also said that the damage to the power supply was worse 

than first thought, so we would be relying on the generator for 

several more days. 

19th: At 4.20 this morning Fr Benedict set off for Inverness Airport 

to go to the Nigerian High Commission in London to give his 

biometric details.  

Brethren were at work this afternoon making special bread in 

preparation for Christmas.  

20th: Today we heard that Sister Mary Vianney Kehoe had died in 

Clacton-on-Sea. She was one of the Sisters of Mercy at Greyfriars’ 

Convent in Elgin. She was the superior for some years. She moved 

with Sister Mary Oliver, her blood sister, to the nursing home run 

by her order at Clacton-on-Sea. May she rest in peace. 

There was another power cut in the afternoon. But when the 

power duly re-appeared, it came from the restored mains supply.  

21st: We hear that our community at Petersham has received a 

major donation: enough for them to complete their building 

project, first begun 30 years ago. Deo gratias! 

22nd: Br Michael delivered various Christmas gifts from the 

monastery to the tradesmen with whom we deal. 

Fr Abbot gave a conference on the choosing of the disciples in 

St Luke’s Gospel. 

24th: Christmas Eve. Teams of brethren set to work putting up 

Christmas decorations in Church, refectory and Calefactory. Much 

other work goes on in preparation for Christmas, especially for the 

Kitchen, Sacristy and preparing the liturgy.  

Vigils of Christmas began as usual at 10.15 p.m. Midnight 

Mass ended some time after 1.30 a.m.  

25th: CHRISTMAS DAY. The Christmas weather this year is 

remarkably mild. There was a larger Congregation at the Day 

Mass than at Midnight. All the usual Christmas ceremonies were 

successfully accomplished.  

27th: The Feast of St John. There was a community Long Walk in 

the afternoon. We went up the Wangie hill on the Torehead track, 

with beautiful views and a magnificent sunset.  
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28th: The Feast of the Holy Innocents. Our guest house, closed 

over Christmas, re-opened. Harry Bucknall, the travel writer, 

arrived to spend some time here working on his latest book. 

31st: End of Year Recollection Day. Fr Abbot gave a conference at 

noon, reviewing the events of the past year. After Vespers Fr 

Abbot presided at Benediction, with a Te Deum sung in 

thanksgiving for all the blessings of the year. 

 

JANUARY 2019 

 

1st: Solemnity of Mary Mother of God. Fr Prior presided and 

preached. Bishop Hugh arrived in the early afternoon to spend a 

few days at the lodge. At the New Year gaudeamus, the film They 

Shall not Grow Old, about the First World War, was shown. 

6th: Sunday, and the Solemnity of the Epiphany. Fr Abbot presided 

preached. As usual on this feast after the homily the precentor sang 

in Latin the dates of the moveable feasts of the year. Then the 

cellarer, Br Michael, in a gold cope, the sacristan, Fr Mark, in a 

green cope, and the infirmarian, Br Cyprian, in a purple cope, 

received a special blessing for their duties of the coming year. 

Each bore the appropriate gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh.  

We invited the Dominican Sisters in Elgin to tea today. All 

four came. Vespers of the Epiphany with Benediction followed the 

tea at 4.30. We then had a “home entertainments” gaudeamus, with 

the usual mix of skits, sketches and songs. Compline was sung in 

the Lady Chapel. 

7th: Fr Abbot went down to see his mother in the Wirral. She is in 

poor health. Fr Benedict departed for Nigeria. Unfortunately 

because of strong gales his flight was cancelled. He stayed with 

Bishop Hugh in Aberdeen while waiting for re-scheduled flights. 

9th: Fr Matthew went into Dr Gray’s for a procedure to relieve him 

of gall-stones blocking a valve. The procedure opened the valve 

and let the stones through. The procedure did not involve making 

any cuts. Fr. Matthew was able to return home later in the day. 

Bishop Richard Moth arrived last night after Compline. He is 

to spend a few days here. 
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Walter Clark, who lived near the Abbey and has been in 

hospital since the New Year, died today in Dr Gray’s Hospital. He 

is descended from a long line of inhabitants of our Valley.  

Br Thomas returned this afternoon from his parental visit in 

New Zealand. He had also stayed in the Vietnamese monastery of 

Thien Phuoc en route home. 

12th: Harry Bucknall, the travel writer, gave the community a talk 

on his writing life and answered questions. 

Today, Sr Mary Oliver Kehoe RSM died in Clackton-on-Sea. 

May she rest in peace. 

15th: Fr Abbot announced that Br Thomas is taking over as 

sacristan and that Fr Giles is now the guest-master. 

16th: Br Michael went to Glasgow to attend a safeguarding meeting 

there. His journey was made amid heavily falling snow. 

17th: Memoria of St Antony. Walter Clark’s funeral took place this 

afternoon at 2.00 at the Kirk. Bishop Hugh, Br Joseph, Fr Giles, Fr 

Martin, and Br Aelred attended. 

18th: Bishop Hugh presided at Conventual Mass. Today is the first 

day of the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity. As is our custom, 

we had bidding prayers for this intention at Mass. 

19th: Fr Abbot gave a conference on St Luke’s Gospel before 

Vespers.  

24th: We hear that Fr Benedict’s plane home from Nigeria has been 

cancelled. 

25th: Feast of the Conversion of St Paul. More snow fell overnight. 

Br Timothy had an appointment for a scan at Raigmore Hospital in 

Inverness. The appointment was cancelled because the 

radiographer fell in the snow and broke her wrist.  

A fairly large group of young people, mostly in their twenties, 

from St Mary’s Cathedral in Edinburgh arrived here this evening. 

They are here on retreat until Sunday lunchtime. 

26th: Memoria of the Cistercian Abbots. Fr Prior Benedict arrived 

back from Nigeria. Fr Abbot gave a conference on the beatitudes 

in Luke’s Gospel, linking them to the fourth degree of humility. 

After supper the community greeted Br Timothy for his name 

day. 
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FEBRUARY 2019 

 

1st: Recollection Day. Fr Abbot gave a conference. 

2nd: A group of Polish men from Aberdeen is here for the 

weekend. They joined us for the usual Candlemas Procession. In 

the afternoon a group of the more fit brethren went for the 

customary long walk. We went up onto Heldon Hill amid snow 

lying all about. 

3rd: Sunday. More or less the whole Congregation at Mass stayed 

behind at the end of the liturgy for the Blessing of St Blaise for 

throats. Fr Abbot departed to preside at the election at Holy Cross 

Priory in Chicago; thence to Petersham. The temperature in 

Chicago these days is around -30 ̊ C. 

4th: Fr Mark departed for Minster. The community of nuns there 

belongs to our Congregation and Province. Fr Mark is to serve 

them as Chaplain for a couple of weeks. 

Fr Matthew had a routine appointment at the Aberdeen Royal 

Infirmary. The attempt to get him there by car was defeated by 

snow. Happily, the hospital offered an alternative later date for the 

appointment. 

9th: Fr Prior gave a community conference on the subject of the 

Nigerian monasteries he had visited, relating also some of the 

adventures he had had there. Different instalments of this theme 

are occupying several Chapter sessions these days.  

13th: The clapper of the Lady Bell is happily fixed, allowing our 

largest bell to ring out properly again after quite some time. The 

bolt holding the clapper had been shearing off all too frequently. 

The cause of this now has been discovered, and measures taken to 

prevent it happening. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

.  
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NEWS FROM ST MARY’S MONASTERY 

 
In November, Fr Dunstan was away in New Mexico. First he gave 

the annual retreat to the nuns of Our Lady in the Desert from 

November 4 to 9. After that he spent five days at Christ in the 

Desert. The trip comprised a series of “firsts” for Fr Dunstan. It 

was the first retreat he has ever given. It was his first visit to both 

Our Lady in the Desert and Christ in the Desert. It was also his 

first trip to the American Southwest. And he saw his first 

tarantula! The retreat went very well and the sisters really enjoyed 

Fr Dunstan’s conferences.   

Since the last issue of Pluscarden Benedictines we have had 

two more lectures in the series organized for us by Phil and Carol 

Zaleski. On November 8, Craig Nicholson, a professor of 

sustainability science at UMASS Amherst, spoke to us about the 

environment and sustainability. His lecture focused on the work of 

the Harvard Research Forest, which is just down the road from us 

in Petersham, Pope Francis’s encyclical “Laudato Si,” and one of 

Craig’s favourite authors, Wendell Berry. A native of South 

Africa, and a convert to Catholicism, Craig also shared with us his 

religious journey, and how this has affected his life’s work. After 

the talk we had an enjoyable question and answer period which 

gave us all food for thought. In addition to “food for thought,” we 

also partook of some real food with Craig after his lecture at the 

sisters’ priory. 

The second lecture, and the first one of this year, was given by 

Filippo Gianferrari on Sunday afternoon, January 13. Filippo is 

currently a lecturer in Italian Studies at Smith College, as well as 

being a faculty member at Vassar College. His talk was on his area 

of expertise, Dante’s Divine Comedy. He gave us an overall view 

of the Comedy and then focused on Canto XXVI of the Inferno 

where Dante meets Ulysses. Filippo’s great knowledge of Dante 

and his love of teaching made the lecture very inspiring.   

                                                                DIC 
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NIGERIAN VISITATIONS 7 - 26 JANUARY 2019 

 

The Abbot President of our Congregation, Dom Guillermo 

Arboleda, designated me to carry out on his behalf the canonical 

Visitation of two Nigerian Monasteries of nuns which are affiliated 

to our Congregation. With me went Sr Anna Brennan of 

Stanbrook. She has much experience of visiting communities of 

nuns in Africa, and was an invaluable co-Visitor. We were also 

fortunate to have the help, for a few of our days, of Br Peter 

Eghwrudjakpor, Prior of the Monastery of Ewu, which belongs the 

Annunciation Congregation. 

At St Scholastica Benedictine Abbey Umuoji there are 

currently 111 Sisters, including 20 Juniors, 10 Novices, and 9 

postulants. The community has rather recently made a foundation, 

which is still a dependent house, in Angola. There are Umuoji 

Sisters present also in 7 Monasteries in Italy, and in 7 monasteries 

in Spain. Two Italian Monasteries have an Umuoji Abbess. Queen 

of Peace Benedictine Monastery Ozubulu, also in Anambra State, 

was founded from Umuoji. Its way of life is closely modelled on 

that of the Mother House, though now it has achieved full 

independence. There are at Ozubulu somewhat over 60 Sisters, 

including 21 in temporary vows, 3 novices and 8 postulants. We 

Visitors had the task of interviewing every single one of these 

Sisters, as well as carrying out the other tasks and inspections 

normally associated with canonical Visitations. 

The economy of Nigeria these days makes it quite hard for 

communities such as these to make their living. Accordingly all 

the Sisters work extremely hard. Their main source of income 

comes from the manufacture and sale of Altar breads. Then, as 

well as making all their own habits, they produce vestments, 

cassocks etc. for sale. They bind books; make candles; produce 

herbal medicines. They also produce virtually all their own food. 

They grow all the usual tropical vegetables and fruits, and keep 

chickens, pigs, goats, fish and bees. Both communities also have 

large guest houses, catering for both sexes and all ages. If this 

were not enough, teams of senior Sisters also devote much energy 
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to the task of formation. According to their tradition, a minimum 

of 10 years is spent in the novitiate, preparing for Final Profession.  

The timetable in both communities is rather similar to ours, 

though they begin Vigils at 0315. Lauds and Vespers are sung in 

Latin from the 1934 Antiphonale Monasticum. The other Hours are 

in English, using the Rule schema of Psalms, though without 

Prime. Mass is sung in Latin about 3 times a week. The Nigerian 

Priests generally seem quite comfortable with that. On most days 

the Ordinary of the Mass is sung from the Graduale Romanum, 

supplemented by African singing at Offertory, Communion etc. 

It’s impossible in a few words to convey the experience of the 

extraordinary days spent among these Sisters in Nigeria. In spite of 

obvious differences in culture and climate, we felt completely at 

home in their Benedictine environment. We were certainly made 

to feel warmly welcome at all times. We were warm in other ways 

too: January out there is a particularly hot and dry season of the 

year. Although we worked hard at the Visitation business, time 

was found for some recreation also. We Visitors were treated to 

many displays of African drumming and African dancing and 

African singing. We were taken out to visit local Bishops, and in 

my case also local schools. We visited the shrine of Blessed 

Cyprian Tansi, who came from this area. He was one of the first 

Nigerians to be ordained a Priest, but he died, in 1964, as a 

Cistercian monk at Mount St Bernard’s Abbey in England. I was 

happy also to be able to visit the home and parents of our aspirant 

Innocent Obiejinwa. Among the lay people, we witnessed 

manifestations of devotion almost unimaginable in Europe. We 

also witnessed at first hand some aspects of a 21st century country 

which should be prosperous and well developed, but is definitely 

not so. We left with the aspiration of finding some practical or 

material ways to help these excellent and inspiring communities. 

They are rich in fervour and in vocations, but needy in many other 

ways; often in things we in Europe simply take for granted. Should 

anyone reading this feel inspired to contribute to this cause, we 

would be happy to hear from them. 

DBH 
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AVE REGINA CAELORUM 
Homily for the Feast of the Annunciation 25 March 2006 

 

“Rejoice so highly favoured, the Lord is with you!” How many 

times has that greeting of the Angel re-echoed on the lips and in 

the hearts of Christians over the past 2000 years!  

“Hail Mary, full of grace” we say. With the Angel we greet 

Mary, we offer her our homage, we call to her with love and 

reverence, we salute her. With the whole Church we acknowledge 

that salvation comes to us through her. Mary, Virgin Mother of 

Jesus, Mother of God, Immaculate Spouse of the Holy Spirit, 

Mother of Christians, Mother of the Church: we turn to you in our 

gratitude, in our love, in our need. 

At the moment each night after Compline we are singing the 

Hymn Ave Regina Caelorum. It’s a beautiful little summary of the 

Marian devotion of the Church. Composed by an anonymous 

author, somewhere in France in the 12th century, it is a very simple 

poetic meditation on the Angel’s greeting we heard in today’s 

Gospel.                                             

Ave Regina caelorum! Hail, Queen of the heavens! we sing. 

Mary is the mother of the King, the Son of David, and so in strict 

historical and theological accuracy she merits the title Queen. But 

Jesus was also, as the Angel said, Son of the Most High, Son of 

God. By his Resurrection and Ascension into heaven, he who was 

the King of the Jews was also established as King of all creation. 

How can we sufficiently honour this unique and supreme pre-

eminence of Christ? How sufficiently express the all-

encompassing nature of his Victory? One very good way is to 

proclaim the effect it has had on his Mother. So we give her now 

her rightful title also as Queen of Heaven. 

Ave Domina Angelorum! Hail mistress even of the Angels! 

What? How can the insignificant Jewish girl of Nazareth, the 

humble handmaid of the Lord, so dismayed and confused by the 

Angel’s greeting, now be enthroned above the angels? Is this 

saying too much? Certainly not! It is all part of the extraordinary 

paradox of the divine dispensation in Christ. Through death comes 
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life; through sin and betrayal come mercy and forgiveness; through 

humiliation comes exaltation. So also with Mary. The most 

humble has become the most exalted. And what is true of her will 

be true also of all of us. For we who share Christ’s divine Sonship, 

if only we die with him, will also be raised with him, and sit with 

him, as St Paul says, in heaven above every other creature. And 

though the Angels are pure Spirits who are never out of the 

presence of God, it was given to none of them to be His Mother, to 

bring Him up, to share so intensely in His passion and in his glory. 

So the Angels now venerate the Blessed Virgin with love and 

wonder. How much more then should we! 

Salve radix, salve porta, ex qua mundo lux est orta! Hail, you 

who are the root, you who are the gateway, from whom light has 

come into the world! It all began with Mary: began in fact today, 

at the Annunciation, when the Word was made flesh in her womb. 

God could have chosen to save us in any way He chose: as a 

matter of fact he did so through Mary. He could also have chosen 

to use her as a merely passive instrument: as a matter of fact, he 

chose rather to rely on her free and willing consent. 

Gaude, Virgo gloriosa, super omnes speciosa! Rejoice, 

glorious Virgin, beautiful beyond all others! Sometimes we are 

tempted to feel that those whom God has chosen – us, for example 

– are asked to carry unreasonably heavy burdens in His service. 

And it is true: looking to the one chosen by God beyond all others, 

we glimpse the total demands made, the sorrow and suffering that 

had to be borne. Was it worth it? Yes indeed. At the end of it all, 

as at the beginning, there is only joy. And in fact there was joy 

also through it all, for she was never separated from her divine 

Son, never out of communion with God. Joy, and also beauty. She 

was created beautiful by God, but became ever more beautiful, as 

grace grew and multiplied in her. As for Mary, so for us. If we 

accept what God wants to give us, we will be filled with 

everlasting joy, and be made beautiful, like Mary.  

Vale, O valde decora; et pro nobis Christum exora. Honour to 

you, you who are most lovely. Pray for us to Christ.  

And here is our great consolation and support. High as she is 
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in heavenly bliss, our Lady is not too high to be forgetful of us. As 

one of the redeemed, she will always be one of us, one with us. 

And as Mother of Christ, she will always be mother of those who 

are in Christ. So she is interested in us, is with us, prays for us, in 

our troubles, our needs, our small daily concerns. But we ask her 

now above all to pray for us that we might respond to God and 

welcome Christ as she did; that we might share some small part of 

the love she has for Him, and so come to share her heavenly glory.  

 

DBH 

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

 

The Secret of Holiness 

 

The Blessed Abbot Columba Marmion (1858-1923) was spiritual 

director to Desiré Joseph Cardinal Mercier (1851-1926) of 

Belgium. This is what he told him about the secret of holiness and 

happiness: 
 

“I am going to reveal to you the secret of sanctity and happiness. 

Every day for five minutes control your imagination and close 

your eyes to the things of sense and your ears to all the noises of 

the world, in order to enter into yourself. Then, in the sanctity of 

your baptised soul, which is the Temple of the Holy Spirit, speak 

to that Divine Spirit, saying to Him:  
 

‘O Holy Spirit, Soul of my soul, I adore you! Enlighten me, 

guide me, strengthen me, console me. Tell me what I should do; 

give me your orders. I promise to submit myself to all that you 

desire of me and to accept all that you permit to happen to me. 

Just make me know your will.’ 
 

“If you do this, your life will flow along happily, serenely, and full 

of consolation, even in the midst of trials. Grace will be 

proportioned to the trial, giving you strength to carry it, and you 

will arrive at the gate of Paradise laden with merit. This 

submission to the Holy Spirit is the secret of sanctity.” 
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THE FETTERNEAR BANNER 
 

Life in Medieval Scotland was undoubtedly hard, the majority of 

the people affected by poverty, hunger and disease, but there was 

occasional respite in the many Holy Days which offered a break 

from the daily grind. Music and processions, candles and flowers, 

liturgies and devotions, which lifted them out of the temporal into 

the eternal. Then, in 1560, a single Act of Parliament put an end to 

it all, and the colour, song and light went out of their lives. Very 

little survived the Reformation: statues were removed, stained 

glass was smashed, even many church buildings were demolished, 

the stones taken away for new buildings or drystone dykes, and 

any church vessels, fittings and furnishings made of precious 

metals were melted down for their monetary value. A few items 

survived, taken into hiding by families who remained true to the 

Faith, and handed on down through the centuries. We still have the 

poetry of the Medieval “Makars”, with its intermingling of the 

secular, the religious, and popular piety, the latter often credited 

for keeping the Faith alive in Britain. We have music too, in the 

surviving sacred works of Robert Carver, a 16th century Canon 

Regular based at Scone Abbey, music that has enjoyed a recent 

revival in popularity. How much more has been lost? Of the 

pictorial arts, very little was left, though vestments and fragments 

of parchment manuscripts surface from time to time, cloth and 

parchment being easier to hide from sight. One rare artefact which 

has survived against all the odds is the “Fetternear Banner”. 

The Fetternear Banner, dating from the early 16th century, is 

so called because for almost a century after it resurfaced, it was 

kept in the chapel house belonging to the little parish church of St 

John and Our Lady of the Garioch in Fetternear, Aberdeenshire. 

How it was preserved in penal times, and how it eventually arrived 

in rural Aberdeenshire, is unclear, but survive it did and in 

remarkably good condition, the only existing medieval banner of 

its kind in the whole of Britain, and one of very few in Northern 

Europe. What we do know is how, where and when it came to be 

made.  
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The Banner was commissioned in 1520 by the Confraternity 

of the Holy Blood, intended for the Collegiate Church of St Giles 

in Edinburgh, where they had had an altar of the Holy Blood near 

the old northern door of the church. Two years previously, a new 

altar came into their possession, in the recently built Holy Blood 

Aisle on the opposite side of the church. Many such altars were to 

be found in East Coast ports and trading centres in Scotland, often 

endowed by local Guilds. Confraternities and Guilds saw it as a 

sacred duty to provide fittings and furnishings for their churches, 

much as Round Tables and Rotary Clubs today raise funds for 

secular charities. The Holy Blood Aisle, it is recorded, had already 

been dug up by 1564. Medieval popular devotion was centred 

especially on the Passion and the “Image of Pity”, Christ 

surrounded by the instruments of his Passion; and the Holy Blood 

featured widely in this devotion, with Masses offered at the altars, 

banners carried in procession, and religious poetry and song 

spilling over into everyday life. Pilgrimage, by those who could 

afford it, probably including merchants belonging to the 

Confraternity, would have been made to Bruges, then a great 

centre of commerce, where a relic of the Holy Blood was 

preserved and where the Confraternities of the Holy Blood were 

first founded. Pilgrims and other travellers would have returned to 

their home towns, filled with enthusiasm for the ceremonies and 

processions they had witnessed and eager to see them re-enacted at 

home. In 15th century Aberdeen, for example, the “Haliblude Play” 

was performed, possibly based on the annual procession in Bruges. 

For some reason, the Banner was not completed and was 

never handed over to hang by the new altar in the Collegiate 

Church of St Giles. If it had been, then no doubt it would have 

been destroyed at the Reformation. One reason perhaps lies in the 

personal history of Gavin Douglas, Bishop of Dunkeld, a member 

of the Confraternity and provost of St Giles, even after he became 

bishop, until he was forced into exile in 1521, dying unexpectedly, 

possibly of plague, in London the following year. The Banner is 

believed to have been commissioned as a gift from one Alexander 

Graham, a furrier and burgess of Edinburgh, member of the 
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Confraternity and one of four “Kirkmaisters” of the Holy Blood 

altar. At some point, soon after the work was discontinued, the 

Banner came into the safekeeping of the Grahams of Fintry, whose 

coat of arms features in the embroidery, and who remained faithful 

Catholics long after the Reformation.  

In turn, the Banner passed into the safekeeping of another 

recusant Catholic family, the Leslies of Balquhain, in 

Aberdeenshire. A descendant, Sebastian Leslie, told me how the 

Banner is reputed to have been brought to the 2nd Siege of Vienna 

in 1683, possibly for the Mass held before the battle against the 

Ottomans. (Vestments, made from gold and silver cloth taken from 

the Turkish tents after the battle, are now in Blairs Museum, near 

Aberdeen.) Many other relics of the Catholic past ended up 

furnishing the Leslie residence of Fetternear House in 1690 and, 

though many of these were disposed of by a subsequent Protestant 

Leslie widow, the Banner again survived to be gifted to the church 

of St John (built by the Leslies) when it was built in 1859, some 

years after emancipation legislation meant that Catholics were able 

to worship openly again. There has been a Catholic Church on, or 

near, the site since at least 1150. There, it was kept in the chapel 

house, occasionally hung in the church on great festivals, until 

around a hundred years later it was given “in loan” by Bishop 

Walsh to the Scottish Museum of Antiquities where it has been 

ever since.   

The Banner is made of linen, 59 inches long and 31¼ inches 

wide, embroidered in brightly coloured silk thread (red, green, 

blue, gold and shades of brown, silvery white and yellow), 

remarkably well preserved, apart from some darkening of the cloth 

in patches and the perishing of black thread. At some point, an 

extra piece of linen was attached to the top, where a wooden rod 

might be inserted so that the banner could be hung in church or 

carried in procession. 

In the centre is depicted Christ, clothed in a loin cloth and 

covered in wounds, from which multiple large drops of blood drip. 

His left hand holds the reed, given to him by the soldiers as a mock 

sceptre; his right hand points to the gaping wound in his side, from 
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which blood trickles down his body. On his head is a crown of 

thorns in green and a halo with a golden cross on a blue 

background. Around him are grouped the traditional Instruments 

of the Passion and, at his feet, we see the Sepulchre, though 

incomplete, with the seamless garment placed over the lid and 

three dice lying on top: for my garments they cast lots. Right of the 

tomb is a lantern and near Our Lord’s left leg is a small rod, 

obviously the handle of the scourge with which he has been 

flogged. Behind Christ stands a T-shaped cross, with three nails 

affixed where his hands and feet would have been, and a little stick 

above the crossbar, where the black embroidery has perished, but 

which one assumes spelled out the initials I.N.R.I.  

On the left, are other symbols of Our Lord’s Passion: the 

ladder, the spear, the reed and sponge. On the right, a brightly 

coloured cockerel stands atop the column of the scourging. Above 

the cross, we see Peter’s sword, with the letter P on it, alongside 

the hammer and the pincers. There are also two heads, otherwise 

unknown in Scottish iconography, but common in Northern 

Europe; one represents Judas, with a purse hanging round his neck; 

the other, far less acceptable in our own time, depicts the “insult 

and spitting” directed at Isaiah’s Suffering Servant, obviously 

representing the traditional caricature of a Jew. 

The inner border is of a large rosary, divided into groups of 

five (although there are six beads in one group), perhaps 

suggesting devotion also to the Five Wounds of Christ, separated 

by medallions of red roses, representing the paternoster beads. The 

middle border represents the knotted cord worn by 

Franciscan third orders and confraternities, with various motifs at 

each corner and in the centre of each side. On the top, of the three 

intended coats of arms, one is largely missing, with only a bishop’s 

mitre to be seen; on the left is the known coat of arms of Gavin 

Douglas, Bishop of Dunkeld; and in the centre we find what is 

perhaps a flight of fancy on the part of the designer: a “coat of 

arms” of the Holy Spirit, a white dove on a red shield, surrounded 

by columbines. In the centre of each side is an image of a heart 

with a golden scallop shell upon it. At the foot, a red rose has been 
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embroidered in each corner, with another coat of arms in the 

centre, this time that of the Grahams of Fintry. The outer border is 

incomplete, alternating two motifs - the columbine and the scallop 

shell. These motifs are taken from the shields, whose background 

colours, red and gold, are repeated throughout the whole design. 

The upper panel was never filled in, with not even faint 

tracings to suggest what was intended. One possibility is that, with 

God the Son in the main central panel and God the Spirit depicted 

as a hovering dove at the top, this panel would have depicted some 

representation of God the Father. This would have presented an 

image of the “Mourning Trinity”, very popular around this time in 

Flemish and German painting, and to be found in a woodcut, 

produced for devotional use, by Thomas Davidson, an Edinburgh 

printer in the mid-16th century. 

We are truly fortunate that this beautiful example of our 

Catholic past has survived in such good condition, even though it 

is now preserved in a glass case in a museum where anyone can 

see it (if you can find your way into the bowels of the museum 

where medieval religion is displayed!). One consolation is that it is 

being well looked after, with computerised images one can study 

and imagine the colourful past of our forebears in faith. As the late 

Monsignor David McRoberts (co-founder of the Scalan 

Association and onetime editor of the Innes Review), and to whose 

little pamphlet on the Fetternear Banner I am indebted, put it so 

eloquently: 

 

“…the designer has combined the sombre theme of Christ’s 

Passion and death with a grace and lightsomeness of line and 

colour, which strikes us today as strange. To our forefathers, 

however, accustomed to splendidly painted churches and 

brightly coloured dress, such a banner, fluttering the ‘Hiegait’ 

of Edinburgh, would have seemed as natural as the spring 

flowers in Passiontide.” 

 

Eileen Clare Grant, Obl. O.S.B.  
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SISTERS MARY VIANNEY AND MARY OLIVER 

A FUNERAL TRIBUTE 
 

The story of the lives of Sisters Mary Vianney and Mary Oliver in 

Elgin is well known, that between them, they gave 122 years of 

service to the Church of Morayshire. Although younger, Sr Mary 

Oliver entered first in 1945, aged 21 years, and completed her 

novitiate and teacher training in Scotland. Sr Vianney entered in 

1956 and was the first member of the Greyfriars community to 

make her novitiate in Saint Edward’s Convent in London. She was 

33 years of age and would be considered by the rest of us as a very 

late vocation. Sr Vianney had a driving licence and what a bonus 

that was to any community in those days! She drove the sisters to 

the outlying districts where they taught the children, visited the 

poor and attended to the needs of the Catholic children in the 

military station at Lossiemouth.  

Rumour has it that the Sisters in Elgin never sat down for a 

Sunday lunch; they were always with the people, either teaching or 

doing pastoral work. With Sr Mary Vianney as her driver, 

companion and assistant, Mother Alphonsus Brady toured schools 

and parishes in Fort William and the Western Isles, supporting the 

people, speaking on vocations and following up with residential 

“come and see weekends’. Sr Vianney also taught commercial 

studies and was loved by her students. It was while cleaning their 

rooms after they died, that we came across a Bene Merenti medal 

that Sr Mary Oliver received from Rome for her devoted service in 

the education of young people.  

Since they passed away, we have been hearing wonderful 

stories about them. Of course, they were very proud that some of 

their pupils became priests. Archbishop Mario Conti was one of Sr 

Oliver’s prize pupils. Hearing of the deaths of the two sisters, he 

said, Srs Oliver and Vianney were Elgin. And Deacon Vincent 

McQuaid said, “Srs Mary Oliver and Vianney were very close to 

the people, and that was what endeared them to us all.” 

Thanks to Raymond Angus, the Scottish Catholic newspaper 

arrived weekly for the Sisters. The papers were read and re read. 
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We talked about their attachment to Elgin and that they were 

English now! They were having none of it. The Sisters made no 

secret of the fact that leaving Scotland was a difficult decision. 

They often talked about the move and how painful it was, but they 

knew that they wanted to retire to a Catholic care home, preferably 

attached to a community of Mercy Sisters, have access to chapel 

and hopefully daily Mass. They were happy to get all that here. 

They also enjoyed their many outings, especially when it involved 

a trip to McDonald’s! Of course, they would miss Pluscarden and 

the monks. Fr Benedict Hardy, their great friend, came to visit 

them several times and he had this to say: “Srs Oliver and Vianney 

were, as it were, the backbone of the Elgin Mercy Sisters 

community. From the beginning of the Pluscarden community, the 

Sisters were our most loyal and supportive friends, their house 

always open in hospitality. Nothing was ever too much trouble for 

them, and they were always grateful for any little services we were 

able to do for them. Through long years, they retained our 

unqualified love and admiration. All Pluscarden monks who 

remember them send prayers and sympathy to their community 

and family at this time.” 

Their love, care and support of each other was to us, looking 

on, prayer in action or community living at its best. Morning and 

evening prayer were said loudly and the rosaries were numerous. 

We are all grateful, because it was to them we went when in need 

of special prayers. We were always welcomed. There was much 

laughter in the room and if Vianney was having her tea and half a 

digestive biscuit, she would offer it to the caller. So you see, 

Elgin’s loss was our gain. 

Dear sisters Oliver and Vianney, we leave you in the arms of 

Jesus, Mary and Joseph. May perpetual light forever shine upon 

you. Amen. 

 Sr Moira Keane RSM 
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BOOK REVIEW 

 
In Sinu Jesu – When Heart Speaks to Heart: The Journal of a 

Priest at Prayer by A Benedictine Monk (2016), Angelico Press, 

Kettering. 323 pages. 

 

In Sinu Jesu (On the Breast of Jesus) is the spiritual journal of “a 

Benedictine monk” covering the period October 2007 to June 

2016. The title is taken from John 13:23. While lying near our 

Lord’s breast, the beloved disciple learns the identity of Jesus’ 

betrayer. Why this passage? The author relates how the journal 

came to be written: 

 

“The vocabulary and the style are mine, but the substance of what 

I wrote came during prayer, without any effort or prior reflection 

on my part. There would be an inner movement to write, and I 

would write until the inspiration stopped... [The] words came 

peacefully, rapidly and effortlessly.” 

 

He goes on to explain that the words did not come from 

himself, but were from an objective and intimate presence of 

Jesus, related to His real presence in the Blessed Sacrament. In 

adoration of the Blessed Sacrament, the author felt a great 

attraction simply to be with Jesus, to adore in reparation for his 

sins and the sins of all priests, to be another John to make 

reparation for the sins of betrayal – hence “In Sinu Jesu”. Under 

the suggestion of his spiritual director, the author (albeit with 

reticence) shared his texts with others. They bore good fruit. Many 

priests received renewed joy and hope. Some of their testimonies 

grace the front pages of In Sinu Jesu, most notably that of 

Raymond Leo Cardinal Burke. Granted the Nihil obstat and 

Imprimatur (11th October 2016) by the (now Emeritus) Bishop of 

Meath, Rev Michael Smith DCL, the journal is in harmony with 

Scripture, Tradition and the works of well-known mystics (St 

Gertrude, St Therese of Lisieux, St Elizabeth of the Trinity, St 

Faustina to name a few).  
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A dominant message of the journal is that Jesus is our friend 

(John 15:14) and friends spend time together. Time is the currency 

of this friendship. We are to come to Jesus in the Blessed 

Sacrament, to abide with Him (John 15:4). This friendship with 

Jesus is the pathway to holiness. Perfection is a fruit of this 

friendship, not a prerequisite!  

Priests are His most intimate friends, and all priests are 

destined for great holiness. It is for His priests that Jesus especially 

waits in the Tabernacle. His friendship and consolation fulfil the 

priest’s need for intimacy and tenderness, driving away loneliness. 

A lack of experiential knowledge of this friendship eats away at 

the priesthood. With this knowledge the priest is renewed, 

consoled and sanctified. Jesus pleads for priests to spend time in 

His Presence, to receive His love, consolation and torrents of his 

grace. He pleads for them to adore for priests who do not adore. 

How much Jesus and Mary love all priests and want to restore 

those who have fallen; how much grace awaits them! 

All the faithful are invited to rediscover silence and reverence 

in the presence of the Blessed Sacrament. We recognise here the 

plea of Our Lady of Fatima to refrain from chatter in our churches. 

Time spent with Jesus will purify us, and sanctify us. We will find 

peace, joy, consolation, and freedom from anxiety. Words are not 

needed. All that Jesus desires is our presence, and our desire to be 

with Him. He does all the rest. The housebound and sick are not 

excluded, because the simple desire to be in the presence of the 

Blessed Sacrament is as consoling to Jesus as if they were present. 

How much Jesus thirsts for our love! 

There is so much more – the practice of prayer in all its 

dimensions, especially the power of the Mass, the Divine 

Office/liturgical prayer and the apostolic nature of adoration; 

trustful surrender to divine providence; Mary: how she lifts all 

who fall; the secret of priestly holiness; the importance of living 

intimately with Mary through the Rosary and consecration to her 

Immaculate Heart; her relation to the Holy Spirit and her 

mediation of all graces. God wishes to grant great graces, and so 

we should ask for them. On sin: mercy and healing; the intimate 
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relationship the saints have with each one of us; the renewal of the 

Church.  

The publisher, Angelico Press, has given In Sinu Jesu a 

spacious feel, with ample room between the daily entries. Biblical 

references render the volume ideal for lectio divina. Great care has 

been taken with the index, permitting the reader to trace the 

themes of the journal with ease. Explanatory footnotes for lesser 

known saints/holy men and women referred to in the journal are 

very helpful. From experience, the fruits of reading In Sinu Jesu 

are joy, hope, peace, a great desire to be with Jesus, desire for a 

continued conversion, and (most of all) desire to love Jesus in 

order to renew the Church and the world. This hopefully 

recommends the book to the reader! 

Partly as a consequence of the dissemination of the early 

journal texts and the subsequent publishing of In Sinu Jesu, a 

Benedictine monastery dedicated to the Divine Office, Eucharistic 

Adoration and hospitality has been quietly growing in Ireland. 

Men from all over the world have responded to this call. 

DJC 

 

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

“A Church in the desert; a Church in Quadragesima; that is what 

we experience today: exposure to emptiness, to a world that seems, 

so far as religion is concerned, to have become wordless, 

imageless, and soundless. Exposure to a world in which the heaven 

above us is dark and distant and beyond our reach. And yet, for the 

Church of today, this time in the desert can become a time of grace 

in which a new love can grow out of the suffering caused by God’s 

distance from us. If we wander on with patience and faith, then a 

new day can dawn out of the darkness. And God’s bright world, 

the lost world of images and sounds, will be bestowed on us anew: 

a new morning in God’s good creation. Amen.” 

 

From Joseph Ratzinger, Dogma and Preaching (1977) 
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TEMPUS PER ANNUM 
GREGORIAN CHANT FROM THE MONKS OF PLUSCARDEN ABBEY 

 

This is a major CD, presenting twenty-nine chants intrinsic to the 

annual liturgical cycle that have not often been recorded. The 

singing, united, flowing and deeply musical, does them full justice. 

The text of each, with translation, is provided in the accompanying 

booklet, together with comments on the history of its composition 

and its use over the centuries. 

Gregorian chant is the sung Word of God. When the words of 

scripture are sung out, proclaimed with due rhythm and melodic 

pattern, as opposed to being simply read, an event takes place. The 

Word becomes alive, incarnate. There is an encounter with God. 

Though a CD cannot help but present something that has already 

taken place, the monks’ sensitivity to prayer enables us to 

eavesdrop on that past event, their encounter with God. 

This dimension is evident from the beginning. The joyful 

melody of the Introit Laetetur cor (no. 1) rises and soars in the first 

phrase, next seeks God in the depths, and combines both 

movements in the last phrase which carries the promise of the 

beatific vision, of seeing God face to face, humanity’s greatest 

longing. The understanding apparent in the singing opens our ears 

and hearts to the message of the text, the happiness to be found 

through seeking God.  

A brief pause between each item allows the chant to linger in 

the mind and memory, enhancing the prayerful atmosphere. The 

musical interpretation, guided by the signs in the oldest 

manuscripts of Gregorian chant that preceded the invention of the 

stave, reveals rhythmic and other nuances not apparent in the 

square notation found in printed books. This transforms the 

singing of, for example, the Alleluia De profundis (no. 11). The 

insights gained from the science of “semiology” are never, 

however, carried to the point of exaggeration. The Alleluia 

Confitemini (no. 4), a masterpiece, is marvellously sung with just 

the right degree of expression. 
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Among the highlights on the CD is the troped Kyrie Fons 

bonitatis (no. 2). It offers a fine example of how to sing repeated 

melismata; instead of dragging, as they might, they draw us into a 

perpetual movement of lifting our voices to God. 

It is good to find two Offertory chants, Recordare (no. 12) and 

Oravi (no. 22). The Offertories, among the most contemplative 

and beautiful compositions of Gregorian chant, have often been 

dropped from the musical repertoire through a misunderstanding. 

The Roman Missal no longer requires the celebrant to say the 

antiphon if it is not sung, as he must do in the case of the Introit 

and Communion antiphons. This is for a practical reason; he is 

occupied at the altar. However, the Offertory chant, even if no 

longer obligatory, has not been abolished; indeed the General 

Instruction on the Roman Missal gives renewed prominence to the 

Offertory procession, accompanied by a song. The singing of 

Oravi is worth listening to again and again. The melody is 

wonderfully expressive of the words Exaudi (“Hear”), illumina 

faciem tuam (“lift up the light of your face”) and propitius intende 

(“look with forgiveness”). 

The Gloria of Mass XI (no. 21) is another masterpiece, 

requiring artistry to convey the dance between the two 

fundamental notes of the second mode, the final D and the 

dominant F, and the syncopation of accented and non-accented 

syllables. Occasionally the flow of the singing is a little unsteady, 

and the musical line not quite carried through, but the phrases are 

beautifully tossed back and forth and the diction is clear. 

In addition to the chants drawn from the Mass repertoire, 

some hymns from the Liturgy of the Hours provide variety. The 

singing of the Vesper hymn Rerum Deus (no. 19) is sublime; Lucis 

Creator (no. 7) is also beautifully rendered. A flowing, sure 

momentum conveys the solemnity of the Te Deum (no. 24), sung 

to the melody given in the third volume of the Antiphonale 

Monasticum (2007). This, as is true of several other items, is 

accompanied unobtrusively on the lovely Tickell organ.  
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Through the beauty of the chants presented, and the ease and 

resonance of the singing in the fine acoustic, this CD lifts us to 

another world. 

 

Sr Margaret Truran OSB 

 

 

Gregorian chant is integral to the Roman liturgy, and the monks of 

Pluscarden are famed throughout the United Kingdom for their 

fidelity to the chant and their prowess in singing it. 

Liturgical chant cannot be fully appreciated as a stand alone 

genre. Its proper context is in the celebration of the liturgy, that is 

in the Mass and the Divine Office, the centre of the monastic life 

and of all religious life. That principle, that chant is primarily 

liturgical in nature and purpose, informs both the selection and the 

performance of these chants. 

Although a CD can never convey the full richness of the chant 

in its proper framework, what the Pluscarden monks have achieved 

in this CD is remarkably well chosen to illustrate not just their 

attention to careful performance of the Chant, but also to giving a 

rounded impression of the many ways in which chant enhances 

and gives shape to the liturgy.  

The selection gives a broad cross-section of the various types 

of chants that can be found in the liturgy. In the first place, the 

chants are chosen according to their variety of textual content, well 

illustrating the wide range of texts, scriptural and composed, used 

throughout Ordinary Time. They are well arranged to show the 

shape of the liturgy underlying them, so that Mass chants tend to 

follow the order in which one hears them in the Mass, for instance. 

The non-liturgical nature of the CD permits a freedom of 

choice which is otherwise not found in any one particular liturgy, 

and includes also such wonderful examples of mediaeval texts as 

the magnificent troped Kyrie Fons bonitatis and the Sunday 

Sequence, now used as an office hymn, Salve dies, dierum gloria, 

neatly placed after the Gospel Alleluia Confitemini as it might well 

originally have been sung. Another delightful feature of the CD is 
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the addition of a discreet organ accompaniment to underline those 

chants which belong to the “ordinary”, generally full or 

congregational chants, as contrasted with the ‘proper’ and 

frequently more demanding ‘choral’ chants like the introits, 

Graduals, Alleluias and Offertories.  

There are also representative chants from the Divine Office, 

which both punctuates and gives the characteristic shape to 

monastic daily and seasonal round. The Ambrosian tradition of 

metrical composed hymns, which belong exclusively to the Office, 

and not to the Mass chants, is represented by the 6th century Lucis 

Creator and the later Rerum Deus, fons omnium both for Sunday 

Vespers. The night office of Vigils provides a fine example of an 

extended Responsory from Corpus Christi, Homo Quidam. The 

ancient method of antiphonal psalmody is represented by the 

climactic chant of Vespers, the Canticle of Mary, Magnificat. The 

final antiphon of the liturgical day, always sung to the Mother of 

God as night falls, is represented in the form of the magnificent 

solemn Salve Regina, dating from the early Middle Ages. 

Alongside the ancient chants of the Mass and Office, and 

together with the mediaeval chants already mentioned, there is also 

a delightful variety of ‘occasional’ chants used in para-liturgical 

devotions, such as Adoration and Benediction of the Blessed 

Sacrament, interspersed among the chants to give variety and 

colour to the collection. Similarly, the selection has been clearly 

made not only to reflect a variety of types of text and style of 

chant, but also to illustrate the complementary and contrasting 

character of the various Gregorian modes, which is a useful 

introduction to this very important, but often little understood, 

aspect of the Gregorian repertory. 

The CD is provided with an excellent booklet giving musical, 

historical, liturgical and theological notes to each of the chants, 

lucidly explaining each chant’s proper character and place in the 

liturgy. 

 

Fr Guy Nichols, Cong. Orat.  

 


