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FR ABBOT’S LETTER 
 

Dear Friends, 
 

During Eastertide in the readings at Mass we listen to the Acts of 

the Apostles, retracing the steps of the Apostles and the first 

generation of Christians as they go out into the world bearing the 

Gospel of Jesus. A theme that emerges constantly in this story is 

“boldness”. What makes the apostles, after they were overcome by 

fear during the Lord’s trial and death, so bold now? Obviously, it 

is that they have seen Jesus risen from the dead. So, for them, 

against any fear of death they have the certainty that death is not 

the last word and Jesus will fulfil his promise to give eternal life to 

all who believe in him. But there is more to the apostles’ boldness 

than the overcoming of fear. In the face of death and suffering, 

which they must still experience, they are more than defiant and 

their boldness has no trace of contempt for those at whose hands 

they suffer. Their confidence is serene and loving. 

To understand this result of their faith in the Resurrection, we 

might look at what Jesus says to Nicodemus in John 3:15-16. In 

the version that we hear at Mass, the Jerusalem Bible, the verses 

read: “Yes, God loved the world so much that he gave his only 

Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not be lost but may 

have eternal life.” In the American Mass Lectionary (I happen to 

be in an American monastery as I write this), instead of saying that 

those who believe will not be lost, it says they will not perish. 

Whether we hear it as “lost” or “perish” we understand that Jesus 

is promising us ultimate victory over death. The word Jesus uses 

may mean to perish or to be lost, and obviously the two meanings 

overlap. Generally in St John’s Gospel, this word refers to the 

decision between life and death, and specifically to our 

preservation from perdition by Jesus, who finds us when lost. The 

obvious reference point for this in the Gospel is the parable of the 

Good Shepherd and the application of the parable that Jesus makes 

in Jn 10:27-28: “My sheep hear my voice, and I know them and 

they follow me, and I give them eternal life and they shall never be 
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lost and nobody shall steal them from my hand.” 

The promise of Jesus is that death will not destroy us. The 

world as we know it is passing with everything in it, but we shall 

remain. This is true, but as it stands it does not do justice to all that 

Jesus said to Nicodemus: that God loved the world, and loved it so 

much. The world will pass, and there will be a new heaven and a 

new earth, but the world is loved, now. To believe in Christ is to 

believe in this love. Faith is more than an assurance that we shall 

in the end be rescued from this dying world. It is the experience of 

the present world as a world that is loved. We are not lost in the 

world; we have been found. 

This is not in defiance of the obvious reality that the world is a 

harsh and cruel place. When the Gospel says God loved the world 

so much that he gave his only Son, the giving referred to is that 

greatest act of human cruelty, the Crucifixion. The most cruel and 

hateful thing in the world has become the sign of love. 

Mysteriously, we do not see love and goodness in defiance of this 

death, but in recognition. The Cross of Jesus draws us to 

acceptance that the world and we in it are loved and have been 

found. 

This is what Jesus does in the days following his Resurrection: 

he goes and finds his disciples, the sheep that scattered and were 

lost in the night before his Passion. It is this being found by Jesus 

that transforms the apostles into the bold men who give the world 

the Gospel. It transforms everything, even past betrayal, into the 

experience of love. Hence Jesus’ threefold question to Simon, “Do 

you love me?” Jesus goes to Simon in that innermost part of 

Simon’s soul, where he has denied his Master. There Simon must 

allow himself to be found; that is to say, he must allow himself to 

be loved, so that he can love in return. By this experience of the 

love of the Risen Lord the lost sheep become shepherds. May we 

share in this blessing during these holy days of Easter. 
 

Yours devotedly in Christ,  
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FROM THE ANNALS 
 

February 2019 

15th: A group of 32 students arrived this evening from St Andrew’s 

University. They are due to stay until Sunday. Fine sunshine. 

16th: Fr Giles and Fr Prior gave talks to the St Andrew’s University 

group. All our available priests assisted in hearing Confessions. 

23rd: Fr Prior gave a community conference before Vespers on St 

Benedict’s chapter on Lent.  

24th: SEVENTH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME. Fr Abbot 

returned from the Provincial Council meeting at Farnborough 

Abbey and a fraternal visit to the Benedictine Sisters at 

Kingstanding, Birmingham. 

25th: Since he returned from Rome and the meeting of Bishops 

Conference Presidents on the sexual abuse of minors, Bishop 

Hugh has been poorly. After spending some days in bed, he has 

followed his doctor’s orders and gone away for some weeks of 

complete rest.  

27th: Today the novitiate had a day out. Brs Paul and Benedict-

Joseph with Fr Benedict visited our mediaeval Sister House at 

Beauly Priory. 

 

MARCH 2019 

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

humility. Warm and sunny weather. Pluscarden Benedictines 185 

arrived from the printers. The community made its annual 

donation for Mary’s Meals, which the Government then doubled.  

3rd: EIGHTH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME. The two 

remaining Pluscarden cockerels are no more. It seems from the 

evidence that a predator took one, and that the remaining cockerel 

was so traumatised that it died. Opinions are divided about the 

absence of nocturnal crowing just outside our windows. 

5th: SOLEMNITY OF ST AELRED. Skeins of geese have been 

flying south over the abbey in the morning. Fr Abbot presided at 
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Office and at Mass. There was a Te Deum for the gift of faith to 

our community at Benediction following Vespers at 4.30 pm. 

In the evening the community watched a DVD: The Guernsey 

Literary and Potato Peel Pie Society.  

6th: ASH WEDNESDAY. Fr Abbot presided and preached at 

Conventual Mass. There was a good congregation in our public 

Chapels. Fr Abbot gave a community conference in the evening, 

with the giving out of Lent books and the handing in of Lenten 

resolutions.  

8th: This evening saw the arrival of several oblates who are here 

for an Oblate retreat weekend. 

9th: Fr Abbot is giving the conferences of this year’s oblate retreat. 

A photograph of a former novice was put out for the 

information and prayers of the brethren. It showed Jan Zankowski 

with his fiancée on the occasion of their engagement to be married. 

We wish them every blessing. 

10th: FIRST SUNDAY OF LENT.  Fr Abbot presided and 

preached at Mass, specifically for the sake of the oblate retreat. 

11th: Fr Giles spent much of today with our friend and oblate 

Monsignor Robert McDonald who is at Dufftown Cottage 

Hospital. He is getting weaker and is not expected to live long. 

12th: Fr Benedict departed to preach the annual retreat to the 

Swedish nuns of Rydeback Carmel.  

15th: We heard that Monsignor Robert McDonald died last night. 

Requiescat in Pace. Monsignor Robert was our parish-priest in 

Elgin for many years.  

16th: Snow fell today, though it scarcely settled. Fr Abbot gave a 

community conference before Stations of the Cross this evening.  

19th: SOLEMNITY OF ST JOSEPH. We had invited the clergy 

of the diocese to join us for Mass and lunch. This was also the day 

of the sixtieth anniversary of the Ordination of Bishop Peter 

Moran. He was one of the guests who participated in the day. Fr 

Abbot presided at the Mass. Bishop Peter preached the homily, in 

which he considered his years as a priest in the light of St Joseph. 

This coming Monday the funeral of Monsignor Robert 



6 

 

McDonald is to take place at the Abbey. Br Michael expects that 

the chapels will be fully occupied and that we will need to have 

additional seating in the transepts. He has plans to provide some 

degree of heating there using infra-red heaters. Alistair Stuart, the 

electrician, was here making preparations. 

22nd: Br Cyprian had an appointment with a neurologist today in 

Aberdeen Royal Infirmary, in connection with his sarcoidosis.  

23rd: There are chairs in the transepts which will be used for 

Monday’s funeral. There is now a marquee outside the west door 

of the church. This is for the buffet after the funeral. 

Fr Abbot gave a conference before Stations of the Cross and 

Vespers.  

25th: SOLEMNTIY OF THE ANNUNCIATION OF THE 

LORD. Today we had the Funeral Mass of Monsignor Robert 

McDonald, according to his wishes, in addition to our own normal 

Conventual Mass. Today would have been Mgr McDonald’s 

ninetieth birthday. Chairs had been set up in the transepts and we 

opened the doors through to the sanctuary, so that at least some of 

the overflow congregation there could see into the church. 

Surrounding the chairs in the transepts were eight infra-red heaters 

on stands to take the chill off the air. The Requiem Mass began at 

noon. Bishop Hugh presided and preached. Archbishop Mario 

Conti and Bishop Peter Moran both concelebrated, along with 

many priests of the diocese. Deacons Vince McQuaid and Tony 

Schmitz functioned as deacons. Margaret Kessock of Elgin played 

the organ. Archbishop Conti, who was a close friend of Mgr 

MacDonald’s, said the prayers of final Commendation, before the 

coffin was taken outside to the hearse. The cortege set off for 

Dufftown and the interment. Rita Sim with some helpers prepared 

a buffet lunch for all in the large marquee on the Nave lawn.  

We heard that Deacon Jacques Cooke of our diocese died this 

morning. He was living in retirement in Inverness. RIP. 

A group of Catholic students from Glasgow University is here 

with two priest Chaplains. 

27th: The robot mower is once more in action on the front lawn. 
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29th: Br Michael ran a “Gregorian Chant day” for a group of 

enthusiasts who had won this as a prize from a fund-raising raffle. 

30th: Fr Abbot gave a conference before Stations of the Cross and 

Vespers. Warm Spring sunshine. 

 

APRIL 2019 

1st: Br Simon left for a personal retreat, to be spent with Fr 

Ambrose in Lerwick, Shetland.  

2nd: The bursar is preparing for the new tax year with some 

trepidation; there are new and complicated procedures to be 

mastered.  

4th: Deacon Dominic Nwaigwe functioned at Mass today. He is to 

be ordained a Priest for our diocese. He originally came to the UK 

as an applicant for our own community. 

5th: Fr Abbot went to see his mother, whose condition is 

deteriorating. 

6th: Today the sacristans covered all the images in the public parts 

of the monastery with purple cloths. Fr Prior gave a conference 

before Stations of the Cross and Vespers.  

7th: FIFTH SUNDAY OF LENT. Fr Giles presided and preached 

at Conventual Mass.  

8th: Innocent Obiejinwa arrived from Nigeria to begin his 

postulancy with our community. Unfortunately, he arrived in poor 

health, but received excellent medical attention.  

11th: This morning, the commemoration of St Stanislaus of 

Poland, Fr Abbot presided at Conventual Mass and instituted Br 

Simon as a lector. In the afternoon Fr Giles went to Aberdeen for 

the Chrism Mass at the cathedral.  

Netta Ewing is here with several members of her family and 

friends to celebrate her golden jubilee of oblation today. There was 

a small ceremony in the Lady Chapel after Mass. 

13th: Fr Abbot gave a conference before Vespers.  

14th: PALM SUNDAY (OF THE LORD’S PASSION). Fr Abbot 

presided at Mass. According to custom it began in the Transepts 

with the blessing of Palms, followed by an outdoor procession, 
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with the singing of the usual Latin hymns. There was a good-sized 

congregation. The Passion Gospel was read in English with three 

Priest readers, according to custom. 

This evening we greeted Br Benedict-Joseph for his feast-day.  

18th: HOLY THURSDAY. The Liturgy began at 7.00 with Fr 

Abbot presiding, and a rather sparse congregation. The washing of 

feet of 12 men took place as usual, and watching at the Altar of 

repose until midnight. Several guests stayed for that to the end.  

19th: GOOD FRIDAY. Vigils today lasts around one and a half 

hours, even with the omissions of Invitatory, Hymn etc. as 

indicated by the rubrics. The afternoon Liturgy lasted just under 

two hours. Fr Abbot presided. The Passion Gospel according to St 

John was sung in Latin. At Compline, according to custom, we and 

the congregation venerated our relic of the true Cross. 

20th: HOLY SATURDAY. Many people worked hard to prepare 

for the liturgy tonight, including guest readers and acolytes. 

EASTER VIGIL. The weather was propitious and the Easter 

Fire was set up outside the front door. The Vigil began at 11.00. 

Our Guest Pierce Yip carried the Paschal Candle, with the triple 

singing of Lumen Christi. Br Michael sang the Exsultet. This year 

all seven Old Testament readings were read by our young guests. 

Our congregation this year numbered two people in their tenth 

decade, and three in their ninth. The Vigil ended at about 2.05 a.m. 

21st: EASTER SUNDAY. We were woken at 6.00 with the call, 

“Haec dies quam fecit Dominus, alleluia!” to which many of us 

made the correct reply, “Exsultemus et laetemur in ea, alleluia!” 

We celebrated Lauds at 6.30, after which Fr Abbot blessed the 

painted eggs and homemade bread for the Easter breakfast. This 

was further enlivened by homemade lemon curd and plenty of our 

own comb honey. 

Conventual Mass at 10.00 began with a procession in fine 

weather, led by the paschal candle. Fr Abbot and presided once 

again, to a packed Church. After Mass the house was blessed. In 

the afternoon the community took tea in the cloister garth in warm 

sunshine. 
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We heard that terrorist suicide bombers had attacked 3 hotels 

and 3 churches in Sri Lanka, during Easter services. Some 253 

were killed, many of them children, and at least 500 were injured. 

23rd: Easter Tuesday. We are keeping today as Fr Abbot’s feast 

day. There was an evening gaudeamus, at which was shown the 

1950 film The Gunfighter, starring Gregory Peck. 

24th: Our Accountant is here for the annual audit. 

26th: Fr Abbot left for the USA. He will visit Petersham and Mount 

Saviour, and celebrate the Silver Jubilee of Sr Christine of St 

Scholastica Priory, Petersham. Thence he travels to the Canary 

Islands for the meeting of Abbots Visitor. 

27th: Fr Prior gave a conference in the afternoon before Vespers.  

28th: SECOND SUNDAY OF EASTER (Divine Mercy). Br 

Michael left for Buckfast Abbey to attend the Monastic Bursar’s 

Conference there. Fr Giles showed round a group of pilgrims from 

Singapore; they left a very generous donation. 

 

MAY 2019 

3rd: Recollection day. Fr. Prior gave a conference before the 

Exposition began. 

4th: The Scottish Culture and Faith Symposium, run by the Elgin 

Dominican Sisters. Bishop Hugh was here for that. Our own 

brethren are scarcely involved. Mgr Jamie McNeil said a Gaelic 

Mass for participants after our own conventual Mass. There were 

lectures and discussions during the day at St Scholastica’s, and a 

concert of Scottish music in the evening. 

7th: Br Daniel went to Dr Gray’s Hospital in Elgin for a hernia 

repair operation. He came home again that afternoon 

 

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

Following the erection of a new region in Ghana, Kristo Buase 

Monastery’s postal address has been changed as follows: 

 

Kristo Buase Monastery, P.O. Box TM 291  

Techiman, East Bono, Ghana. 
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NEWS FROM ST MARY’S MONASTERY 

 
Last February Br Isidore made an interesting discovery while 

working in our library. He was about to catalogue an old copy of 

The Servile State (1912) by Hilaire Belloc. Inside the book he 

found a letter written by Belloc himself, addressed “My dear 

Haynes”, informing him that he was sending him a copy of his 

new book, The Servile State. Br Isidore did some research and 

found out that Haynes was Edmund Sydney Pollock Haynes, a 

lawyer and author, known in literary circles at the time. Br Isidore 

then noticed that the book was in fact dedicated to “E.S.P. 

Haynes”, that Belloc had inscribed the front cover, and that 

Haynes had signed his own name under Belloc’s inscription. The 

book was thus Haynes’s personal copy, and he had apparently left 

the letter folded up inside, where it has remained ever since. The 

book bears the stamp of the library of Queen of Apostles 

Seminary, a minor seminary in Dedham, Massachusetts, which 

closed down in the early 1980s. Presumably we acquired the book 

from them after they closed down. But how the book crossed the 

Atlantic remains a mystery. 

On March 16 Fr Gregory, Br Isidore and Mark McCurn 

brewed beer for the first using our new Spike Brewing System, 

manufactured by the Spike Brewing Company in Milwaukee. A 

few years ago, we started brewing beer on a smaller home brew 

system, which yielded ten gallons per batch. The new system will 

produce approximately fifty gallons per brew and is more “high 

tech”, complete with a control panel. Since it was the first time we 

had used it, the brewing process took longer than we had 

anticipated, with a few unforeseen occurrences. But in the end, 

everything seemed to work out. The next step will be bottling the 

beer, and after that, of course, the tasting. 

Fr Dunstan has been active attending several outside events.  

On Feb. 16 he was in Medway, Massachusetts, participating in a 

retreat for a Catholic mothers’ group, the Little Daughters of the 

Sacred Heart.  Some of the group stayed in our guesthouse shortly 
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before Christmas last year. They very much enjoyed Fr Dunstan’s 

preaching while they were here, so they invited him to take part in 

their retreat. It was a weekend retreat and Fr Dunstan was there on 

the Saturday, hearing confessions and celebrating Mass for them. 

On April 6 Fr Dunstan attended the 19th annual Worcester 

Diocesan Men’s Conference, held at Assumption College. He met 

many friends, old and new, and spent much of his time hearing 

confessions. At lunch he sat at the bishop’s table and was able to 

chat with Bishop Robert McManus. A few days later, on April 11, 

Fr Dunstan was at the Chrism Mass at St Paul’s Cathedral in 

Worcester where he met many priests and seminarians. 

Finally, on April 7 we had another in the series of lectures 

organized for us by Carol and Phil Zaleski. This one was given by 

Elisabetta Drudi, wife of Filippo Gianferrari, who gave a talk for 

us last January on Dante, as reported in the last issue of Pluscarden 

Benedictines. She outlined the concept of the Golden Age, as it 

developed from Hesiod to Vergil, and how it was later given a 

Christian interpretation by Lactantius. Betta focused particularly 

on the fourth Eclogue of Virgil in which he predicts the birth of a 

child, who in the Christian tradition was generally believed to be 

Christ. 

On the same day the local Athol branch of the Knights of 

Columbus used our church for an afternoon Lenten retreat, which 

was followed by refreshments in the guesthouse. 

Finally, on May 4th, Sr Christine Bruce, of St Scholastica 

Priory, celebrated her Silver Jubilee of profession. Sr Christine 

invited Fr Abbot to come over and preside at the Mass and preach 

the homily, which he gladly did. Sr Christine is a native of 

Louisiana and entered monastic life at the monastery of Our Lady 

Queen in Tickfaw, and it was there that she made her profession 

twenty-five years ago. She moved to Massachusetts in 2009 when 

the Tickfaw community relocated to join the nuns of St 

Scholastica Priory. During the Mass she renewed her vows in the 

presence of Mother Mary Elizabeth. After the Mass we were 

invited to a festive lunch at the sisters’ priory. Many relatives and 
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friends of Sr Christine’s came for the celebration, from a variety of 

states including, Tennessee, Texas, Nevada, Florida and, of course, 

Louisiana. Many of our local friends were also in attendance. It 

was a very joyful occasion and the food, chosen by Sr Christine 

herself, was excellent – chicken enchiladas, rice, salad and a 

special cake iced with her favourite colour, purple. 

 

DIC 

 

 

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

 

 

EASTER FIRE BLESSING: 

 

Dear brothers and sisters, 

on this most sacred night, in which our Lord Jesus Christ passed 

over from death to life, the Church calls upon her sons and 

daughters, scattered throughout the world, to come together to 

watch and pray. If we keep the memorial of the Lord’s paschal 

solemnity in this way, listening to his word and celebrating his 

mysteries, then we shall have the sure hope of sharing his triumph 

over death and living with him in God. 

 

O God, who through your Son bestowed upon the faithful the fire 

of your glory, sanctify this new fire, we pray, and grant that, by 

these paschal celebrations, we may be so inflamed by heavenly 

desires, that with minds made pure we may attain festivities of 

unending splendour. Through Christ our Lord. Amen. 

 

May we all allow ourselves to aspire to the fire of God’s glory, 

guided by the words of the Liturgy!  
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HOLY WEEK EXPERIENCE 
 

This past Easter, my friends and I had the pleasure of spending the 

Triduum at Pluscarden Abbey. We really weren’t sure what to 

expect and went into the experience trusting that God had a plan 

for our time there. Our brief visit was wonderful on every level – 

we quickly connected with the other guests who were visiting, the 

surroundings of the monastery were charming, and of course there 

were many beautiful opportunities for prayer.  

There is such love, calm, and joy in that place. The peaceful 

praise of Lauds every morning started our day with profound 

worship. We got time throughout the day to sit in silence, listening 

for God and simply loving Him. In the modern world there is so 

little time to sit and contemplate, almost nowhere we can go to 

find quiet. But that is exactly what we found at Pluscarden. We 

went out at night to look at the stars. We watched sunsets and 

sunrises. The fog that surrounded us all on the morning of Holy 

Saturday was mysterious and beautiful, and our appreciation of it 

was heightened by the chance to rejoice at Jesus’ rising from the 

dead that same evening. Everything that we experienced was 

through the lens of God, untainted by fear or worry. 

We left Pluscarden stronger than when we came. There we 

profoundly encountered God, and the incomprehensible depth of 

His love for us. Truthfully, I was momentarily quite sad to leave 

the abbey behind; I wondered if I’d ever be able to return, would 

ever see the friends I’d made there. I thought of the peace, and 

how we were so easily able to find God at Pluscarden. In His 

goodness, God pulled me away from any doubt I was feeling and 

reminded me that He is not a place. He gave us a chance to grow 

that much closer to Him, but even if we are not able to return, we 

carry the peace of Pluscarden with us. We have a bit of quiet in our 

hearts where we can go no matter where God’s will takes us. 

We cannot thank the monks enough for our time at 

Pluscarden! God willing, we will return someday, but until then 

we will keep the community in our prayers. (Hannah DCamp) 
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BISHOP GEORGE HAY 
 

George Hay was born in 1729, a hundred years before Catholic 

Emancipation brought the Penal Laws to an end in Britain and 

Ireland. He is known for having led Scotland’s Catholics most of 

the way. That should always be true, but this year is special. Hay 

was consecrated as coadjutor vicar apostolic (deputy bishop) of the 

Lowland District at the seminary of Scalan in Glenlivet on Trinity 

Sunday 1769. In 2019 that first Sunday after Pentecost falls on 16 

June. The annual Scalan Pilgrimage Mass, celebrating 250 years, 

should be very well attended. 

Growing up in Edinburgh, George Hay heard no good of 

“popery”, but his father was a non-juring Episcopalian Jacobite. 

As a medical student when Prince Charles Edward brought his 

Highlanders to town, George tended the wounded after 

Prestonpans. The sixteen-year-old then followed the Prince (and 

his professor as chief surgeon) to Derby and back. Having left the 

army he expected leniency for a non-combatant, but spent fifteen 

months in custody at Edinburgh Castle and then London. 

Towards the end of that time, George Hay began to be 

attracted to Catholicism by Thomas Meighan, a prison-visiting 

bookseller in Drury Lane. Back in Scotland, staying at a relative’s 

house near Kilbride, he read Papist Misrepresented, and 

Represented by John Gother. In spiritual crisis, Hay prayed for 

guidance. He found his fencing-master John Gordon “of Braes” 

(Glenlivet?) was a Catholic, and this led to instruction by a Jesuit. 

George Hay was received into the Church of Rome at the age of 

nineteen. 

Studies completed, the young man found himself barred from 

practising medicine: no Catholic doctors under the Penal Laws. He 

took a post as ship’s surgeon but paused in London. There he came 

under the influence of Bishop Richard Challoner, and with the 

approval of Bishop Smith in Edinburgh was accepted for the Scots 

College Rome. 

Two others preceded him. A day short of fifteen when he 
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sailed, John Geddes had started Latin at seven and was brought to 

the required standard by the well-named John Godsman at 

Preshome near Buckie. William Guthrie who joined him there was 

a convert who had been an apprentice joiner at Ellon. Geddes took 

him to the ruined chapel of St Ninian’s in his native Braes of 

Enzie. The contrast with Catholic Europe struck Guthrie vividly at 

Gibraltar: 

 

“As it is the first Catholic Church that I ever was in, I cannot 

express how much I was struck with amazement to see the 

Altars so finely adorned with most amiable Pictures, which I 

should think might move a heart of stone and excite it to 

devotion.  In a word I found now, to my sweet experience, as I 

have the pleasure of being an eye-witness, that the way the 

Catholic Church was represented to me, before I was a Catholic 

myself, was nothing but raillery and aspersion.” 

 

George Hay would have been similarly affected.  This was a 

time when the Catholic Church in Scotland was at its lowest ebb, 

with priests in short supply. At the Scots College Hay and Geddes 

became soul-mates in religion. The classes which they attended 

with students of many nations were easy for them. Finally, Hay, 

Geddes and Guthrie, newly ordained, left for Scotland in 1759. 

John Geddes was sent to the Cabrach, the “Siberia of 

Scotland”, while William Guthrie suffered even colder winters in 

Glenlivet. George Hay shared a room at Preshome with Bishop 

James Grant. Both men travelled to scattered Catholic 

communities (for Hay see Ann Dean’s article in June 1998 Scalan 

News no. 16, at https://www.scalan.co.uk/scalannews37.htm.)  He 

had work enough in the civil parish, as shown by my article 

“Catholics in Rathven, 1762”. The names and homes of 440 Easter 

communicants can be consulted at 18 King Street, Aberdeen, 

headquarters of North-east Scotland’s family history society. 

Worship away from Preshome took place (often after dark) in 

barns and corn-drying kilns. Meanwhile Hay set about restoring St 

https://www.scalan.co.uk/scalannews37.htm
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Margaret of the Craigs, destroyed by redcoat soldiers. On one 

occasion there was a rush into hiding, until a member of the 

congregation was seen approaching in his new red waistcoat. Hay 

replaced the roof, then moved to something better: “I have got my 

chapel now put in good order; my altar is up, and pleases. The 

seats are to be put in next week.  The money I will raise through a 

cess on the seats.” 

Hay was consecrated by Bishop Grant at Scalan in the 

presence of two Highland bishops. The ceremony took place in the 

upstairs chapel where he liked to begin his day in lengthy prayer. 

The building was quite new. Geddes had come across from the 

Cabrach to take charge of the seminary and he raised the first 

“white house” in Glenlivet. It acquired a reputation for excellence, 

with a good library. Hay contributed several books written by 

himself, starting with The Sincere Christian (1781). These 

continued to be influential, not least in the Scots colleges abroad.  

For Hay, beset by headaches, the seminary came to feel like the 

Patmos of St John: “I never was happier since I came to the 

mission than I am at Scalan…” 

In 1778 Hay was lobbying at Westminster when the 

government agreed to relax anti-Catholic legislation. Highland 

soldiers were wanted for America, but it was an English Relief Bill 

which passed without difficulty. Hay advised holding back until 

after the Kirk’s General Assembly, but the possibility of relief for 

Scotland led to angry debate. That generated “Friends to the 

Protestant Interest”, often in places where the Catholic presence 

was very slight. A couple of dozen Highlanders, new to Glasgow, 

gathered for prayer in the home of a MacDonald comb-maker. 

When a mob wrecked it the Scots Magazine told readers: “Some 

poor Highland women had their cloaks and caps torn off them and 

were pelted with dirt and stones.” An Irish Relief Bill passed long 

before any of that nation reached the city. 

Aberdeen’s chapel in the Castlegate was also threatened, but it 

was Edinburgh which endured the worst that bigotry could do.  

Hay took up residence at Chalmers’ Close off the High Street. It 
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also served as a chapel, but he soon realised that the same double 

function could be achieved (with more space) at Blackfriars Wynd 

where Bishop Smith had lived. The “older chapel-house” in that 

street was given over to Gaelic-speakers attended by the priest 

Robert Menzies. Two colleagues at dinner in the new one took 

refuge with Menzies when the mob threatened. The house’s 

several floors were set on fire with buckets of tar for fuel. 

George Hay returned from London after the Scottish Bill was 

withdrawn in February, and “oddly enough arrived in Edinburgh at 

the very time that the flames were devouring his new chapel… At 

last he stopped an old woman near the foot of Blackfriars Wynd 

and asked her what it all meant. ‘Oh sir,’ she replied, ‘we are 

burning the Popish Chapel, and we only wish we had the Bishop to 

throw into the fire.’” Hay took refuge in the Castle. Municipal 

money was granted in part compensation (lost books irreplaceable) 

and fourteen years later a Relief Act was passed for Scotland. 

Protestant relations no longer had first rights to heritable property, 

and the £100 for bringing about a priest’s arrest was no more. 

Cecil Kerr did well to produce Bishop Hay (1927) as a slim 

volume out of Scotichronicon’s 645 pages in small font, with fully 

two-thirds of them about Hay and his times. Long letters – John 

Geddes the principal correspondent – provide rich evidence for 

historians. The original documents can be consulted in Aberdeen 

University Library, but Ann Dean’s assiduously compiled index 

eases the way in through the published version. 

Lady Kerr was highly respectful of Bishop Hay, but she 

acknowledged that he had fierce critics among the clergy. This was 

not about his resistance to music in what had been threatened 

chapels, but rather about money. Like most historians (including 

Innes Review Catholic ones) she ignored the subject. For long 

periods Hay was his own Procurator or money organiser for the 

Mission. There was misfortune during the French Wars with Paris 

investments lost, and lesser good fortune in the form of English 

support through Bishop Challoner. What George Hay achieved 

was the transformation of a Church reliant on Rome for annual 
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clergy “quotas” into one with careful investments made through 

Scottish banks. He also left a Church which looked to the laity for 

seat rents and collections. 

Government aid was prompted by the loss of Scots colleges 

abroad, and a new seminary was opened at Aquhorties near 

Inverurie. It was great advance on Scalan, and had to be because 

all a future priest’s education (up to the canonical age of twenty-

three) took place there. The neighbouring estate of Fetternear 

belonged to the Catholic Leslies, and when Hay came to live in the 

new seminary he baptised several of their children. His last years 

to 1811 are fully set out in Scalan News 19 and 20. 

 

Alasdair Roberts 

 

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

 

YOUNG PEOPLE AT PLUSCARDEN 

 

The Pluscarden community is always happy to welcome young 

people who come to stay at the monastery. Recent groups have 

included Catholic students from the Universities of Glasgow and 

of St Andrew’s in Fife. As has now become traditional, both these 

groups came accompanied by their own Chaplains. It is always 

most encouraging to see fine young people who come here to pray, 

seeking also to strengthen and deepen their faith in the setting and 

atmosphere of the monastery. They deserve all the support in this 

we are able to offer them. Young people also joined us as usual 

this year for our celebration of the Sacred Triduum and Easter. Our 

picture shows seven youthful readers, each of whom took one of 

the seven Old Testaments readings at our Paschal Vigil. This year 

that great liturgy ended somewhat after 2.00 a.m.; but surely no 

one present resented the long time spent amid such awe-inspiring 

ceremonies. Our other great liturgies of the Triduum were 

similarly enhanced by youthful guests acting as servers in various 

capacities; all carried out with competence, dignity and reverence. 
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A CLASSIC REVISITED 
 

For the past several months, I have wanted to visit an old friend, 

someone I met some fifteen years ago. The acquaintance was a bit 

formal and uncomfortable at first, as we didn’t at the time seem to 

have much in common – he being an older, well-pedigreed 

Englishman and therefore from another world, it seemed to me (a 

much younger American from the sticks of Iowa). We met again 

once, a few years later, and it seemed that since I had travelled the 

world and matured since our last meeting, we had far much more 

in common and the friendship began to take off – I could finally 

understand where he was coming from, as it were. Since then, I 

have thought of him often, wanting to revisit his haunts, to hear his 

old stories again, and let myself be carried away by his view of 

life. When I saw him sitting alone in the library recently, looking a 

bit worn-down and shabby, I decided to pick him up, while away 

some free siesta time and walk with him in his world. 

The old friend to whom I’m referring is Brideshead Revisited, 

by Evelyn Waugh, the classic story of grace at work in the lives of 

the noble Marchmain family in between-the-wars England. It is 

one of several books that I have come to see as old friends, to 

whom I return over and over again; I always come away feeling 

refreshed and restored, just like having spent time with a good 

friend. Among my best friends are A Christmas Carol (reread 

every year at Christmas, without fail, for the past 30 years), In This 

House of Brede by Rumer Godden (the best novel about religious 

life ever written), and especially The Lord of the Rings and The 

Silmarillion (read more times than I care to remember, since my 

teenage years). They’ve all become parts of my soul, literally 

shaping the way I think about life and the world around me. When 

I come back to them, even though I know exactly what’s going to 

happen, and can quote certain parts almost by heart, I never go 

away without having found another level, another secret, another 

way of looking at a character. It’s often the same with old friends: 

we know exactly how they will react in a given situation, what 
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advice they will give, their aches and pains and the laugh lines on 

their faces are as familiar to us as our own, and yet we crave the 

comfort of their company and always come away better for it. (Just 

a warning: for those who have not read Waugh’s book, there are 

spoilers ahead, so consider yourselves warned!) 

Evelyn Waugh subtitled his book The Sacred and Profane 

Memories of Captain Charles Ryder, a fact I had never noticed 

before, and in fact the first time I read the novel as an over-pious 

youth, I remember being disappointed with it, since it isn’t 

obviously a Catholic novel (such as those by Louis de Wohl or 

Michael O’Brien), with clearly drawn heroes and villains. There 

are no blatant miracles, no one enters a monastery or becomes 

Pope, and it doesn’t take place in the Middle Ages. The characters, 

though richly drawn and compelling (especially Sebastian and 

Julia), seem at first glance quite lost in the banalities of a frivolous 

existence. They flit in and out of each other’s lives, make terrible 

mistakes, are self-destructive in their choices, hurt others without 

seeming to care much about the consequences, and certainly 

wouldn’t end up on the list of canonizable saints. However, that is 

precisely what is compelling about them: normality – Waugh had 

the gift of making identifiable characters, deeply flawed and yet so 

deeply human that we suffer with them, laugh with them, and feel 

for them in their ups and downs. Waugh can be devastatingly 

funny, such as in the battle of wills between Charles and his father 

at the dinner table, yet then turn around and be suddenly 

heartbreaking, as in the deathbed conversion scene, the last 

dialogue between Julia and Charles, or the epilogue’s description 

of Charles’s visit to the Brideshead chapel – in which Ryder’s 

conversion is so beautifully and subtly disclosed. 

The story is both profane (which is easy enough to see upon a 

first reading) and sacred, which may take time for one to see. 

Indeed, Waugh named the second part of the book “A Twitch 

Upon the Thread”, referring to a Father Brown mystery, “The 

Queer Feet”, in which Fr Brown states that he has caught the 

culprit, “…with an unseen hook and an invisible line which is long 
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enough to let him wander to the ends of the world, and still to 

bring him back with a twitch upon the thread.” The hook and line 

referred to is God’s loving forgiveness: no matter how far we 

wander from God’s love, with a twitch upon the thread He can 

bring us back to Him, as long as we are open to grace. And God’s 

grace does exactly that in the lives of several of the main 

characters in the novel: by twitches upon the thread, two of the 

conflicted Marchmain children (Sebastian and Julia) are brought 

back to the path of salvation, Lord Marchmain himself converts on 

his deathbed, and cynical agnostic Charles Ryder finds faith in 

God.  

Waugh seems purposely to people this novel with apparently 

hopeless cases, not cardboard saints, just as real life can appear full 

of lukewarm backsliders and slackers (including yours truly!). Yet 

the thread of grace is steadfastly present in their lives, no matter 

how much they try to hide from it. It’s these failed, neurotic people 

who provide a surrogate family to the narrator, Charles, and who 

despite their flaws – or rather because of them – lead him to the 

faith. Indeed, it’s Julia’s sacrifice of her adulterous love for 

Charles (due to her reawakened faith in God), that is almost 

certainly the final catalyst for his conversion: if God, however 

imperfectly loved, is deserving of such a sacrifice, He must be also 

deserving of belief.  

This recent time spent with my old friend Brideshead 

Revisited filled me with a sense of hope. I was finally able to 

understand the lesson Waugh has been trying to teach me all these 

years: even flawed, hopelessly imperfect people can be vehicles of 

God’s grace, turning profane memories into something sacred. 

Thank you, my friend! 

 

Br B-JM 
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BOOKS RECEIVED 
 

Read in the Refectory: Bonhoeffer: Pastor, Martyr, Prophet, 

Spy, by Eric Metaxas; Thomas Nelson, Nashville, 2010; PB, 

608pp; B&W photographs. 

 

Surely everyone has heard of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the German 

Protestant theologian who was murdered by the Nazis at the end of 

World War II. But perhaps many of us knew little more about him 

than those bare facts. Maybe we had heard, somehow, that 

Bonhoeffer constructed a radical “death of God” theology, whose 

modern imitators have passed from belief into agnosticism, and 

even into actual atheism. Perhaps then we imagined he was 

something of an advanced liberal, an academic of importance in 

the history of ideas, but maybe of less immediate interest to those 

wanting only to nourish their orthodox and Catholic faith today? 

Bonhoeffer’s biography by Eric Metaxas, read in the 

Pluscarden refectory, came as a real gift to the community. In the 

first place, it was a jolly good read; the sort of book whose next 

instalment is eagerly awaited; very well written; never dull; often 

edifying and inspiring. Metaxas tells the story of a truly great man. 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer was a dedicated Christian Pastor and a 

theologian of the first rank. He faced agonising moral and religious 

dilemmas amid the most dramatic circumstances of 20th century 

history, and finally gave his life as a martyr for Christ. Metaxas 

ably explores the development of Bonhoeffer’s theological ideas 

and interests, and convincingly counters common 

misapprehensions about them. 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer was blessed with an idyllic childhood. He 

was born with a twin sister in 1904 into an already large 

aristocratic family in Breslau in pre-First World War Germany. 

His father was an eminent Psychiatrist, his mother a deeply 

cultured and accomplished woman. The family household was 

loving, united and happy: full of music and servants and fun. There 

was regular Bible reading and prayer, though no particular 
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attachment to any Church. Current affairs and politics were a 

perennial feature of family discussion and engagement. In early 

August 1914 one of the girls ran into the house and exclaimed 

“Hurrah! There’s a war!” She was promptly slapped. 

The war certainly brought out the serious side in the normally 

exuberant Dietrich. His outstanding musical talents had suggested 

a career in that direction, but the horrors of the war, which claimed 

the life of his eldest brother, then Germany’s defeat and 

humiliation, then the rise of extreme parties of Left and Right, all 

prompted him towards theology, and the life of a Christian Pastor. 

He went to study at Tübingen, then Berlin. Among his tutors was 

the famous Adolf von Harnack, who immediately recognised 

Bonhoeffer as his most brilliant pupil. He travelled to Rome, and 

there formulated the question that was to be a dominant obsession 

of his life: What is the Church? We might feel somewhat 

disappointed and even surprised that Bonhoeffer never seriously 

considered conversion to Catholicism, even though undoubtedly 

he was deeply attracted to so much that it represented. But his 

loyalties were engaged most of all by Karl Barth, who also 

lectured in Berlin. Barth represented a new turn to orthodoxy of 

belief within mainstream Protestantism, in strong contradiction to 

Harnack and his friends. 

In 1930 Bonhoeffer took up the offer of a fellowship at Union 

theological seminary in New York. What he found there horrified 

him. “Here,” he wrote, “they preach about virtually everything. 

Only one thing is never addressed, namely, the Gospel of Jesus 

Christ, the Cross, sin and forgiveness, death and life.” Amid the 

spiritual and intellectual wastelands of American liberal 

Protestantism, Bonhoeffer found himself seeking refuge among the 

Negro Churches. Their living and lively faith, forged amidst social 

exclusion and racial discrimination, would have a lasting influence 

on him. 

Back at home, now a young trainee Lutheran Pastor, and with 

a Jewish brother in law, Bonhoeffer watched the rise of Adolf 

Hitler. Not one member of his family ever felt the slightest 
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sympathy for the Nazis. Many German Churchmen of the time 

though were anxious not to be left out of the general enthusiasm. 

Already fatally compromised in their faith, and blind to the anti-

Christian nature of Hitler’s ideology, they thought they could bend 

with the prevailing winds, and thereby retain their influence and 

position in society. So, at first gradually, then ever more boldly, 

they put up Swastika banners in their Churches. They took the oath 

of personal loyalty to Adolf Hitler. They accepted the exclusion of 

baptized Jews from their Churches, and joined in the burning of 

Jewish books. The leadership of these “German Christians” was 

taken over by men who were ready even to portray Jesus Christ as 

an Aryan superman, set in principle against the Jews: against their 

Law, and even their race. One of them wrote a new, 

“Germanicised” version of the Sermon on the Mount: “Happy is 

he who always observes good comradeship. He will get on well in 

the world.” From the beginning, Bonhoeffer not only opposed 

these people, but argued for a radical break from them. He thus 

found himself one of the early leaders of the anti-Nazi “confessing 

Church”. 

Bonhoeffer’s detestation of the Nazis and also his interest in 

the ecumenical movement led him to spend some time in London, 

and to become friendly with Bishop Bell of Chichester. His 

criticisms of the “German Christians” became increasingly strong. 

He regarded them as un-Churched, not true Christians at all, and so 

with no right to any place in ecumenical conversations. He even 

suggested in public that members of such a Church could not hope 

for salvation. This caused a great deal of trouble, and even within 

the confessing Church there were many who did not appreciate 

Bonhoeffer’s outspoken views. An appointment as director of a 

seminary for confessing Church ordinands suited him perfectly. He 

turned this little community into something quite resembling a 

monastery. He taught his students what he himself believed and 

practised: “Do not try to make the Bible relevant. Its relevance is 

self-evident. Do not defend God’s Word. Testify to it. Trust to the 

Word.” 
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As war loomed, Bonhoeffer wrestled with his conscience. It 

forbade him from taking the oath of allegiance to Hitler, and from 

taking any part in an unjust war. The option of staying out of 

Europe altogether opened up before him, with the offer of a new 

teaching post in America. But in 1939, helped by his intense 

meditation on the Psalms, he came to a great decision. He would 

abandon his instinctive pacifism, and the path of passive resistance 

espoused for example by Mahatma Gandhi, and he would join the 

conspiracy to assassinate Hitler. He was very well placed to assist 

with this, having his own network of contacts all over Germany 

and also internationally. Having taken this step, Bonhoeffer was 

ready to compromise many of his former decisions. For his 

compulsory military service, he managed to secure a position in 

German Military Intelligence, under the sympathetic Admiral 

Canaris. This gave him exactly what he needed: the opportunity to 

travel freely in civilian clothes, and to keep in good touch with the 

Generals and others who were part of the plot. 

Was Bonhoeffer’s decision right? Was it justifiable? He wrote 

an essay at the time on Truth, in which he explored the theological 

justification for deception in certain circumstances. Aware of the 

risk of self-deception and special pleading, but also of the need to 

take a decision and stand by it, he wrote: “I can only ask God to 

give a merciful judgement on today and all its decisions. It is now 

all in his hand.” 

Astonishingly, in 1942 Bonhoeffer succeeded in travelling to 

neutral Sweden. There he met Bishop Bell, accredited as an 

official representative of the British Government, in order to 

negotiate armed support for the Resistance inside Germany. The 

Gestapo never heard about this blatantly treasonable meeting, but 

it came to nothing, because Churchill was not interested. For him, 

by this time, all Germans were Nazis, and must all be defeated 

together, by any means possible. 

The conspirators came very close to success in early 1943. 

They planted a bomb on Hitler’s personal plane, and stood by to 

seize power on receiving news of his death. The British 
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manufactured time fuse worked perfectly, according to plan, but 

the detonator failed to ignite. Hitler landed safely, and the bomb 

was removed by a cool-headed conspirator at the other end without 

ever being detected. 

Meanwhile, at the age of 36, Bonhoeffer became engaged to 

the 18-year-old Maria von Wedemeyer. Being in love and looking 

forward to marriage certainly increased dramatically the pressure 

on him, as the Gestapo watched his movements ever more closely. 

He was finally arrested in April 1943, and put in solitary 

confinement. But until the Stauffenberg bomb plot of July 1944, 

the authorities had no idea of his real activities. They knew that he 

was no friend of the government, and had many anti-Nazi friends, 

but their charges against him were only of money laundering, 

presumably for his own selfish purposes. 

Bonhoeffer’s many influential connections managed to secure 

for him a relatively lenient regime during his eighteen months in 

Tegel prison. He was able to minister to his fellow prisoners, and 

to the guards, some of whom would testify later to the outstanding 

goodness of the man. He could write and receive letters; and he 

could read and write theology. It was there that he wrote his great 

work on Ethics. After the war his prison letters to his friend Bethge 

were published, separated entirely from their context. These above 

all secured for Bonhoeffer the quite unjustified reputation of 

holding advanced liberal views. One is reminded somewhat of St 

John Henry Newman, another subtle and profound theologian, 

who would himself often be cited as an ally by liberals. But as 

Newman would wryly observe, and surely Bonhoeffer with him: to 

fight the liberals had been the principal work of his life. 

Then 20 July 1944 happened. Everyone remotely involved in 

the conspiracy was arrested and interrogated. Most were tortured, 

then executed. Documents incriminating Bonhoeffer and his 

closest friends were discovered. He was moved by the Gestapo to 

a new, much harsher and underground prison. His life was spared 

for the time being, because Himmler thought he might be able to 

use Bonhoeffer as a bargaining counter in the event of German 
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defeat. A companion in that prison, Count Schlabrendorff, 

survived the war, and gave a moving account of Bonhoeffer’s 

conduct there. Destruction by air raids would force its evacuation, 

so Bonhoeffer with other prominent political prisoners was 

transferred to the concentration camp at Buchenwald. Again, we 

have a precious account of his time there from two surviving 

companions, the British officers Captains Best and Falconer. They 

testify to Bonhoeffer’s constant cheerfulness under extreme 

duress, and to his supernatural attitude throughout. Facing his 

death, he said: “This is the end. But for me, the beginning of life”. 

As the allied armies closed in, Bonhoeffer with his 

companions were bundled into the back of a wood-burning van, 

and driven around looking, almost aimlessly, indeed almost 

farcically, for some new place of custody. The war was in its last 

days; German armies everywhere were disintegrating; but the 

personal priority of Hitler, while he could still command 

unquestioning obedience, was revenge. So he issued a decree for 

Bonhoeffer’s public execution. On Sunday 8 April 1945, just after 

conducting a service and preaching for his comrades, Bonhoeffer 

was taken away for a summary Court Martial, along with Admiral 

Canaris and three Generals. His final moments were observed by 

the camp doctor. “Through the half open door in one room of the 

huts I saw Pastor Bonhoeffer kneeling on the floor, praying 

fervently to God. I was most deeply moved by the way this lovable 

man prayed, so devout and so certain God heard his prayer. He 

climbed the steps to the gallows brave and composed. In the 

almost fifty years that I have worked as a doctor, I have hardly 

ever seen a man die so submissive to the will of God.” 

The relevance of Bonhoeffer’s life for us today is rather 

obvious. We do not live, thank God, under National Socialism, but 

we do live in a world dominated by ideology that is ever more 

aggressively anti-Christian. How do we respond to that? We note 

anyway that the German Christians who tried to accommodate 

themselves to National Socialism found that the influence they 

hoped to exert went entirely the other way. The Nazis always 
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regarded them with contempt: at first thinly disguised, then open. 

In the very different circumstances of our own day we have to 

hope for new Christian leaders, perhaps not unlike Dietrich 

Bonhoeffer: people of outstanding courage and integrity and 

intelligence; people who will show us all how to be faithful to 

Jesus Christ and to his Gospel to the end, cost what it may. 

DBH 

 

Art, Truth & Time: Essays in Art: Sr Anselma Scollard O.S.B. 

(Luath Press Ltd, Edinburgh 2019); £12.00. 

 

Sr Anselma is now a nun of St Cecilia’s Abbey, Ryde, Isle of 

Wight, but before entering religious life she was a sculptor and 

lecturer in sculpture. These essays, now gathered into this little 

collection, have been written over many years, for various 

purposes, philosophical, aesthetic, religious and monastic. Her 

overriding concern has always been about the integrity of any art 

form; that body and soul must both be involved in the artistic 

creation, never separated or relying on intellect alone. The danger, 

she feels, inherent in much modern conceptual art lies in the 

artist’s looking inwards to himself, rather than towards Creation 

and the Creator. The book is in five sections: Art and Truth; Art 

and Humankind; Criticism; Art and Death; Architecture. 

Art and Truth looks at truth from the Biblical notion of truth, 

both Semitic and Greek, and goes on to explain the importance of 

truth in an object of art and the “artist’s ability to convey an 

essential dimension of reality present, and yet not present until 

articulated in the work” (p.20). 

In Art and Humankind, the author introduces her concern 

about body and soul both being involved in artistic creation. “One 

is saved body and soul. It is in weak and vulnerable flesh that man 

is saved. It is in matter and through matter that man creates art, an 

expression of truth to which the body contributes as much as the 

soul” (p.25). She then proceeds to speculate on the “unreal” 

quality of Conceptual Art, which she views as empty of 
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expression. The third essay in this section talks of the essential 

individuality of the artist’s own hands over the use of machines, 

when the hand has become yet another “tool among tools”.  

The section entitled Criticism begins by referring to the 

encyclical Veritatis Splendor, claiming that veritatis splendor is 

the “soul of art” and that “spontaneity and objectivity are … the 

two scales of truth, the two sides of the balance of specifically 

artistic truth” (p.41). The author goes on to speak of “Relativism: 

Art without Object”. This leads her on to discuss the modern 

condition of “boredom” giving birth to “the Art of Change”, 

epitomised for her in the work of Damien Hirst. There follows a 

discourse on “Technology and Technique Versus Art”, which, she 

claims, “make void the essential individuality of the artistic 

image”. Here she uses different stages of Michelangelo’s work to 

illustrate the premise that “creation comes easily to the child, but 

not to the adult” (p.61). She ends this section with an essay on 

“The Importance of the Subjective: The True Meaning of 

Originality”, which includes a brief critique of the work of two 

contemporary artists. 

Part 4 comprises two essays on Art and Death. First, she looks 

at two images of the dead Christ by Mantegna and Michelangelo. 

The second essay considers “the endless search, the enduring 

present”. Here she refers to St Gregory of Nyssa’s view of death, 

St Paul’s idea of epektasis: “Death and indeed all of the spiritual 

life as perpetual progress … Gregory saw life and death as one, or 

rather the latter as a continuation of the former” (p.83). 

Sr Anselma ends with a section on Architecture, looking first 

at the work of Dom Paul Billot, latterly of Quarr Abbey, whose 

artistic creed is summed up in his own words: “The more there is a 

complete unity within the multiplicity the more striking is the 

proportion and the greater is the beauty” (p.91). The final essay in 

the collection is on Cistercian Architecture of the 12th and 13th 

centuries, where she examines the concept of “Visual Silence in 

Monastic Architecture”, revealing the essential features of 

Cistercian churches as “simplicity, harmony, balance, the 
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importance of the use of light, and the absence of the use of 

colour” (p.98). She concludes: “St Benedict, the father of 

moderation and discretion, knew the needs of the body and the 

soul. St Bernard was to realise these needs in a perfected harmony 

whose beauty was not to be surpassed in a silent and yet eloquent 

statement of architectural integrity” (p.99). 

 

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

 
MONSIGNOR ROBERT MCDONALD 

 

The young Robert McDonald was present at the opening Mass at 

Pluscarden in September 1948. Thenceforth he remained a life-

long friend of our community. When he was our Parish Priest he 

would often visit and was always welcome. Called away from 

Elgin to Inverness, he continued to come regularly as an external 

confessor for the community and was delighted to be enrolled as 

an Oblate. He celebrated his Golden Jubilee at Pluscarden in 2002, 

and his Diamond in 2012. In retirement in Fochabers, he continued 

to act as our external confessor until very recently and liked to 

maintain contact in various other ways. He was delighted to be 

visited by the whole community on our annual Outing in October 

last year.  

Ordained in 1952, Mgr. Robert was a pastor of the old school: 

absolutely dedicated to visiting his flock, and regular in the 

spiritual exercises he learned at Blairs Junior seminary, and then at 

his beloved St Sulpice in Paris.  

Our former Bishop, now Archbishop (Emeritus) Mario Conti, 

read the prayers of final commendation at the Mass. He and Mgr 

Robert had been close friends, in the long-standing habit of going 

on holiday together. That was an emotional moment for everyone 

present. Mgr Robert had wanted the funeral Mass to be celebrated 

at Pluscarden and had planned to cover the costs of the nice lunch 

that followed in the special marquee. He is buried at Dufftown, 

where he was born and brought up. Requiescat in pace. 
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TEMPUS PER ANNUM 
  

This latest CD from the Benedictine monks of Pluscarden Abbey, 

Elgin, Scotland is of chant from what in English is erroneously 

called “Ordinary Time” – which is not what Tempus per Annum 

means. The remarkable variety of the chants on this disc is far 

from ordinary. The interpretation is thoughtful and is based on a 

real understanding of the chant. As the excellently written booklet 

says, “close attention has been paid to the neumatic signs printed 

in the Graduale Triplex… the signs found in three principal early 

manuscripts of the Chant: from the monastery of St Gall, dated to 

the 920s; from the Cathedral at Laon, around 930; and from the 

monastery of Einsiedeln, around 960.” 

For this necessarily brief review I will single out three chants 

for particular mention: firstly the troped Kyrie Fons Bonitatis: not 

only is this beautifully sung, it also brings to life an entire strand of 

chant history and finds it very much at home in our present age, 

despite having been suppressed by the Council of Trent! Secondly 

there is the hymn Rerum Deus fons omnium, notable for its flow 

and movement. The vocal tone is both strong and mellow, and the 

bare fifth in the organ on the final note is a good and clever stroke. 

In fact, throughout this disc, where there is organ accompaniment 

it is very well done. This is important, as even the best chant 

singing can be undermined by a lack of artistic sensitivity in the 

organist. Both my first selections are accompanied so, as 

representative of the unaccompanied chants, I’ve chosen the fine 

Communion Multitudo languentium in the 2nd mode, with its two 

attendant psalm verses, where we hear fervent, disciplined and 

committed singing of a high order.  

The CD contains 29 chants, lasts about an hour and a quarter, 

comes with a full and informative 32-page booklet, and is very 

good value at £11.90. Go to:  

https://www.pluscardenabbey.org/shop/tempus-per-annum 

 

Christopher Francis 

https://www.pluscardenabbey.org/shop/tempus-per-annum
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Why I am a Catholic 
 

“I have grieved my well-wishers, and many of the wise and 

prudent, by my reckless course in becoming a Christian, an 

orthodox Christian, and finally a Catholic in the sense of a Roman 

Catholic. Now in most of the matters of which they chiefly 

disapprove, I am not in the least ashamed of myself. As an 

apologist I am the reverse of apologetic. So far as a man may be 

proud of a religion rooted in humility, I am very proud of my 

religion; I am especially proud of those parts of it that are most 

commonly called superstition. I am proud of being fettered by 

antiquated dogmas and enslaved by dead creeds (as my journalistic 

friends repeat with so much pertinacity), for I know very well that 

it is the heretical creeds that are dead, and that it is only the 

reasonable dogma that lives long enough to be called antiquated. I 

am very proud of what people call priestcraft; since even that 

accidental term of abuse preserves the mediaeval truth that a priest, 

like every other man, ought to be a craftsman. I am very proud of 

what people call Mariolatry; because it introduced into religion in 

the darkest ages that element of chivalry which is now being 

belatedly and badly understood in the form of feminism. I am very 

proud of being orthodox about the mysteries of the Trinity or the 

Mass; I am proud of believing in the Confessional; I am proud of 

believing in the Papacy. 

“When a Catholic comes from Confession, he does truly, by 

definition, step out again into that dawn of his own beginning and 

look with new eyes across the world to a Crystal Palace that is 

really of crystal.  He believes that in that dim corner, and in that 

brief ritual, God has really remade him in His own image. He is 

now a new experiment of the Creator. He is as much a new 

experiment as he was when he was really only five years old. He 

stands, as I said, in the white light at the worthy beginning of the 

life of a man. The accumulations of time can no longer terrify. He 

may be grey and gouty; but he is only five minutes old.” 

G.K. Chesterton Autobiography  
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