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Left: Sr Elizabeth Vardon, 
clothed in the habit 17 October 2025.
Photo by D. Josephine

Below: Participants in the EBC Shared 
Formation Meeting at Portsmouth Abbey, 
Rhode Island. See p. 11.
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MOTHER ABBESS WRITES…
The BBC recently ran a story about 
Death Valley, an area in California so 
dry and hot (temperatures regularly 
exceed 45̊ C, ‘the hottest place on 
earth’) that no life, certainly not human 
life, can survive there. Yet suddenly the 
dry, bleak, stony ground is a carpet of 
colour: blue, white and yellow flowers 
and the green of stems and leaves. 
Underground and unseen, water 
permeated the earth and caused seeds 
lying dormant beneath the surface to 
swell and germinate. ‘Superblooms’ 
happen occasionally, apparently, but not often. Miraculous! Or is it? Isaiah 
spoke of this millennia ago. ‘Let the wilderness and the dry land exult, let the 
desert rejoice and burst into flower’ (Is 35.1).

Pentecost can be described, as by Luke in Acts, as happening with strong, 
driving wind and flames of fire. But John’s Pentecost is more gentle: on the first 
Easter evening the risen Jesus appeared suddenly, breathed on the disciples 
and imparted his Spirit – to initiate new creation. The Spirit blows as he wills 
(Jn 3.8).

I write (in Lent, for such is required for the Pentecost edition of Stanbrook 
Benedictines to be ready in time) as a new war in an already war-torn world 
rages in the Middle East. It is hoped that open conflict will soon cease, but 
even if it does, hostility and aggression will certainly continue. What does 
Pentecost and the fulfilment of the Paschal Mystery mean today? Our faith is 
tested, perhaps, but the reality of the Spirit in the world endures. Maybe we 
need symbols of hope, like the flowers in the Californian desert, to remind us 
of what we already believe, and so kindle hope. 

Observe carefully and there are signs of the Spirit’s action – of goodness, 
kindness, generosity, service. Look deep into your heart and you will know 
that the Spirit moves and acts, even in you. ‘The Spirit comes to help us in our 
weakness’ (Rm 8.26).
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The Italians, as so often, have a wonderful word to express the reality and need 
of the moment: coraggio! Stir up your heart! We believe in the power and 
action of the Spirit, and the world needs the witness of our faith – even if (or 
perhaps especially if) that witness, like flowers in a remote Californian desert, 
seems small, powerless and insignificant. Think of leaven in dough or five small 
loaves feeding five thousand, ‘not to mention the women and children!’ Small 
acts, unimaginable consequences. 

�The Spirit of the Lord fills the whole world and that which contains all 
things understands what is said (Wis 1.7). 

Entrance antiphon, Pentecost Sunday

News in Brief

January 2026, M. Abbess spent some weeks at Jamberoo Abbey, Australia, 
visiting the sisters. Towards the end of 2025 she had been appointed monastic 
administrator of that community by Abbot Christopher Jamison, President of 
the English Benedictine Congregation.

29-31 January, D. Philippa attended the Guest Masters’ and Mistresses’ 
meeting in Kylemore Abbey, Ireland.

February, D. Josephine travelled to the Benedictine community of nuns at 
Mariavall, Sweden, to assist Fr Gabriel Everitt of Ampleforth with some pre-
visitation work on formation.

14 February, D. Andrea attended the installation of Archbishop Richard Moth 
at Westminster Cathedral. A full account will appear in a future Stanbrook 
Benedictines.

March, D. Mary Stephen departed for Rome where she will be taking part in 
the 3-month long Monastic Formators’ Programme (MFP). We look forward to 
hearing more from her in due course.
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Above: A significant birthday celebration on Laetare Sunday for M. Anna and  
D. M. Peter. Photo by D. Andrea

Below: Another significant birthday celebration, this time for D. Philippa on Easter Tuesday. 
Photo by Sr Grace of Jamberoo Abbey



Extracts from the House Chronicle Nov 2025 - Feb 2026

November

20th Another snowy day: Fr Raphael set out from Ampleforth to celebrate 
Mass here but had to abandon his car in Ampleforth village and return to the 
monastery. 

Thankfully, the taxis conveying our Taiwanese visitors did get through later.  
Sr Juliana Chua from Taipei Monastery is staying in the monastery while Teresa 
Shen and companions, Paula and Ming-Yu, all oblates of the same monastery, 
are staying in lodges. This was the first sight of snow for most of them and a 
cause of great wonderment and delight!

21st Dies Mirabilis. Fr Chad managed to get here for Mass, a bright, sunny, 
sparkling day with the snowfall looking its most picturesque.

Cambridge University has announced its Word of the Year… ‘Parasocial’ 
meaning one-sided, virtual relationships with celebrities or influencers. Once 
(c. 1956) a specialist word of psychologists and sociologists, it has recently 
become mainstream, a sign of the times which community life, hopefully, 
redresses to some extent.

22nd The Oblates’ Advent Scripture Day was held by Zoom, owing to the 
snowy weather.

Sr Grace Loh arrived from Jamberoo for a 6-month stay – part of her juniorate 
experience. Like Sr Juliana Chua, she hails from Malaysia.

26th At recreation M. Abbess reported that she had lost her phone, she 
thought in York. It turned up – as D. Benedicta discovered by ringing the phone 
– in our car! Deo gratias!

27th-29th The precious Pre-Advent Silence Days. Weather mixed.

30th First Sunday of Advent – a beautiful, cold, crisp, sunny day. Sr Juliana, who 
was a professional florist before joining her monastery in Taiwan, helped our  
D. Julian with the Advent wreath. The result is particularly stunning, aided by 
Sr Juliana’s skill and the variegated holly kindly supplied by Ampleforth.

December

1st M. Abbess gave a very helpful conference on ‘When gentle silence…’, 
exhorting us to the same this Advent.
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Recreation was in the Conference Room with our Taiwanese visitors, Teresa 
Shen who is the part of the Oblate Director Team of Taipei monastery and 
oblates, Paula and Ming-Yu. It was a joyful gathering. We were presented with 
two beautiful hand-made scrolls bearing the Chinese character ‘Love’ and a 
picture ‘poem’ of Ming-Yu’s design, recording her impressions of being here. 
Finally, the oblates were joined by Sr Juliana, and all four sang a moving old 
Marian song in Chinese.

6th Our oblates met online for an Advent ‘visio’ session on D. Werburg’s 
‘Nativity’ painting.

10th D. Laurentia led the Tablet Advent webinar this evening. It was on ‘Hope 
in our Troubled World’ and was well attended.

11th A ‘rosy-fingered dawn’ of great beauty and intensity

12th As Chair of the Association of British Contemplatives (ABC), D. Andrea left 
early for a Mixed Commission meeting with the bishops (in London).

13th This afternoon was our annual Write for Rights session where many of 
the community send letters/cards to political prisoners and/or write campaign 
letters to appeal for their release. It was well supported. Those who do not 
attend will often provide cards and all pray.

2026 January

11th BAPTISM of the LORD

More snow overnight but intrepid Fr Chad managed to get here, walking the 
last part. The congregation numbered one who had also had to abandon his 
car near the lodges. A thaw seems to be setting in.

L.-R.  Teresa, Paula, Ming-Yu, Sr Juliana



15th SS. Maurus and Placid – a welcome Cell Day.

D. Josephine left early for Worth to attend the EBC Novice Directors’ meeting.

DD. Benedict and Laurentia visited Apley Grange this afternoon and found D. 
Raphael in good form and D. Michaela fast asleep.

16th Fr Wulstan was joined by a priest from Ukraine, Fr Simeon, who 
concelebrated with him at Mass today. Some met them for coffee after Mass.

23rd Dies Non. Most welcome – if gloomy! The oblates began their study 
webinars this afternoon, by Zoom. They are looking at the Prologue.

24th D. Andrea chaired the ABC webinar on coping with transition this 
afternoon. The speaker was Sr Katherine FCJ who gave a thoughtful power-
point presentation. About eight of the Stanbrook community attended.

31st Sunday 4 of the Year. Abbot Robert presided and preached, very 
powerfully as ever. He brought with him Dom Bernat Juliol, Sub-Prior of 
Montserrat who is staying at Ampleforth. Both monks joined us for lunch and 
recreation. It was a special Far Eastern meal prepared by our Malaysian guests, 
Srs Juliana and Grace, and most delicious.

February

1st February is beginning in the same gloomy vein: mist, cold and rain.

2nd The Light of CANDLEMAS to lift the spirits! Fr Oswald presided and 
preached very prayerfully. We are celebrating 3rd Order owing to depleted 
voices and M. Anna’s being absent but a lovely Mass and the traditional second 
Christmas lunch with wine and talking. 

4th The weather remains, wet, misty and gloomy: result of a blocking anti-
cyclone over Scandinavia.

Sunday 9th Talking lunch to celebrate M. Anna’s return from ‘Down Under’. An 
enjoyable quiz, put together by D. Julian, enlivened recreation.

10th ST SCHOLASTICA kept 3rd order, this year, and taken by the sub-prioress, 
D. Andrea. It was also Sr Juliana’s profession anniversary and the patronal feast 
of St Scholastica’s Taipei.

16th This evening we had a Lunar New Year’s Eve of the Year of the Horse 
celebration in the calefactory in honour of our Malaysian visitors. It was de 
rigueur that they should eat noodles! Compline was in the Calefactory. 
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We record with thanksgiving what a joy it has been to welcome our Far Eastern 
guests over the past few months, extending from the Year of the Snake into 
the new Year of the Horse. Truly, the human family, and the Church, which is its 
sacrament, is universal. Sadly, Sr Juliana had to leave us a month early owing 
to a family bereavement. We send condolences and are glad that the bonds 
forged between Taipei Abbey and Stanbrook under M. Joanna’s abbacy have 
been strengthened.

Meanwhile, we are happy that Sr Grace is still with us until after Easter, 
so making visible the long-standing communion between Jamberoo and 
Stanbrook.

***

Pentecost Thought from St Irenaeus of Lyons

‘The Church’s preaching is everywhere established and continues the same, 
as is witnessed by the prophets and apostles and all the disciples, from the 
beginning, through the middle times  and the end, yes, through God’s whole 
economy…that tends toward salvation and is operative in our faith. This 
faith we safeguard, having received it from the Church… It is like some costly 
substance in a fitting vessel that always, under God’s Spirit, both rejuvenates 
itself and the vessel containing it. For this, God’s gift, has been entrusted to 
the Church… so that all the members receiving it might be revivified. Further, 
in this gift has been deposited the Communion of Christ, that is the Holy Spirit, 
the pledge of imperishability, the strength of our faith, and the ladder of 
ascent to God.’

Against Heresies, Bk III, 24, 1



Novitiate visit to Portsmouth, Rhode Island

Since the EBC General Chapter of 2022, there has been an initiative to offer 
periods of shared formation for those entering our monasteries. In the 
summer of 2025 this also involved the nuns’ communities and postulants! 
So, with great delight, Sr Elizabeth, then still Emma, and I flew with other 
members of the UK English Benedictine houses to Portsmouth Abbey, Rhode 
Island, USA. It is clear from Sr Elizabeth’s reflection on the time there that it 
was much enjoyed on many levels.

It was an experience I will not forget and a fantastic opportunity to make initial 
connections with other postulants and novices, all at the beginning of our 
monastic journey, and I am very grateful for being given the chance to go on 
this trip and receive encouragement and support.

On the weekdays we had talks on a variety of topics such as the Psalms, The 
Virtues, John Chapman, Augustine Baker and the Cambrai Nuns and the history 
of the EBC USA houses.

The hospitality we received from the Portsmouth community was amazing; 
they loved having us around and made us very welcome and we felt part of 
their community for our time there. We all had an ‘EBC’ folder in our choir stall 
which contained everything we needed for each Office, it was so helpful! One 
morning it was raining heavily and to get to the church from where we were 
staying was a short walk, but not to worry: Br Joseph appeared with a pile 
of umbrellas for us to use to keep us dry. We were well looked after on many 
levels.

When I entered Stanbrook Abbey, back in 2023, I certainly did not think getting 
on a plane and flying to America would be something I would do again; the 
Lord clearly had other plans! 

So top marks to Portsmouth Abbey for the warmth of their welcome and giving 
everyone such a rich experience of Benedictine hospitality. The content of the 
meeting gave a broad but significant introduction or exposure to monastic 
topics that may, or may not, have happened otherwise and simply being 
together gave a real sense of belonging to a Congregation. I know from my 
own experience that these connections can last a monastic lifetime!

Sr Josephine and Sr Elizabeth
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2026: Year of the Book
Not only is this the Year of the 
Horse but it is also the Year of 
the Book or, more accurately, 
the National Year of Reading, 
an initiative by the National 
Literacy Trust to celebrate and 
encourage reading. Studies 
show the urgency of such 
an initiative: a survey by the 
same Trust this year showed 
1 in 3 children aged 8-18 enjoy reading in their free time, compared with 2 
in 3 in 2005, while a YouGov poll in March 2026 revealed that 40% of British 
adults have not read or listened to a whole book in the last year. So, we asked 
members of the community some questions about books and reading…Is there 
a book that changed your life? A book whose impact you will never forget? A 
book you return to often? Maybe your first book? 

You will find their enthusiastic responses in this issue and on the Stanbrook 
website. Perhaps you might like to reflect on these questions yourself, and 
if you feel inspired to write a short piece (250-400 words), please send 
contributions to either Sr Laurentia crieflodges@stanbrookabbey.org.uk or  Sr 
Philippa <tessapip@hotmail.com> .

We’d be delighted to receive these for future editions of Stanbrook 
Benedictines.

Sr Philippa writes…The first whole book I recall reading for myself was the 
story of Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs. It was also the first book I read 
aloud to my mother who was ill in bed at the time. I recall vividly some of 
the illustrations, which were, I think, by a German artist. One double spread 
showed the wicked stepmother on the lower left-hand corner with the two 
words, ‘she brooded’, and on the upper right-hand corner she appeared again 
with the two words ‘on revenge’. The menace conveyed by these words and 
the narrowed eyes and frown of the stepmother were palpable and made a 
much deeper impression than Snow White herself or the dwarfs.

Sr Theresa Mary writes…A book that stands out in my memory is The Secret 
Garden by Frances Hodgson Burnett. Coming from Yorkshire myself, I suppose 
I could relate to it in a special way. For example, I loved the way the author 
described the weather – ‘the whining wind’, just like we hear in the Chapter 



House at Stanbrook when the wind gets up. When I read this book as a child, 
little did I think I would end up living on the Yorkshire Moors where the book Is 
set.

[The Secret Garden returned to its Yorkshire roots this Spring as a musical at 
the Theatre Royal, York.]

Sr Petra’s choice: A Month in the Country by J. L. Carr. 

This slight but hauntingly beautiful novel, written by a Yorkshireman, is set 
in North Yorkshire. It is 1920 and Tom Birkin, back from the trenches, nerves 
and marriage ‘in pieces’, arrives at the little village of Oxgodby on a night of 
drenching rain. He is to restore a mediaeval painting in the village church and 
sets up his working platform, accessible only by ladder to ensure his isolation. 
But the villagers think otherwise and their visits to follow work in progress, 
draw him into village life: ‘Mam says you’re to come for dinner’. Thus, against 
the background of a perfect English summer, all sunshine and harvest, his 
emotional healing begins. 

Carr wanted the setting to be convincingly real, and the details of village life 
and hearty Yorkshire hospitality come from his own childhood. We accompany 
a Sunday school outing:  a horse-drawn wagon jogs through the villages to 
Sutton Bank where the soggy tomato sandwiches appear for lunch and Dads 
astonish their children by playing running games. I found the Methodist choir 
expedition to purchase a new organ from an up-market Ripon salesroom 
unforgettably hilarious. They sing hymns loudly while testing each instrument: 
until peremptorily told they are ruining trade.  

As Birkin’s relationships expand, so his painting emerges from the darkness. 
It is The Last Judgement and finally a portrait of the original artist is revealed. 
Reflecting on his commission, Birkin knows he has ‘lived with a very great 
artist, my secret sharer in the half light.’ While packing to leave he receives a 
letter from his seemingly ‘lost’ wife, wanting him home again, and the circle is 
completed. 

The writing is unpretentious, delicate, precise, and true. The whole has the 
quality of a Vermeer painting in its detail and sunshine. The writer looks 
back on this experience from perhaps fifty years later, observing the nature 
of transience: ‘We can’t have again what once seemed forever’. This novel 
captures ‘a precious moment gone’ and captures my imagination anew every 
time I read it.
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Stanbrook Oblates’ Jubilee Pilgrimage to Mount Grace 
Priory, 12 July 2025
Oblates gathered for the weekend of the 11-12 July 2025 to celebrate the 
60th anniversary of the Feast of St Benedict as patron of all Europe. After a 
celebratory tea with members of the community, we moved to an informal 
discussion of the question: What does St Benedict have to offer us as Patron of 
All Europe today? We divided into groups, each with a different task, and lively 
discussions followed, ending in the sharing of findings which led unequivocally 
to our wholehearted conclusion that St Benedict remains a dynamic source of 
inspiration to so many people throughout Europe and the world. Our evening 
together concluded with some quiet time before the Vespers of St Benedict, 
after which we dispersed, in anticipation of our pilgrimage to Mount Grace 
Priory the next day.

This pilgrimage is remembered by all who attended as a time of prayerful 
companionship as well as a time for gathering and reflection. The Lord 
blessed us with an 
extremely hot day 
as we gathered for 
refreshments in 
the café at Mount 
Grace. S. Laurentia 
had thoughtfully 
provided us with 
some remarks on the 
context of our visit; 
being Pilgrims of 
Hope in the Church’s 
Holy Year, with our 
intention as a group 
being the renewal 
of the Stanbrook 
Community so that 
we might better live 
out Christ’s Gospel.

We gathered in the 
ruins of the Priory 
church to pray 



Midday Office in the shade of the walls as the sun was so hot. Listening and 
responding to the psalms felt as though the centuries had fallen away, and 
it was moving to reflect upon the countless prayers and blessings that were 
offered to God over the centuries before the destruction silenced them. We 
listened to the serene and brave words of St Thomas More to his daughter, 
Meg, written when he knew his death was imminent. It was easy to imagine 
the atmosphere of threat and fear the monks must have experienced when the 
King’s Commissioners arrived to destroy their life of prayer. And yet we were 
here, offering those psalms and prayers again. Several visitors paused in their 
visit to stand in silence to listen. 

Oblates described the immediate sense of reverence and prayerful stillness 
that arose as we gathered in the church ruins, and how, when we left to have 
lunch and to further explore the ruins, it was hard to re-enter a world of 
visitors and chatter. Another oblate described becoming aware later in the day 
of the immense buzzing of hundreds of bees on a border of shrubs, the sound 
drawing the mind to reflect on the prayer of all the holy men who had trodden 
the sacred ground.

As we dispersed to leave or to explore further, there was a sense of people 
parting from each other in friendship after a shared time of stillness and 
prayer. We moved out into the world to carry that stillness to others as a 
witness to the peace of Christ. A joyful and uplifting experience.

Bev Hallam (Stanbrook Oblate)

YEAROFTHEBOOKYEAROFTHEBOOKYEAROFTHEBOOKYEAROFTHEBOOK

In the mid-1960s the children’s library in Swansea was in a basement around 
the corner from the imposing main library. I well remember my first visit, aged 
six, and the amazement at seeing so many books at once. It was a Saturday and 
I’d been helping my mother with the shopping. The library was our last stop. 
I sensed that I didn’t have all day to choose a book, as my mother had three 
more children under six waiting at home, so I more or less took the first one in 
sight. It was called, ‘Children of the World’, a non-fiction work about children’s 
lives on the various continents. Squashed between bags of shopping in the 
packed bus, I quickly became lost on a world tour! I also remember meeting 
a new word in this book. I asked my mother how to say it and what it meant. 
‘Adult,’ she said; ‘we call them grownups.’    

Sr Laurentia
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New Reception and Games Room for Crief Lodges
Just before first Vespers of the Solemnity of St Benedict on 20 March 2026, 
our new Reception and Games room was completed, a project which we 
started to plan in December 2024. Owing to the severe weather in January, 
the completion was three weeks later than anticipated – but this is North 
Yorkshire!

We are delighted with the result and are sure visitors will also be happy with 
the light and spacious building and its new features: Wi-Fi, bicycle racks and 
herb garden, as well as upgraded laundry facilities and outside lighting which is 
‘dark skies’ compliant.

Being in the North York Moors National Park, we were naturally concerned that 
the building should blend in with the environment, hence the wood cladding 
and green surrounds to doors and windows. The water butts will collect 
rainwater for ease of watering of the Crief rockery and herb gardens, and to 
conserve this precious resource.

The building has achieved top energy ratings, thanks to solar panels, excellent 
insulation and energy efficient fittings.

The new Games room, which we hope to open by the summer, will be fitted 
out with table tennis, board games, books and jigsaws as a comfortable indoor 
space for children to play.

We would like to thank all who worked on the project at every stage for their 
skill and commitment. And we thank you for your patience over the past six 
months, and we look forward to welcoming you at the New Reception in the 
near future.

Facing:

Above left: DEMOLITION, October 2025

Above right: CONSTRUCTION, December 2025 (photos by Sr Josephine)

Below: COMPLETION, March 2026 (photo by Ash James)

Architects: LHL Group, York; Construction: Main contractors, Norman and Gray, 
Pickering.

Sr Laurentia crieflodges@stanbrookabbey.org.uk
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400 Jubilee Study Day 2025: Fr Augustine Baker:  
An Enduring Legacy?
Led by Dr Rowan Williams

On 10 May 2025 we were delighted to 
welcome back to Stanbrook Dr Rowan 
Williams as guest speaker for our second 
Jubilee Study Day, this time on Fr Augustine 
Baker (1575-1641), our spiritual mentor, 
whose 450th anniversary of birth fell in 
2025. The Conference Room was full on 
this occasion for which the community 
was joined by many of our oblates and a 
clutch of monks from Ampleforth and the 
Community of the Resurrection, Mirfield.

Dr Williams set out his stall with a claim 
which immediately captured the attention 
of the assembly: ‘Augustine Baker is 
arguably the most significant Welsh 
spiritual writer of the past 1500 years’, 

and this, he added, in the face of some stiff opposition from figures like 
George Herbert and William Williams, Pantycelyn. Our speaker continued the 
encomium, ‘And for a systematic analysis of the life of prayer there is no one to 
touch him in the Welsh or English traditions.’ It was this Bakerian approach to 
the life of prayer which formed the meat of the Study Day. Pins dropping would 
have been heard! 

The two talks were so rich that it is impossible to do justice here to their depth 
and breadth, so what follows are some of the key points which struck me.

To re-cap, Fr Baker was sent to our first monastery, in Cambrai, in 1624 by 
his superiors in response to an appeal from the young nuns for someone 
who could guide them in the ways of contemplative prayer. By comparing 
our foundresses – aged c.16-23 – to sixth form girls: ‘intelligent, acid, bolshy, 
enthusiastic, baffled’, Dr Williams brought these courageous young women to 
life, helped remove them from any pedestals, and put flesh on the audience for 
whom Fr Baker wrote some forty spiritual treatises between 1624 and 1633.

A further illuminating insight was that Baker may have been motivated in his 
mission to the fledgling Cambrai community by a desire to provide them with 



some practical guidance which was evidently lacking in his own early spiritual 
journey. 

That Baker instructed them with a degree of humour – pace David Knowles 
– was brought home to us when Dr Williams read aloud a passage from Holy 
Wisdom – a compilation of Baker’s writings made by Dom Serenus Cressy in 
the 17th century. In resonant tones and accent perhaps not unlike those of 
the master himself, a list of points to be observed when praying was solemnly 
intoned. The irony came across clearly: this was a list of what NOT to do when 
trying to pray contemplatively! Fr Baker, instead, wished to train the nuns 
to listen to the voice of the true guide, the Holy Spirit within. But, stressed 
our speaker, that does not mean a free for all; when it comes to prayer, it’s a 
question of ‘you and the Holy Spirit, not just you’; and it also often means the 
Holy Spirit as mediated by others, including superiors.

Anyone who has read any of Baker’s teaching on prayer will be familiar with his 
advocating of the WILL as the primary human driver in this area. Particularly 
helpful was Rowan Wiilliams’ account of ‘the will’ as understood in Baker’s 
time and a concept easily misunderstood by us moderns who tend to think in 
terms of ‘self-will’ and ‘wilfulness’, neither of which are much use in prayer. For 
the medievals, the will and love were profoundly linked; the will as an inner 
magnetic needle pointing us homeward, Godward. So prayer of the will is 
about getting in touch, or back in touch, with this basic homing instinct of the 
deep self.

Some practical points on the Prayer of Contemplation

What stood out for me in the afternoon session was the way Rowan Williams 
managed to present Augustine Baker’s sometimes baffling taxonomy of prayer 
in a coherent, dynamic and essentially simple way. Subdivision into vocal and 
mental prayer is not really very useful, for a spontaneous movement of the 
heart can find expression vocally. Neither are the categories of ‘contemplative’ 
and ‘active’ much more useful as we shall see below. The key differential in 
Baker’s teaching, as brought out by Rowan Williams, is between ‘active’ and 
‘passive’: who is acting?

Our speaker skilfully unpacked the stages of contemplative prayer as outlined 
by Fr Baker. Picture four columns. On the far left is the first stage: ‘Meditation’, 
on say a Gospel scene or a phrase of Scripture, where the intellect is quite 
active. On the far right is ‘Passive Union’ where the human subject is ‘a naked 
invitation to God’ and ‘where all that happens is God acting’. 
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In between come the second and third columns which are famously difficult to 
differentiate! The second column from the left is headed ‘Forced Immediate 
Acts’. This is deliberately not thinking but rather, as Rowan Williams described 
it, you ‘show the dog a bone’ by using a form of words to keep you anchored in 
prayer. This could be a short verse from the psalms such as recommended by 
Cassian, ‘O God, come to my assistance; Lord, make haste to help me.’ 

The third column, ‘Aspirations’ marks the stage when spontaneous prayers 
emerge from the heart. The intellect is ‘parked’. When this happens, 
a boundary has been crossed: you have moved to a different stage of 
contemplative prayer. 

What Rowan Williams brought out was that these stages form a spectrum and 
shade into each other. So, a ‘forced immediate act’ where you choose a phrase 
of Scripture to anchor you in prayer, when used repeatedly, can enter into your 
bloodstream, become part of you and arise spontaneously as an aspiration. 
The Jesus Prayer is one example of this, where basically the head moves into 
the heart. Dr Williams considers Baker’s perception of the dynamic nature 
of these stages to have been a new insight; his unique contribution to the 
literature of prayer.

One final point that stays in the memory on this topic is that ‘passivity’ in the 
realm of prayer does not mean we resign our status as active creatures; rather 
it means allowing God more and more scope to be active in us and to bring 
forth the Kingdom through us.

An Enduring Legacy? 

Well, that forty plus people should give up a sunny Saturday in May, 400 years 
later, to learn more about Fr Baker’s teaching surely suggests the durability of 
that teaching. 

In his opening remarks, Dr Williams made the observation that the community 
now at Stanbrook is a real, tangible legacy of Fr Baker’s bequeathing. And 
while this is true (as well as humbling and challenging), that fundamental 
pull towards God experienced in the human heart which Augustine Baker’s 
writings describe and seek to channel, has always had a wider reach than our 
community, for it touches on the fundamental relationship between God and 
humanity. 

The final image presented to us, and which Rowan Williams considers perhaps 



Baker’s most memorable, illustrates that enduring quality. This deserves to be 
quoted in full:

The Divinity is the proper, vast element wherein the soul shall find life and 
infinite life. But when out of this element, the soul is like a whale that has 
been stranded in a brook: the great creature has not space enough to swim or 
plunge in its waters. Hence, it ever desires the ocean, which, for its depth and 
wideness, is capable of containing it and millions of others. Here these huge 
creatures…can swim in all fullness and enjoy security from danger; for they are 
in their own element.   

‘The Life and Death of Dame Gertrude More’ by Augustine Baker, p. 231, 12; 
[text slightly modernized]

During the plenary discussion the point was made that for Fr Baker’s legacy 
to endure into its fifth century, it probably needs a translator who can convey 
his insights to the contemporary seeker. Our heartfelt thanks go to Dr Rowan 
Williams for being such a translator who has made Fr Baker’s timeless teaching 
come alive with fresh vigour during our Jubilee Year. May the grace of today 
help us live out the challenge of the legacy.

Sr Laurentia

Fr Baker on Joy

Fr Baker’s aim in freeing his charges from unnecessary and repeated 
confessions is to procure in them that ‘alacrity of spirit to which St Paul exhorts 
us in Phil. 4:4:

Gaudete in Domino semper;  
iterum dico, Gaudete!

Good Lord, how much and how often both in the Epistles of St Paul and…in the 
Holy Scriptures and especially in the New Testament, we are encouraged and 
exhorted to this joy! For it is joy that we aim at even in this life;  and the more 
the mean [s] partaketh in the end, the better it is, and therefore we are to be 
as merry (in God) in the way or mean as we may, and charity, joy and peace are 
numbered to be the prime fruits of the Holy Ghost. How many texts there are 
in Scripture against inordinate sadness: experienced reason shows the harm of 
it.’

From The Confession, pp. 119-121 (p. 96)
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YEAROFTHEBOOKYEAROFTHEBOOKYEAROFTHEBOOKYEAROFTHEBOOK

M. Anna’s choice…Ways of Imperfection, Simon Tugwell OP

As a novice and junior professed, I read extensively. It was a way of coping 
with the struggle of monastic formation. I remember with gratitude from this 
time Fr Tugwell’s Ways of Imperfection. Somehow, I wasn’t coping with the 
challenges and demands of monastic life and community living. The book 
describes how some saints ‘suffer from’ a particular character weakness or 
tendency, an ‘imperfection,’ something which was, or should have been, in 
normal understanding at least, an obstacle to growth in holiness. Like me, they 
weren’t perfect. But Fr Tugwell shows how the supposed imperfection not 
only became for the saint a stepping stone to holiness and peace, but also an 
essential part of his or her journey to God; without it the saint would not have 
become the great saint she or he did become in the end. I was at a low ebb, 
and this book gave me hope and encouragement. I am still a member of the 
community!

*

Sr Josephine’s choice, Charlotte’s Web by E.B. White

I must have only been about seven when I realised a good book has the 
potential to leave you in pieces and literally turn the world upside down, if only 
for a moment! My mum found me downstairs sitting the armchair, curtains 
still closed as everyone else was in bed. I was sobbing inconsolably because 
Charlotte (a spider) had died. I was unable to read on…I suppose it was a book 
that made me think about life and death and the precariousness of being alive. 
Not that I would have necessarily realised it at the time. Charlotte had literally 
saved Wilbur (the pig) from becoming sausages. Several times her intricate 
web weaving skills were by spinning an adjective into her web that best 
describes his character: ‘Terrific’, ‘Radiant’, ‘Humble’! He became an overnight 
sensation as crowds flocked to see him and the web and before too long, he 
becomes more important alive. Whenever a book leaves me in tears, I think 
back to ‘Charlotte’s Web.’ 

***



The Paschal Candle 2026
Reading the signs of the times, I felt the apocalyptic scenario of the world 
right now, warranted some representation on the candle, but dare I? Lebanon 
sprang immediately to mind. I found numerous, horrendous photos of 
buildings on fire, bright white light of explosions… coal-black, dense smoke 
rising. Sketching ideas on paper measured exactly to the size of the candle, I 
drew first the cross to get a sense of the dimensions, mapping out a silhouette 
of the buildings and smoke to the right of the cross, but what to put on the 
left? 

There was only one image – an icon of Our Lady of Kiev, but in reverse, without 
the Child. I would have her pointing towards the ruins where two people are 
just standing, facing the destruction of their homes and livelihoods. The Cross 
would be painted in gold, symbolising the indestructible force for good that 
the Cross represents, and on it the words:

‘I WILL WIPE AWAY...’  just that.  Hopefully, people would finish the quotation, 
guided by the tears painted above the flames and smoke on the right rising 
towards the light of the candle flame – Light of Christ, in stark contrast to 
explosive light. The tears are wiped away, and you can just see faint images of 
these above Our Lady.  

The Alpha and the Omega, the first and the last, the Living One. Christ, with 
His Mother always beside Him encompassing all things, all times and the ages. 
When I came to paint the candle, I added one small but significant image next 
to the people, a large, undamaged plant. It will grow, a sign of new life amidst 
the horror. People have shed tears looking at the candle. Kiev is there too.

Sr Julian 

Not in so many words by Sr Laurentia

We used to call them wars.
Now they’re ‘special operations’.

And, should you need a special operation,
look elsewhere, for

the hospitals are no more.
But at least it’s not a war.
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PASCHAL CANDLE COLLAGE
1.

4.
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Key to the centrespread: 1. Unpacking the Paschal Candle; 2. Sr Julian traces 
the design; 3. Transferring the design onto the candle; 4. Painting the candle;  
5. Detail front: Icon of Our Lady of Kiev; 6. Detail back: Destruction;  
7. (above) The Paschal Candle in situ in the abbey church.
Photos by Sr Thérèse. 



Obituaries
Dame Hilda Wood 27.2.1934 – 3.9.2025

It seemed very fitting that Dame Hilda 
died peacefully and painlessly after a 
long vigil on 3 September, feast of St 
Gregory the Great, with Mother Anna, 
whose profession anniversary it was, at 
her side. D. Hilda was in many ways a 
quintessential Benedictine nun, single-
hearted in her search for God.

She was born in Maids Moreton, 
Buckinghamshire. An only child, and 
very young when her parents divorced, 
she had no experience of normal happy 
family life. Little Nora’s presence at the 
school where her mother worked as cook 
and housekeeper had to be kept dark; 
she had no friends or companions and only one small box of books and toys.

However, her father paid the fees for an excellent school, Badminton, where 
she received a good education, going on to Reading University from which 
she graduated in 1955 with a degree in Agriculture. While still a student 
in December 1954 she was received into the Roman Catholic Church at 
the Church of St William of York in Reading. Only three months after her 
confirmation at Candlemas, 1956, she entered Stanbrook Abbey, Worcester, 
was clothed as a novice on 6 December, and made her simple vows on 8 
December, the feast of the Immaculate Conception, 1957. At her solemn 
profession three years later, she was the first member of our community 
to wear the mitra, a silver circlet, rather than the wreath of fresh flowers 
customary hitherto.

As a profession gift she received a copy of the New Testament in Greek and 
began her life-long practice of daily lectio divina in that language. As well as 
developing a great love of Scripture she used her considerable intellectual 
gifts for deep reading in theology, notably the multi-volume work of Hans Urs 
von Balthasar: The Glory of the Lord. She also studied Orthodox spirituality; 
and befriended several Orthodox nuns and monks including Archimandrite 
Sophrony for whom she had profound admiration.
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Her intelligence was complemented by great practical gifts which were put 
to good use in various jobs – maintenance of the building, which involved 
roof-climbing, and care of the drains and gutters. She was in charge of the 
refurbishment of the building for Abbess Elizabeth’s abbatial Silver Jubilee. She 
was bee-keeper and gardener for a number of years. A job she relished was 
long-distance driving, taking the abbess and other nuns to meetings at other 
monasteries.

1n 1970 she and Sr Jane Scott-Calder joined two members of the 
Congregational Church for an experiment in ecumenical community living 
in Witney, Oxford. Her parents’ unhappy marriage had given her a profound 
longing for unity on all levels. The dissolution of this community after two 
years propelled D. Hilda into a long dark night of the soul during which she 
lived for a time in a very primitive cottage in Wales, and very briefly in the 
literal desert of the Sahara, but ultimately reaffirmed her monastic vocation.

Visitors to the monastery who met D. Hilda as portress could be intimidated 
by her fierce blue eyes under white eyebrows and brusque demand, ‘When 
are you going?’ But most soon perceived her sense of humour and essential 
kindness. Her gift of compassionate listening led to life-long friendships with 
a wide variety of people, often with experiences very different from her own, 
and was an asset during her time as Oblate Mistress. She kept in touch through 
thoughtful exchanges of letters, and her friends were well-represented at her 
Golden Jubilee in 2006 which was a highlight of her life.

From 1984 to 2006 she was responsible for the AIM (Aide-inter-monastères) 
Secretariat and edited the AIM Bulletin from 1994-2004, translating many 
articles from French. She corresponded with nuns and monks all over 
the developing world, sent many parcels of books to them and produced 
course material on monastic spirituality for their benefit. The Abbot Primate 
suggested D. Hilda attend an AIM meeting with her American Benedictine 
counterparts at the monastery of St Joseph in Louisiana. This was another high 
point in D. Hilda’s life.

Her beautiful speaking voice, deep and resonant, and gift for preaching were 
used for several recordings made by the community, audio books for the blind, 
radio and television programmes, notably the BBC television series Pilgrimage 
to Christmas in Advent 1989.

D. Hilda’s last years were marked by increasing physical limitations – loss of 
sight, hearing and mobility. But inwardly she grew in freedom. She confided 



to a friend her great desire to renounce all possessiveness, including 
possessiveness of her SELF. She was determined not to leave the abbess with 
a lot of clutter to clear away after her death – and indeed she left just a couple 
of little boxes with souvenirs of Louisiana and her Golden Jubilee and a few 
photographs.

By the time she died at Apley Grange, Harrogate, she was confined to bed, 
almost totally blind and deaf. But her spirit was not confined. The staff loved 
her for her gentle banter and her gratitude for every little thing done for her. 
Perhaps a year before her death she stated: ‘I have discovered the secret of 
happiness; it’s to make others happy!’  

Sr Philippa

Photo by Claire Louise

***
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Abbess Joanna Jamieson, Requiem 
Mass, 4 November 2025: 
Homily by Abbot Geoffrey Scott  

Readings: Isaiah 25:6;7-9; Psalm 23/22; 
Romans 6:3-9; John 6:37-40

We are certain that after a long religious 
life as a daughter of St Benedict, Abbess 
Joanna will be heir to all the promises made 
in the readings of today’s Mass, and she 
will be honoured with entry to the banquet 
offered by God to his chosen ones. In my experience, nuns of Stanbrook have 
insisted that there either be no eulogy given by the preacher at their Requiem 
Mass, and are simply happy to have a homily on the readings. However, an 
abbess is something of an exception because her leadership over a monastic 
Community, usually for a considerable period, becomes an integral part of the 
Community’s daily life. 

Stanbrook has enjoyed the presence of Scottish women who have become 
nuns for some time, especially Lady Abbesses and when we think of Abbess 
Joanna we place her alongside Abbess Laurentia McLachlan and Andrea 
Savage, all Scots, but with very distinctive characters. Monica Jamieson hailed 
from Glasgow where she was educated, and ended up with a diploma in 
mural painting at the Glasgow School of Art in 1955. A year later, she joined 
Stanbrook and was professed in 1961. Various roles then followed, including 
that of novice mistress, an office of particular importance in an enclosed 
Community. As chaplain for three years at Stanbrook South, in the mid-1990s, 
I had weekly meetings with her. At these, there was the predictable sharing 
of diaries, but just occasionally, Sister Joanna volunteered a little more about 
herself. For instance, she had been surprised and uncomfortable about being 
appointed novice mistress. Reflecting upon her anxiety here, I came to the 
conclusion that at the time, she felt rather inadequate in carrying this office. 
We have to remember that by this period, Stanbrook had developed a national 
reputation for its musical and liturgical expertise, and for beginning to publish 
the first and finest examples of its hand-press printing. I sensed that she had to 
try hard to become accepted within an encompassing tradition promoted by 
a society of Grandes Dames, and somehow this struggle was to remain part of 
her vocation. 



Nevertheless, she was elected abbess of Stanbrook in 1983 and re-elected in 
1995. She succeeded Elizabeth Sumner, the last of a long line of life abbesses, 
who was very tall, well educated, holy, and carried all before her. Joanna 
was the first abbess to be elected for a limited term of twelve years. Force 
of circumstances ensured that her abbacy would have a different character 
from that of her predecessors. The teachings of the Second Vatican Council 
were radically changing the practice of the religious life across the globe, 
and must have been a challenge particularly to enclosed nuns whose way of 
life had scarcely changed since the medieval period. Joanna wholeheartedly 
embraced the innovations which for her must have strengthened her 
confidence and eventually provided her with a new and distinctive role outside 
the cloister. In 1985, she visited Tororo in Uganda and in the 1990s welcomed 
a number of Chinese nuns from Taipei in Taiwan. From 1990 until 2005, she 
was chairwoman of the Commission for Benedictine nuns in the UK, and a 
founder member and first Chair of the Association of British Contemplatives, 
a position she held from 1994 to 2018. Further, she was to make a significant 
contribution to the creation, in 2001, of the International Communion of 
Benedictine women, also in that year that she became an honorary ecumenical 
canon of Worcester Cathedral. 

What particularly interested me was the fusion in Joanna’s abbacy of the 
continuing traditions of an enclosed Benedictine life with a valuable, though 
carefully managed, increasing physical presence of Stanbrook nuns in the 
world outside the cloister. Things had to be changed and made new to avoid 
what she called ‘habituation’, a diminishing response to repetitive living. 
Admittedly, the first evidence of this profound change had begun just before 
Joanna had become abbess, but it rapidly developed under her at home and 
abroad. Not surprisingly innovation caused tensions. The grilles which caused 
nuns and their visitors to become cross-eyed looking through the bars and 
allowed babies of their families to be pushed in a drawer to allow the nuns 
to nurse them on the other side, were removed by Sister Gertrude Brown, 
the bursar. She liked the grilles, but went up the tower of the abbey church 
to cogitate one day and there decided they had to go. I had the temerity one 
day to ask Sister Agatha Backhouse, another bursar, how did the nuns cope 
with being stuck forever in one place all the time and were never able to enjoy 
holidays or a change of scene. She replied they enjoyed a vicarious satisfaction 
in attending the exciting annual meeting announcing job changes. Lady Abbess, 
note that the superior became Mother Abbess under Joanna, would read 
through the list of jobs, and one by one the sisters would stand up and bow in 
compliance as the new jobs were bestowed on them, and then they sat down. 
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That’s a wonderful example of meek obedience, I exclaimed to Sister Agatha, 
and I must introduce it at Douai when I get back. Ah yes, said wise Agatha, 
but one needs to observe the speed at which the recipient sat down. It spoke 
volumes if the sister who was awarded the laundry, for instance, sat down 
rather reluctantly. This is what Bishop Hugh Gilbert called one of the little 
evasions in the monastic life. I’m unsure whether Joanna carried on with this 
custom. If so, I imagine at least the ritual would have been modified. 

I realise that all of us here today have come to thank God for Mother Joanna’s 
contribution to this Community and to pray for her eternal rest. I know all 
we outsiders are fascinated by the enclosed world of the cloister, but I will 
now leave anecdotes aside, and offer a more serious reflection in Abbess 
Joanna’s honour. I wish to put firstly before you St Benedict’s teaching on 
hermits. Wisely, he says that those who want to be hermits and live their 
lives as solitaries outside the community may be permitted to do so only 
after they’ve spent years living in a community which is itself largely self-
sufficient, cloistered and sealed off from the outside world. In Stanbrook’s case 
this meant that providentially much of the Community’s culture was largely 
detached from external influences. As a result, the artwork and the printing 
its nuns produced were not only distinctive but of a high quality. They derived 
from an enclosed garden, an apt and frequent description of a Benedictine 
nuns’ community.

Today I can only single out Abbess Joanna’s artistic contribution, formed within 
for a world outside. I am only familiar with a few items, but the murals she 
painted for the Community have a subdued glow about them reminiscent of 
the texture of those pictures associated with the nuns of Port Royal. They are 
less realistic and more mystical, and Joanna perfected this style and medium 
as a mature nun when Stanbrook began to open its doors wider to embrace 
the world outside. There is a hint of the same transcendent quality in those 
simple broad-brush strokes of what seem to be rushes on the covers of A Word 
in Season. They always remind me of that line by a German poet, ‘And in the 
reeds the dark flutes of autumn mutter their undertone’. Joanna seems to have 
had limited literary talent, but I was impressed by her love of the scriptures. 
However, she would likely be dismissive of what I am trying to speak about 
here. But I must add that she was responsible for executing at Stanbrook my 
vanity portrait. I gave her the commission when I felt she was a bit down at 
the time, and needed cheering up. It wasn’t a masterpiece, and she had to 
correct the brown eyes she had given me, when I told her mine were blue. 
Nevertheless, she did paint me looking heavenwards with not a single grey 
hair. What is, I suppose, the masterpiece of her mature years, and one hopes 



her lasting memorial, is the huge realistic mural in the guest refectory at 
Buckfast depicting the story of the abbey and its monks. 

One of Joanna’s contemporaries when she was abbess was Victor Farwell, 
Abbot of Worth, who, as Abbot President, had many dealings with Stanbrook. I 
think they had similar personalities and aspirations, although Victor was spared 
at Worth, a new monastery, that weight of tradition which Joanna inherited 
at Stanbrook and which began to be reconfigured by her at old Stanbrook, 
and was carried on later here at Wass, Stanbrook North. Near to his death, 
Victor wrote a short but honest personal testament about his life. Joanna, with 
increasing ill health in mind and body latterly, was not granted the favour of a 
similar leave-taking. May this Requiem Mass, where she is surrounded by her 
Community, her family and her friends, suffice. Amen.

Photo by D. Andrea
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Label: Mural of St Benedict by 
Dame Joanna Jamieson OSB
Photo by Sr Thérèse
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S. Mary Stephen Grindon-Welch 
CRSS, 1930-2025 

Gillian Grindon-Welch was born 
in 1930 and educated at New Hall 
School from 1942 to 1949. She left 
having developed a deep love for and 
attraction both to the Community and 
for art. She went on to study Fine Art 
at Reading University but returned 
to New Hall to enter the Canonesses 
of the Holy Sepulchre (CRSS) in 1951, becoming S. Mary Stephen. She taught 
art at New Hall, nurturing a lifelong love for the subject in many of her pupils. 
She retired from teaching in 1992 to take up retreat work at the Community’s 
Pastoral Centre, The Barn.

She began to feel called to devote more time to her expressing her spirituality 
through painting and other forms of art. Her aunt, Dame Werburg Welch, 
was also an artist, and a nun at Stanbrook Abbey. She died in 1990 and 
S. M. Stephen recounted attending her funeral and there meeting Dame 
Joanna Jamieson, then Abbess. From this initial conversation sprang a strong 
friendship based on a shared love of art as an expression of relationship with 
God. In 2002 S. M. Stephen was granted a year’s sabbatical period, which she 
spent at Stanbrook, using this period to develop her work. 

The next two decades or so were years of great creativity. She became a 
prolific painter and sculptor, painting a number of ‘series’ with religious 
themes. She was offered commissions to illustrate books, to design stained 
glass for churches and even a banner for the Papal visit to Britain in 2010. She 
collaborated with Dame Joanna on a commission to paint a mural for Buckfast 
Abbey’s refectory. The mural panels were painted in the studio at Stanbrook 
Abbey, Wass, North Yorkshire, assembled in the village hall, and installed and 
unveiled in April 2014. 

Her work contributed significantly to the spiritual life of her own Community 
and their wide network of friends, with her paintings and reflections forming 
the basis for Lent and Advent prayer sessions as her work contains such clear 
articulations of the CRSS spirituality. The Community members understand 
themselves as women called to be present “at the Pasch of Jesus”, and “at 
moments of suffering and death, in vigilance and prayer, waiting until people 
pass from death to life.” S. Mary Stephen’s ministry flowed out from and 
expresses the central message of the Resurrection, to live hope, in the centre 



of the mystery that is not of death but of life.

She died 9 September 2025, at home with her Community.

Dr Catherine Sexton

In my artwork I try to make visible God’s invisible energy, that life which 
flows through all creation and is within everything. I aim to find new ways of 
expressing God’s relationship with us, hoping to reveal something of the deeper 
meaning within all that we do and believe. Our primary relationship with God 
is our prayer. These images express some aspects of this. 

Sister Mary Stephen Grindon-Welch

                                                                                                                                       

***

A Tale of Two Attics

Stanbrook Abbey, Worcester, like most Victorian buildings, was blessed with 
spacious attics. Looking back on the very full lives of Mother Joanna Jamieson 
and Dame Hilda Wood, it is interesting that both lives contain a significant 
chapter on these Worcester attics…

From dumping ground to Oratory

Back in the early 1990s, M. Joanna, as abbess, brought her artistic gifts to the 
refurbishment of what was called The Square Attic at the North East corner of 
the monastery where East facing and North facing outer walls met. As is the 
way with attics, it was full of ‘stuff’, but M. Joanna saw the potential of this 
space with its attractive wooden beams and large stained glass rose windows 
in subtle shades of pale green, pink, mauve and yellow.

Lent 1994 stands out in my memory as M. Joanna decided to launch a project 
to clear the Square Attic of its junk and create instead an oratory where we 
could pray when the abbey church was in use. But M. Joanna did more than 
that; she made the conversion of the attic the spiritual theme for Lent that 
year. We had several conferences which skilfully drew out the comparison 
between what was going on in the attics and what should be going on in our 
lives during Lent: de-cluttering, making space for God in our hearts. It made 
such an impact on me as a young nun to be on the receiving end of such 
integrated teaching expressed so concretely. 

As most building projects, the attic conversion took longer than planned and 
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so was not ready by Easter. But by the summer we had a beautiful oratory: 
simple, quiet, carpeted and far removed from the busy comings and goings of 
the ground floor.

The Attic Oratory was dedicated when the Blessed Sacrament was installed at 
Pentecost 1994 as we sang the hymn for the Feast of SS. Martha, Mary and 
Lazarus: ‘Lord Jesus, to this house, come in a welcome guest…’.

If, at times, M. Joanna felt her artistic gifts had to be put on one side so that 
she could fulfil her role as abbess, this, at least, was one occasion where the 
two roles – artist and abbess – melded seamlessly.

A Scoop for Dame Hilda

D. Hilda’s attic challenge came about a decade later when we were preparing 
to move to Yorkshire. This time the focus was The Long Attic which ran above 
the length of the East dormitory and was lit by dormer windows rather than 
the rose windows of the Square Attic. It was, therefore, a darker space, and, if 
anything, even more full of stuff than its neighbour.

As was her wont, D. Hilda set about the task of clearing this enormous space 
with much enthusiasm. For months she would appear in the pantry at morning 
drink time wearing her habit tucked up, a copious apron, a work veil, and a 
determined expression.

Methodically, she sorted and cleared the whole attic over a period of c. 
eighteen months. At recreation she would sometimes regale us with her latest 
‘find’: a mysterious chest, a baby bath, a hat; but alas, no Rembrandts came to 
light. However, an unexpected treasure did emerge in the form of an extensive 
collection of pressed wildflowers, lovingly put together and labelled in the 
nineteenth century, and so well preserved that their colours were still fast. This 
delighted D. Hilda who was a knowledgeable countrywoman. And it delighted 
her all the more – and the whole community with her – when the floral lot 
exceeded all bidding expectations at auction! The purchaser – a collector and 
enthusiast – was equally thrilled. So, a win-win situation.

Our wildflower meadow at Wass is a happy reminder of D. Hilda’s labours in 
the Long Attic while something of the simplicity and subdued tones of the 
Oratory find an echo in the new abbey church.

Sr Laurentia



Book and Film Reviews
An Unlikely Cornerstone: The Life and Times of Dom Victor Farwell First 
Abbot of Worth by Dom Stephen Ortiger ed. Michael Woodward, 

Three Peaks Press, 2025; pb; ISBN: 978 1 902093 192

This reviewer can lay no claim to objectivity and is unashamedly partisan. I 
knew and loved both the subject of the book and its author; the book seems 
to me a most attractive portrait of a most attractive person. We read it in the 
refectory here at Stanbrook and it won the approval of the whole community.

The title is arresting and apposite, both words accurate. On the face of it, 
Victor’s human disadvantages outweighed his advantages. He was no academic 
and had no gift whatever for languages, ancient or modern, which would 
seem to be a total disqualification for a Benedictine abbot president. He 
wasn’t a great sportsman; however, he was an extraordinarily successful rugby 
coach, overseeing two invincible First XVs. His stress on a forceful beginning, 
preferably with a try in the first minutes, captures something about the set 
of his spirit. All his life he suffered from depression. But his people skills were 
supreme; he inspired devotion, trust and loyalty to a remarkable degree, 
illustrated by his being repeatedly elected as abbot and as abbot president. 
He was able to engage at a deep level with people very different from himself, 
consistently using his gifts to help others. He said that his tombstone should 
say ‘Here lies the abbot who did nothing’ which was both true and untrue: he 
was practical, his experience as bursar at Downside proved valuable during his 
years of carrying out visitations at other monasteries, and he inspired others to 
a long list of achievements.

Victor’s own first concern was always the building up of the Worth community; 
his own loving family provided the model and as he mellowed he placed more 
emphasis on community as a family of human beings loving and trusting 
each other; he started Worth’s senior school; employed the architect Francis 
Pollen to design the very original, capacious and impressive abbey church; 
and initiated a long list of imaginative, creative, even visionary projects – the 
mission to Peru; the lay community at Worth which continues to this day, 
albeit in a somewhat different mode; the inner-city monastery at Dulwich 
currently being re-invented in Brighton. 

He also as Abbot President reached out to the nuns of the Congregation, 
inviting to attend the first General Chapter of his presidency the abbesses 
and delegates of the four abbeys of nuns who for nearly 350 years had been 
represented only by proctors. His dream of fostering greater co-operation 
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and mutual support with the nuns by inviting half a dozen of the Stanbrook 
community to start an experimental community at Worth was transformed 
into a great opportunity for the Grace and Compassion Sisters. Thanks to 
the Formation House built for them by Worth, they brought Benedictine 
life together with nursing skills to India and Sri Lanka, Kenya and Uganda. 
Stanbrook’s D. Maria Boulding was entrusted with editing A Touch of God, the 
vocation stories of nuns as well as monks.

D. Edith Street, Abbess of Colwich, said of Victor ‘he has the gift of leaving 
peace behind him wherever he goes, which is a very good thing for an abbot 
president to do.’

Stephen Ortiger brings out the importance of women at key points in Victor’s 
life, notably Sr Theophila, the matron of the hospital where he went after his 
breakdown in 1961, and Tigs Wheeler, a young widow with seven children, 
whose home provided a bolt-hole for ‘Father Rabbit’ where he could ‘kick off 
his shoes and put his feet up’.

Human warmth was one of Victor’s outstanding characteristics. Gradually 
under the influence of lay people he began to realize that it was necessary 
even in the monastic context to ensure homely, physical conditions that would 
lift and feed the human spirit.

The author was a professional historian and meticulous researcher. Statistics 
which could have been dry and boring are narrated in a breezy humorous style 
replete with biblical echoes, plays on words and references to his beloved 
Winnie the Pooh. 

Stephen’s facility with words diminished towards the end of his life; despite 
Michael Woodward’s skilful editing there are signs of multiple starts to the 
book, and the resulting repetitions have not all been eliminated. We owe much 
to Michael for bringing Stephen’s longterm project to completion so swiftly 
after the author’s death and printing it so beautifully.

Excellent photographs include several revealing portraits of Victor as well as a 
‘remarkably true to life’ cartoon by Hubert van Zeller.

This reviewer would have appreciated more on the last phase of Victor’s life 
and on his death, but surmises that Stephen’s reticence here, as with his brief 
treatment of Victor’s depression, is due to respect for Victor’s essentially 
private nature.

Victor’s devotion to personal prayer was the wellspring of his life and it is 
wholly appropriate that the last chapter of the book consists of the text of a 



talk on prayer which he delivered in March 1971 at one of the groundbreaking 
Worth Conferences. It surely cost him dear to speak so openly and generously 
about the most important relationship of his own life and the secret of his 
relationships with other people:

‘The only thing I am certain about is that we must be careful to be very human 
and very open with each other and with God. If we approach each individual 
as an absolutely unique and lovable person, then we can be sure that God will 
become real to us, and that we shall get very close to Him in prayer. That, after 
all, is all that matters.’ 

This chapter is available as a separate small booklet, On Prayer (Three Peaks 
Press).

Unswerving faithfulness to personal prayer was perhaps Abbot Victor’s 
greatest legacy to his community and to the EBC.

‘The Quiet Girl’, directed by Colm Bairéad, 2022.

This film, nominated for several awards, is based on the novella Foster by the 
prize-winning writer, Claire Keegan. It is in the Irish language with English sub-
titles, most beautiful visually and deeply moving. The Quiet Girl is 8-year-old 
Cait, middle child of a dysfunctional family, ignored at home, bullied at school, 
who is farmed out to relatives for the summer while her parents await the 
birth of yet another child.

The film explores the contrast between the two households materially and 
emotionally and their effect on the vulnerable innocent Cait. The foster mother 
opens the car door, gets down to Cait’s level to greet her with the endearment 
‘Pet’; her own father drives off with Cait’s suitcase still on board, leaving her 
with only what she stands up in. The foster father is cautious at first but warms 
to the child. Both foster parents express tenderness in simple often unspoken 
ways – through the brushing of hair, a warm bath, clean sheets, reading at 
bedtime, drawing water from the well, sitting by the sea in the dark….Though 
the mother tells Cait there are no secrets in the house she learns of their deep 
grief, perhaps the root of their tenderness.

The last scene is heart-stopping. This is a film to watch and watch again and 
ponder deeply.

Both reviews by Sr Philippa
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Patriot by Alexei Navalny; The Bodley Head; hb., pp. 479; 
 ISBN 978 1 847 927033 

If you are looking for proof that God is still at work in our world, that the 
power of truth and goodness is already triumphing over the forces of evil, 
then read this book. Alexei Navalny’s autobiography and prison diaries are 
compelling, disarming, hope-filled and joyful. They introduce us to a man who 
is deeply human, unfailingly honest, humorous, compassionate, loving and 
unconquerable in his determination to proclaim the truth.

The title is no idle one. Alexei’s vigorous love for his countrymen, his delight 
in their character, strengths and humour – he gives an illuminating example of 
a Russian joke- is the motive behind his passionate determination to expose 
the corruption and lies that are robbing them of their heritage, wasting their 
resources, ruining their lives and killing thousands in unjust wars. His hope 
is infectious, his faith unmistakable, not just in the Lord – his deeply rooted 
Christian faith becomes more evident as the book progresses – but also in the 
countless men and women who share his desire for the freedom which only 
truth can give.

He relishes the opportunity presented by his numerous trials, however 
laughable these are in the flagrant disregard for all rules of justice and 
procedure, to denounce the corruption of the regime and to place on record 
his opposition to the war against Ukraine. His love for his family especially 
his remarkable wife Julia, and his supporters, is clear but so is his regard for 
his fellow prisoners and even for the guards, aware of the burdens that his 
presence involves (stricter application of the rules, increased surveillance e.g. 
checking on him every hour day and night as ‘likely to escape’). The observers 
at his trials whose shame makes them look at the ground arouse only his pity.

The last entry is for 22 January 2024 a few weeks before his death on 16 
February but thanks to his foresight there is an epilogue summing up his 
mission, the widespread active support that enabled him to fulfil this and his 
absolute conviction that truth will prevail. Reading his words has renewed my 
love for the martyrs of all generations, made me examine my conscience (he 
reminds us that the weapon of truth is available to us all), and rekindled my 
hope.

Happy are you when men persecute you and speak all kinds of calumny against 
you on my account for yours is the Kingdom of Heaven (cf. Matthew 5:  11).

Sr Mary Peter Smith



The books (all of which have read well in the refectory) and film under review. 
Photos by Sr Thérèse. 
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Highways and Byways: Discovering Catholic England by Nicholas Schofield; 
Gracewing, 2023; pb.; pp.312; ISBN 9780852447208

Fr Schofield has produced a particularly readable and worthwhile book, made 
up for the most part from short articles written in the 2010s for his Catholic 
Times weekly column.

Beginning with Glastonbury’s Holy Thorn, flowering in December, the author’s 
brief essays are quite scholarly as well as acceptable to the general reader. 
As to some examples, Schofield has restated an oft-neglected reason for the 
1549 Western rebellion, namely that many rebels knew only Cornish, not the 
Prayer Book’s English. One reason for the splendour of Henry VII’s chapel at 
Westminster was to enshrine Henry VI’s body, which, however, lies undisturbed 
at Windsor. Langley Marish, Berkshire, has a theological library endowed by 
the Kedermister family. There is an able account of John Schorne, a priest 
famed for sanctity.

Schofield tells the story well of how the ‘Doom’ (Last Judgment painting 
over a chancel arch) at Penn, Buckinghamshire, was saved from immediate 
destruction. He does likewise in discussing the Tower of London and its uses. 
His chapter about Long Melford duly describes that great Suffolk church, and 
he ably discusses the often-overlooked Shap Abbey and the Coventry mystery 
plays. He chronicles St Claude de la Colombière’s sufferings in seventeenth-
century London and his promotion there of devotion to the Sacred Heart, 
while ably describing ex-King Louis Philippe of France’s funeral at Weybridge in 
1850 and the papally-approved revived devotion to Our Lady of Walsingham. 
Again, he pays tribute to Margaret Rope, an outstanding stained-glass designer 
and eventual Carmelite, before providing a commendable chapter on Wardley 
Hall (near Worsley, Lancashire) and St Ambrose Barlow’s skull there.

In legend, the knights who killed the future St Thomas of Canterbury returned 
via Kemsing, Kent. One knight’s ghost allegedly appears there every 29 
December, ‘slipping into the church to pray for forgiveness’ (p. 91). One 
can contextualize this story in Schofield’s very competent assembly of the 
martyrdom’s facts and his chapter on the Benson family. The latter finally 
describes the life and work of Mgr Robert Hugh Benson, who, in his book 
The Light Invisible, has written a tale about an Anglo-Catholic priest who 
in a medieval church hears one assassin knight’s ghostly, rapid, whispered 
medieval-French confession.

The book also gives readers some suitably informational nuggets. For instance, 
part of the Roman Watling Street is now London’s Old Kent Road, Old St Paul’s 



was stupendous in size, St Thomas More prayed before the statue of Our 
Lady of Willesden the week before his arrest, Catherine of Aragon is buried in 
Peterborough Cathedral, the sixteenth-century Archbishop Holgate of York was 
a member of the order of the Gilbertines (which, being confined to England, 
foundered at the Reformation), and the Queen’s Chapel at St James’s Palace 
‘was commissioned…for the Infanta of Spain, during negotiations for her 
marriage to the future Charles I’  (p. 140).    

As reviewers must, this reviewer has some negative comments. The 
Tironensian order had three houses in Wales and so was not ‘obscure’ there 
(p. 19), while the chapter on St Albans ignores the Victorian architect Lord 
Grimthorpe, whose restoration of the church was so ruthless as to destroy 
much of its character. Schofield does not say why ‘the Cistercians liked to build 
their abbeys in wild, remote spots’, although he mentions – in one monastery’s 
context – the large number of lay brothers who were required to see to the 
(usually sheep) farming of English Cistercian abbeys. 

Interestingly, Schofield records that the future Cardinal Bourne could have 
been inspired by St John Bosco’s work in Turin, albeit without mentioning that 
Bourne reputedly spoke to St John Bosco about joining the latter’s order but 
was told that he had work in England. Schofield omits to say – in the otherwise 
able chapter on Ushaw – that Wonersh, too, played the game of Cat, or Catte. 
Remarking that Nicholas Breakspear spent many years ‘in France, Scandinavia 
and Rome’ (p. 168) before election as Pope Adrian IV, Schofield does not say 
why: in fact, Breakspear was a papal diplomat.  

Again, the Evesham Abbey chapter does not mention its monk John 
Feckenham, who became abbot of Westminster in Mary I’s restoration of 
the abbey, only to be ill-treated for almost all the rest of his life. A window 
by Margaret Rope in the now-deconsecrated chapel of Upholland College is 
critically endangered. Meanwhile, this reviewer finds Schofield’s treatment, 
on page 286, of the ruined parts of Howden Minster, the Pilgrimage of Grace, 
two martyrs and the Catholic church at Howden to be too sketchy. Regarding 
Schofield’s mention of late seventeenth-century Oxford’s Catholicism, some 
mention would have helped of Obadiah Walker, the Master of University 
College, who in James II’s reign started a college Catholic chapel and whom 
undergraduates mocked with the jingle ‘Old Obadiah / Sings Ave Maria / So do 
not I-ah’.

The book’s misprints are not obtrusive, though there are, for example, liar 
for lair, diary for dairy and curtesy for curtsey, sister-in-laws for sisters-in-
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law, likewise principle for principal, apostasise for apostatise, Colletine for 
Colettine, and Squirrel Nutkins for Squirrel Nutkin; also, Bedingfield is less 
usual than Bedingfeld. But, overall, this is clearly a recommendable book.

Fr Nicholas Paxton, Manchester                                                                                                      

***

YEAROFTHEBOOKYEAROFTHEBOOKYEAROFTHEBOOKYEAROFTHEBOOK

The Wind in the Willows by Kenneth Grahame: 

‘The Piper at the Gates of Dawn’

Otter’s little son, Portly had gone missing again, for days and Otter admitted 
his anxiety to Rat who told Mole. ‘Otter (goes to the Ford) every night and 
watches – on the chance, you know, just on the chance!’ Otter, lonely and 
heart-sore just waiting. Rat and Mole decide to set off in a boat to find Portly. 

The line of the horizon was clear and hard against the sky and in one particular 
quarter, it showed black against a silvery climbing phosphorescence...over the 
rim of the waiting earth, the moon lifted with slow majesty and rode off, free of 
moorings. 

Rat, in the stern of the boat, sat up suddenly and listened with a passionate 
intentness…he was silent, spellbound. ‘O Mole, the beauty of it...the call of the 
distant piping, it must be for us.’ Mole and Rat were led to the source. ‘Here, 
in this holy place…surely we shall find Him!’ Nature seemed to hold her breath 
as the animals looked in the very eyes of the gentle, wise god of the wild...the 
hooked nose, kindly eyes, the half-smile, the long, supple hand still holding the 
pan-pipes, the splendid curves of the shaggy limbs. There, nestling between 
his hooves, ‘sleeping soundly in entire peace and contentment’, was the small, 
round form of the baby otter. ‘Rat, are you afraid?’ ‘Afraid, afraid of HIM? O 
never, never, and yet, O Mole, I am afraid!’

Reading this as a child, I was right there, experiencing what was happening. 
President Theodore Roosevelt wrote to Grahame in 1909, to tell him that 
he had read and re-read the book and came to accept the characters as old 
friends. Christopher Robin Milne’s mother read the book to him over and over 
and over again. ‘The Piper at the Gates of Dawn’ was her favourite always 
with a catch in her voice and a handkerchief at the ready. This chapter is often 
missing from adaptations of the story which is a shame; people don’t know 
what they are missing.

Sr Julian

44	 STANBROOK BENEDICTINES



Sr Benedict’s choice…While I was still at school and before I was a Catholic 
I saw on the shelves of the public library a title: The Story of a Soul: 
Autobiography of a Saint. It was news to me that a saint could write an 
autobiography, and the photos included in that paperback were a revelation. 
Suddenly saints were in the modern age. I was fascinated by Saint Thérèse 
of Lisieux, especially the account of her Catholic family. I was a teenager, 
and I could contrast mine with her teenage years, so strikingly religious and 
focussed on doing God’s will. I soon splashed out to buy my own copy (half 
a crown!) and she became a constant companion. I have lost some books in 
my travels, including that first copy of the Autobiography. Later, I bought the 
French original when I was in France. I visited Lisieux: Mass and Communion 
at the Carmel, and pilgrimage to her home Les Buisonnets. My enthusiasm 
for Thérèse came and went. Recently, I have had the Autobiography as an 
audiobook. This has been enlightening, especially the final section. I now 
understand why Thérèse has been made a Doctor of the Church.

Sr Andrea writes…The book that transformed my life was one belonging 
to my brother, Michael. He was at the time a seminarian studying for the 
priesthood for the Glasgow Archdiocese. He had a deep devotion to Our 
Lady of Schoenstatt and had become a member of the Schoenstatt Diocesan 
Priests Secular Institute, to which he belonged until his death in December 
2023. The seminarians and priests who were members of the Institute met 
and supported each other in course groups. This strengthened their diocesan 
ministry in their own diocese, supported by their devotion to Our Lady of 
Schoenstatt. 

Each group selected a patron saint and Michael’s chose St Thérèse of Lisieux 
as their patron. Michael had several books on the Little Flower; it was one 
of the books that was to change the direction of my life. The book was: St 
Thérèse of Lisieux by Those Who Knew Her (Testimonies from the Process 
of Beatification). I had read her autobiography: but it was this book of 
testimonies that awakened in me the seed of my vocation. Thérèse devoted 
herself to the Lord, and He transformed her into a great saint. I sensed a 
similar calling, but I was not yet ready.

At the time I was only a few weeks off my eighteenth birthday; I had just left 
school to work in the Clydesdale Bank, and the world was my oyster. I also had 
other plans which at the time were a stronger pull than the religious life. It was 
too soon and God left me to my own devices till the time was ready to revisit 
this call.
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Easter 2025 at the lodges, showing the old Reception building.  
Photo by David Armitage



THE BACK PAGE 
HOW YOU CAN HELP US 

Would you like to be a Friend of Stanbrook Abbey and support our work?  
You can become a Friend by filling in your details below. 

Name ………………………….  Email ……………………………………………………………… 
 

Address …………………………………………………………………………………………………. 
 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 

Post Code ……………………………………………. 

DONATIONS  If you wish to give a donation, please go to our website which has 
the Paypal donation page. Alternatively, you can donate by BACS to RBS Convent 
Our Lady (Conventus of Our Lady of Consolation). Account no. 23142263   
Sort 16-00-15. Or you can do it by cheque – made payable to STANBROOK ABBEY. 

GIFT AID 

I confirm that I have paid or will pay an amount of Income Tax and/or Capital 
Gains Tax for each tax year (6 April to 5 April) that is at least equal to the amount 
of tax that all the charities or Community Sports Clubs (CASC’s) that will donate 
to will reclaim on my gifts for that tax year. I understand that other taxes such as 
VAT and Council Tax do not qualify. I understand that the charity will reclaim 25p 
of tax on every £1 that I give. 

I am a UK taxpayer and understand that if I pay less Income Tax and/or Capital 
Gains Tax than the amount of Gift Aid on all my donations in that tax year it is my 
responsibility to pay the difference. 

Signature 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

Date of Declaration 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………. 
 

PENTECOST 2026	 47




