
The Covid-19 pandemic continues and I 
write this in the third Lockdown when 
sadly all the activities of the Friends 
continue to be suspended. 

We managed however, to arrange a 
small Covid-19 secure Completion 
Celebration of The Accessible Paths 
project on 8th December 2020, when 
HM Lord-Lieutenant of the Isle of 
Wight, Mrs Susie Sheldon, JP, unveiled a 
donor board for the Friends. 

Friends of Quarr

Easter Joy
The Cross is the great Christian symbol. It evokes Jesus who died on a cross on the 
Friday before the great Sabbath of Pessah, the Jewish feast of Easter. Whereas free 
men condemned to death were beheaded, slaves were crucified. Pontius Pilate had 
thousands of men crucified. No death was deemed more abject. 

Christian faith has it that the same Jesus rose from the dead on the morning of 
the first day after the Sabbath – which was to become the Day of the Lord, our 
Sunday, the first day of the Christian week. How is it then that Christians chose 
the Cross as their main symbol instead of an image of Christ getting out of the 
tomb with the full energy of the Resurrection?

Let me suggest only one answer among many. What was so important on the 
Cross, what we do not want to forget, what stands at the heart of Christian faith is 
what St Paul calls the proof that God loves us. “God”, he writes, “proves his love 
for us in that while we still were sinners Christ died for us” (Romans 5:8). The 
Cross is the symbol and the revelation of God’s love: Jesus loves us by giving His 
life for us; God the Father loves us by giving His only Son for us (Jn 3:16). In short, 
the Cross says to anyone who looks at it: “God loved you; He gave all for you”.

This is why we cannot be indifferent to the Cross. We either reject it or we feel 
drawn to its mystery. We go beyond its abjection, indeed its ignominy, and we 
make our way towards the loving Heart of the One who shed His Blood on it, “for 
you and for many”.

The Cross is a great sign of hope. Indeed it is the only true one. Through Christ’s 
sufferings, the Truth of Love shines on the world. Sufferings and death are 
overcome, not only from without: by the act of power of the resurrection; but 
above all from within: by the love which gives them a new meaning, the meaning 
of an offering.

Easter light is the glory of the resurrection, but it is first of all the glory of the 
Cross. It is the glory – and the light, and the hope – which we desperately 
need; at all times, but certainly right now, in our Covid-tossed world. We need 
this light to be shed on each human face as the blessing which makes this face 
– famous or obscure, young or old, shining with beauty or hidden behind a mask 
– resplendent with the Love by which each of us was loved and saved.

Look at the Cross and find Light.

Look at the Cross and receive Love.

Look at the Cross and find Joy.

Don’t look for an explanation, but for an encounter.

Don’t look for a solution, but for a challenge.

Answer this Love. Believe. Give yourself up. 

You will find life, “to the full” (Jn 10:10), 

and the Joy which no one will ever able to “take away from you” (Jn 16:22).

+ Abbot Xavier
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The Friends thank you for your 
support and hope you stay safe in these 
unprecedented times.

To join the Friends please go to the 
‘support tab’ on the Quarr Abbey 
website where you will find further 
information and our membership 
form or phone me: Dr Rebecca Ashton 
on 01983-882420 ext. 209 and leave a 
message 
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NOVEMBER is the usual time for our 
annual community retreat, but this 
year there were complications. The 
French abbot who should have been 
our Retreat Preacher had to pull out at 
the last minute owing to Covid travel 
restrictions. We were not surprised, but it 
was disappointing.

With the end of lock-down imminent 
Fr. Abbot was seeking around for a 
replacement; not an easy task at the best 
of times, and especially difficult given 
the short notice. He found Fr. Gregory 
Pearson, a Dominican priest and friend 
of the house who currently resides at 
Cambridge and is Novicemaster to the 
English Dominican Province.

Fr. Gregory had been engaged in a study 
of sacrifice, and was willing to give us 
the fruit of his labours in a series of 
fourteen talks over a week. His approach 
was not that of the history of religions, 
nor yet a liturgical or Christological 
approach, although the sacrifice of Christ 
on the cross was the end point toward 
which his talks tended. He principally 
concerned himself with a close study 

of the Old Testament sacrificial system 
as found in the Book of Leviticus. This 
is not a book widely read or studied by 
Christians, but Fr. Gregory made a book 
suspected by many of being boring and 
incomprehensible, quite stimulating and 
refreshing. He brought out many of the 
underlying principles of sacrifice which 
recur throughout the book and give it 
consistency.

With clarity and simplicity, and a touch of 
humour Fr. Gregory gave us a memorable 
retreat at a moment’s notice- we can only 
be grateful.

It was with shock and sadness that we 
heard of the death of David Paul, a long-
time volunteer with the community. He 
died of a heart and lung condition during 
the lock-down in November when we 
had been out of contact for a while. His 
visits to Quarr had usually been a little 
unexpected, irregular,but constant over 
the course of some twenty five years. He 
was a market gardener and always lent a 
hand in the vegetable garden, or chopped 
wood for the workshop stove, or did some 
fetching and carrying. He would have his 
lunch with the carpenters and then drive 
off in his smart green sports car.

Kelly the carpenter and I attended his 
funeral on December 18 in Saint Peter’s 
church in Seaview. Covid rules were in 
full force; numbers in the church were 
severely restricted and social-distancing 
was strictly observed. There was no 
congregational participation in the hymn 
singing; the hymns were sung solo by the 
minister- fortunately she had a strong 
and pleasant voice. The burial followed at 
Nettlestone. We stood on a damp footpath 

in the light drizzle and rejoiced in the 
view across the green fields. David would 
have loved it. There were no refreshments 
afterwards, of course, but the family were 
so grateful for our presence. We drove 
away thankful to have known David. May 
he rest in peace. Amen.

It was finally time to say farewell to our 
guest, Fr. Henri Poujol, who needed to 
return to the Abbey of St Wandrille in 
Normandy for Christmas. But travel 
in these Covid times is not always 
straightforward. His departure had to 
be delayed a few days because of new 
requirements for a Covid test and a 
certificate of good health before entering 
France. A taxi to a test point at Gatwick 
Airport was the only way we could find 
of obtaining a test and certificate within 
the critical time frame. We had a day’s 
wait to see whether we all might be going 
into isolation, but he was pronounced 
free of Covid, and was free to go. It was a 
dramatic farewell to a much appreciated 
guest, whom we certainly wish to see 
again under happier circumstances in the 
not so distant future.

The Carol Service at Quarr is the most 
popular event in our annual calendar. 
The church is invariably packed. This 
year however it could not be so. But we 
were determined that it would go ahead 
in some form if at all possible. With the 
permission of the Isle of Wight Council 
we succeeded, even though it was shorter 
than usual and was held outside, in the 
courtyard before the Abbey Church. 
Social distancing was strictly observed, 
both by the choir and the congregation. 
But, thanks be to God, there was no rain, 

Michael Dunkason 



3

and a respectable number of people braved 
a bright but cold Winter’s afternoon. Linda 
Filby-Borrett directed her own choir, 
“Voices of the Isle of Wight” assisted by a 
number of the community. Owing to the 
challenges of socially – distanced singing 
only well known pieces were included. 
But the soaring voice of Lucy Stevens 
singing her solo of “Holy Night” was proof 
enough that Covid did not have the last 
word at Christmas.

It was a quiet Christmas in many ways; 
there were no guests and the crowds 
which usually attend the Midnight and 
Day masses were absent. But we were 
encouraged and strengthened by all who 
did come, who shared with us the joy 
which the new born child of Bethlehem 
always brings from heaven.

At a time when the Island was relatively 
free from Covid it was hoped that the 
Art Gallery would open considerably 
earlier than usual in 2021 in order to make 
up somewhat for the closures of 2020. 
Exhibitions were planned from January 
20 rather than the regular March 1. There 
was perhaps surprising interest from local 
artists. But the new lock-down put an end 
to it all; cancellations were published and 
Gallery hire fees returned.

It was not only for the Art Gallery that 
opening was curtailed. The Monastery 
Shop and the Visitors Centre did not re-
open after the Christmas holiday. And the 
Teashop and Farmshop were closed until 
further notice after being open for only 
a very short while. Even the pigs were 
moved off the site so they did not act as 
a magnet for social gatherings of young 
families. I see evidences of closure each 

day now I have returned to my lock-down 
security rounds.

The Abbey began to feel even emptier 
when some members of staff contracted 
Covid. Some had the virus quite 
badly, albeit with unusual symptoms. 
Fortunately, all are now well on the 
road to recovery. As a consequence of 
taking the risk of infection more seriously 
meetings are now being held on Zoom. 
But this modern wonder of technology 
seems to be rapidly loosing its appeal for 
people who are appreciating the physical 
presence of their colleagues as never before.

During last years lock-down the Isle of 
Wight was an Island of health with few 
parallels in the country. “All Wight for 
some” was a newspaper headline at the 
time. All that changed over Christmas 
when Covid came and Ryde and Sandown 
in particular suffered badly. The island 
went from being in Tier 1 to Tier 4 in a 
worryingly short time and then came 
the general lock-down. The hospital in 

Like many charities, Quarr Abbey 
is suffering a lot from the present 
Covid crisis. The Community is very 
grateful for any donation towards the 
maintenance of the monastery and estate 
so that Quarr may remain open to many. 
Donations can be made online through 
the website. You might also consider 
putting us in your will. The Procurator 
can be contacted for any questions: 
procurator@quarr.org and 01983 882420 
ext. 204.

Newport was in a difficult situation and 
increasing numbers of severe cases had to 
be sent by helicopter to Southampton for 
treatment.

The vaccination programme however is 
proceeding smoothly and efficiently. Our 
friend Joe was the first of the household 
to receive his jab and he was followed by 
David and Fr. Gregory. Fr. Nicholas and 
Fr. Luke followed, and others wait their 
turn. Army and Navy personnel were on 
duty at the Newport Riverside Centre 
and no doubt encouraged the military 
timekeeping of proceedings when Fr. 
Gregory presented himself.

We have lost a surprising and worrying 
number of mature trees – mainly oaks 
– this Winter. They were not particularly 
old trees, so it is natural to ask why they 
have gone. It seems that many of the 
victims of the occasional high winds, had 
suffered much from heavy rainfall over a 
number of recent years. Many were filled 
with rot at the roots, and had been almost 
waiting to fall, supported on sponge 
rather than wood. Some large holes have 
started to appear in the canopies of our 
copses, and the lines of standards around 
the fields have gaps now, And Fr. Gregory 
is kept busy in keeping the paths clear of 
fallen timber. 



Here is a drawing found in the Harley 
Psalter, a manuscript made by the Anglo-
Saxon monks of Saint Augustine’s Abbey, 
Canterbury in the eleventh century. It is 
held in the British Library in London.

The Psalter was planned in imitation 
of an intriguing book which arrived in 
Canterbury sometime around the year 
1000. This was the Utrecht Psalter made 
near Rheims in the early ninth century, 
and now kept in the University Library 
of Utrecht. It is renowned for the lively 
drawings which introduce each of the 
psalms.

The Harley Psalter is not an exact copy 
of the Utrecht Psalter; the drawings were 
adapted to an idiom more familiar to 
the Canterbury monks. Vibrant colour 
replaces the original monochrome, and 
instead of late classical conventions for 
expressing three dimensions, there is an 
emphasis upon line and pattern. But the 
vitality of the original remains.

The Harley Psalter image reproduced here 
shows a detail from the illustration to 

Psalm 15 (16 in the Hebrew numbering). 
The drawing represents the verse: “You 
will not abandon my soul to hell.”

Following the Utrecht Psalter the artist 
has drawn hell as a pit in the ground, but 
he has subtly modified his exemplar. Its 
yawning entrance now echoes the more 
characteristic Anglo-Saxon depiction of 
hell as the dragon’s mouth which never 
has enough of human souls.

What is especially interesting is that rather 
than stay close to the text of the psalm 
and show the Lord saving the psalmist 
himself from death, the artist depicts a 
scene from salvation history; he portrays  
the mystery of Christ harrowing, that 
is, despoiling, hell. This is the mystery 
associated with Holy Saturday, when, 
following his death upon the cross, Christ 
visits the underworld, binds Satan, and 
frees our first parents and their children 
from captivity.

The mystery of Holy Saturday was of 
central importance throughout the early 
medieval period. It was at the heart of 

the Paschal mystery and its liturgical 
celebration. It was the connecting link 
between Good Friday and Easter Sunday, 
between the death and resurrection of the 
Lord. The Old English Martyrology of the 
ninth century describes it vividly:

“He harrowed the depth of hell and slew 
a crowd of devils with his divine sword 
and drove them into the abyss of hell 
and bound them there. There he was 
seen by all the men and women that 
had ever before believed in him, and 
they rushed forth from their torments 
and fell down weeping at his feet and 
spoke thus, ‘O help us, Saviour, since 
thou camest hither, though it be late; we 
always looked forward to thy coming, 
but stop now these threats and end these 
lamentations, and make known thy power 
in hell as thou didst on earth, where thou 
redeemest living men by thy crucifixion; 
save now us dead ones by thy death.’ ’’

Woven into this account of the mystery is 
the conviction of early medieval Christians 
that human life is a spiritual combat with 
evil powers from beginning to end. We 
find monastic artists seeking out many 
and varied symbols for expressing this 
belief. They searched the Old Testament 
for types of the Warrior Christ who came 
to share our struggle and bring it to a 
victorious conclusion. They found them in 
King David rescuing a lamb from the jaws 
of a lion, in Samson struggling with a lion 
even to the death, and in the prophetic 
figure described in Psalm 90 trampling 
upon the lion and the dragon. All these 
symbols of spiritual warfare are found in 
manuscripts of the tenth and eleventh 
centuries.

In the later eleventh century Saint Anselm 
would propose an  influential theory 
which understood Christ’s saving death 
as  satisfaction offered to God for the 
offence of human sin. But earlier, it was 
Christ’s power which liberated men from 
captivity, rather than his merit which 
removed their guilt. Certainly, Christ’s 
innocence, his freedom from sin, was a 
necessary condition for the just exercise of 
his power. But if merit is mentioned, it is 
usually in regard to the Devil who merits 
to lose his hold on mankind as soon as he 
dares to lay sacrilegious hands upon the 
blameless Lord.

We do not need to look far to understand 
why the mystery of the harrowing of hell 
was so central to early medieval devotion, 
for why Christians responded so deeply to 
a Christ who projected his divine power 
into the underworld. The mystery spoke 

The Harrowing of Hell: 
Help and Hope
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to a people only too conscious of their 
own powerlessness: before the mystery 
of death, before the binding habits of sin, 
before the awful temptations to sin.

Modern society has proved very successful 
at postponing death by means of medical 
advances; and by developing different 
therapies, at keeping mental disorders at 
bay. But our forefathers in the faith were  
more ambitious in their aims. They were 
looking for something, or rather someone, 
who could deal with evils at their source. 
Merely human wisdom cannot reach 
the root of evil. Only Christ, the God-
Man can deal with Satan, Sin and Death 
completely, once and for all. He can do 
what no science or technology can.

The image of Christ, free among the dead 
shows us the help we need; reminds us of 
the help that has, in fact, been given to us.

We should now look more closely at the 
drawing before us. Let us look at Christ 
himself. He is far and away, the largest 
figure; and size in this artistic language 
is a measure of power. His left foot is 
planted firmly on the head of another 
figure, but one weak and helpless. This is 
Satan. Here is fulfilled what was foretold 
in the beginning, when Adam and Eve 
first disobeyed God at the persuasion of 
the tempter. God cursed the serpent and 
promised that one born of the Woman 
would crush its head. And so Satan is 
crushed into the very ground of hell by 
Christ’s grinding heel and some well-
defined and quite formidable toes.

Nevertheless, this power is combined 
with extraordinary tenderness. The much 
elongated Christ bows right down in his 
mercy and stretches forth immensely long 
arms to Adam and Eve who are emerging 
from the jaws of the pit below.

He clasps Adam’s arm, but the first man 
appears hesitant; there is a wary look in his 
face; he seems to shrink back, and his left 
arm reaches out to seek a hold on his now 
familiar surroundings. Here is  a man who 
knows he is a sinner in the presence of his 
Lord, who knows he can do nothing for 
himself, and has not yet quite accepted the 
fact that salvation is near.

Eve is a very different character. She has 
already risen up, and reaches out eagerly, 
clutching at her Saviour. She could well 
be on the point of the impassioned plea 
for help recorded in the Old English 
Martyrology. The author describes the 
scene with his customary vigour:

“There Adam and Eve also recognised 

him where they were smothered in the 
depth of darkness. When they saw his 
shining light after that long time, Eve, 
for the sake of her kinship to Saint Mary 
implored him to pity her. She said to him, 
‘Remember my Lord, that she was bone of 
my bones and flesh of my flesh; therefore 
help me!’ Then Christ released them both 
from that place, and also sent before him a 
great number of rejoicing folks, as he was 
about to return in triumph to his body.’’

The Harley Psalter artist does not portray 
the light or the darkness; he places no 
crowds in the background. But by paring 
the action down to the barest minimum 
of elements, he perhaps heightens the 
dramatic tension of the scene. He explores 
the characters, the emotions, the actions 
and reactions on display, and presents us 
with a clear moral and spiritual teaching: 
our faith in the mystery of Christ gives 
a firm foundation for that hope which is 
indispensable for living the Christian life. 
Truly, by this hope we are saved.

Tailpiece
Medieval artists found many other 
ways to express the mystery of Christ’s 
harrowing of hell. Among the more 
unusual is an image found in many 
copies of that popular medieval book, the 
bestiary.

The medieval bestiary is an encyclopedia 
of ancient and medieval lore concerning 
animals, both real and fabulous. It was 
particularly popular 
in England where 
a fascination 
with animals has 
a long history. 
There are some 
sixty five bestiaries 
extant, dating 
from the twelfth 
to the fourteenth 
centuries, and some 
fifty are of English 
manufacture. The 
bestiary was much 
read in monasteries, 
and when we 
remember that 
it offers much in 
the way of moral 
and theological 
interpretation of 
natural history, 
we can understand 
why.

Here is a painting 

from a thirteenth century bestiary made 
in central or northern England. It shows 
the fabulous creature called the Hydrus 
–not to be confused with the many 
headed Hydra which was vanquished 
by Hercules. The Hydrus is apparently a 
winged, dragon-like creature with a very 
long tail and lives in a state of perpetual 
enmity with the Cocodrillus which lives 
by the river Nile in Egypt. Its hatred for 
this animal is such that it covers itself with 
slime, and when the Cocodrillus is asleep 
climbs into its open mouth, slides down its 
throat and bursts out of its side. It thereby 
kills it and releases all that the Cocodrillus 
has previously consumed.

The Hydrus is straightforwardly identified 
with the Son of God, who, hating hell 
with a perfect hatred, clothes himself in 
the slime of human flesh, and while the 
enemy is asleep, or is ignorant of his divine 
person, hidden under the assumed nature, 
enters the belly of the monster, and breaks 
open the prison house from within. He 
can therefore free the captive souls of 
Adam and Eve, and their offspring.

Medieval monks and artists were 
looking to find the mysteries of Christ 
everywhere. And they found them in the 
most unexpected places. Here is one such 
place. We are given a simple, but arresting 
allegory, a bold and unforgettable image. 
It expresses a spiritual truth we do not 
want to forget.

Br. Duncan Smith

British Library Board Royal MS 12 C xix f.12v 
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It is now just over 150 years since Blessed 
Pope Pius IX, on December 8 1870, 
declared St Joseph to be the Patron of the 
Universal Church. To mark this occasion 
Pope Francis has declared a ‘Year of St 
Joseph’ beginning on December 8 last. It 
may seem rather surprising that a saint 
of the New Testament from whom no 
recorded word is ever mentioned has been 
given this title. But the life and role of 
St Joseph as guardian of Our Lord Jesus 
Christ and husband of the Blessed Virgin 
Mary does invite much reflection on our 
part as he was given such a central role in 
God’s plan of salvation. St Paul speaks of 
this plan as a “mystery hidden for ages in 
God” and as God’s “eternal purpose which 
He realized in Christ Jesus Our Lord” (Eph 
3: 8-12). This means that from all eternity 
God planned for His Son to be “born of 
a woman” (Gal 4:4), to be born of Mary. 
But it also implies that God chose Joseph 
for this lofty role to be the father of the 
family into which His Son was to make 

His earthly home. He was not the natural 
father of Jesus, who is God’s Son. But his 
given role as a father is not undermined by 
this. Rather, his fatherly role is enhanced 
by the very circumstances of God’s eternal 
plan, by the fact of who Jesus is, the 
Incarnation of the Second Person of the 
Holy Trinity. He is chosen by God to be 
a human father to Jesus from the child’s 
birth and throughout the ‘hidden years’ 
of Jesus’ childhood.  For the same reason 
his role as husband to Mary is not lessened 
because of her virginity and espousal 
by the Holy Spirit. The marriage bond 
between Joseph and Mary in their virginal 
state was all part of God’s eternal plan for 
them both and as such was supernaturally 
enriched due to their lived out “obedience 
of faith” (Rom 1:5). 

St Matthew tells us that Joseph, betrothed 
to Mary, was a “just man” (Mt 1:19). Being 
betrothed to Mary meant that they were 
already married, even before he took her 
into his own home. Such was the Jewish 

custom at the time, that a marriage took 
place in two stages: the couple became 
betrothed but still lived apart for a time 
period, which could last several months. 
It was during this intermediate stage, 
before they lived together, that Mary 
“was found to be with child of the Holy 
Spirit”. St Luke records the annunciation 
to Mary by the Angel Gabriel, that she is 
to bear a son whom she is to name Jesus. 
“He will be great and will be called Son of 
the Most High” (Lk 1:32). Mary wonders 
how this can come about since she “does 
not know a man”, meaning that she does 
not have a conjugal relationship with a 
man. As she was already legally married, 
being betrothed to Joseph, in the normal 
course of events she might have assumed 
that she will bear a son by Joseph. But 
her question to the angel can only make 
sense if Mary had intended to be a virgin 
in marriage, that she had previously taken 
a vow of virginity. We read in the Book 
of Numbers chapter 30 that such a vow 
could be made by Jewish women at the 
time and maintained in marriage if the 
husband agreed. It is therefore reasonable 
to conclude that Mary did take such a 
vow and that Joseph had agreed, that he 
also was willing to live in marriage to her 
respecting her vow. When it becomes 
visibly clear that Mary is with child, Joseph 
naturally begins to wonder at this. He 
knows his wife to be a virtuous woman 
and does not suspect that she has decided 
to marry someone else. Such an act would 
have been adulterous and deserving of a 
death penalty. 

Being a just man means more than 
simply adhering to the letter of the law. 
He believes in her inherent goodness, her 
holiness. There is a mystery here that 
he simply does not yet understand and 
so he is unwilling to put her to shame. 
He therefore decides to divorce her 
quietly. He is placing his trust in Divine 
Providence. Mary is doing precisely the 
same thing. She knows from the Angel 
Gabriel that her pregnancy is a Work 
of God, that her child is of the Holy 
Spirit and is in fact the Son of God. She 
knows that she has allowed God to take 
her into a profound mystery, to enable 
her to participate in a Work of the Holy 
Spirit that has never before been done. 
This is totally God’s initiative that she 
has consented to. Gabriel does not even 
mention anything about Joseph to her or 
her betrothal to him. She can therefore 
assume that as only God can reveal such 
a mystery to man, He will also enlighten 

The mystery of St Joseph
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her husband in His own way. Such was 
the greatness of Mary’s faith that she 
waited patiently several months for this 
to take place, even after the point where 
it had become obvious that she was with 
child. We can see in these events a testing 
of them both. What would Joseph do? 
He would not expose her to the law and 
put her to shame. God then revealed to 
Joseph His mysterious work. An angel 
appeared to him also, though in a dream, 
saying: “Joseph, son of David, do not fear 
to take Mary your wife, for that which 
is conceived in her is of the Holy Spirit” 
(Mt. 1:20). The timing of all these events 
is crucial to the unfolding of the mystery 
and in showing the greatness of their 
respective faiths. God respects both Mary’s 
vow of virginity and their marriage bond: 
The angel in speaking to Joseph refers to 
Mary as “your wife”. 

The silence that surrounds the lives of 
Joseph and Mary can only be an expression 
of their profound interior lives. We see 
this too in the meeting of Mary and 
Elizabeth. When Mary, having been told 
by the Angel Gabriel that her cousin 
Elizabeth, though advanced in years, is 
herself expecting a child, she immediately 
goes to assist her. This too is a special 
grace from God and an integral part of 
His plan surrounding the mystery of the 
Incarnation. For when the cousins meet, 
Mary does not sit her down to explain 
God’s plan for her life. She is bearing 
within her the Son of God, but it is not 
she who reveals this to Elizabeth. Again 
it is God who reveals and enlightens 
Elizabeth who is filled with the Holy 
Spirit. It is remarkable that Mary, and 
Joseph too, never seek to draw attention 
to themselves. She, in her song of praise, 
her Magnificat, extols not herself but 
the greatness of God, what He has done 
through her, and this only after it is clear 
to her that God has revealed His Work 

to Elizabeth too. Although there are no 
recorded words of Joseph in the gospels, 
by his actions we can see he too was never 
a one to draw attention to himself. He was 
clearly focussed on God’s will for him. 
In a homily on the Nativity, St Bernard 
exhorts all who seek to follow Christ to 
conceal their acquired spiritual treasure 
within and love to be unknown. Instead, 
let another mouth praise you and yours 
be silent! Shun the vanities of the world, 
for this is God’s way. Why does He choose 
to be born in a stable? Is He not the one 
who says: “the world and all that is in it is 
mine” (Ps 49:12)? Clearly He is reproving 
the glory of the world. O Wisdom which 
shall be drawn from hidden things. O 
truly Incarnate and veiled Wisdom! 

The Gospel writers have not recorded 
any words of Joseph for us. But by his 
selfless actions he shows us he was never 
a one to seek the attention. He was clearly 
focussed on God’s will for him. He takes 
Mary as his wife on the word of the angel 
in a dream, without question. He marvels 
at the events surrounding the birth of 
Jesus and at the prophecies of Simeon and 
Anna about the Child, but he does not 
speak. On account of the threat from King 
Herod and on the word of the angel in a 
dream he immediately arises and takes his 
family to Egypt. This was all in accordance 
with God’s plan. St Matthew tells us all 
this was to fulfil what was spoken by the 
prophet (Hosea 11:1, Exod 4:22). Following 
the death of Herod and again on the 
words of an angel in a dream he takes his 
family back to their home in Nazareth. 
Then commence the ‘hidden years’ when 
Jesus lived and worked side by side with 
Joseph and Mary, being obedient to them, 
increasing “in wisdom and in stature, and 
in favour with God and man” (Lk. 2:52). 

Christ in His humanity instrumentally 
confers divine grace, according to St 
Thomas Aquinas. This grace would 

certainly have enhanced the virtuous 
life of Joseph both as a father and a 
husband. As Pope St John Paul II wrote: 
“Why should the ‘fatherly’ love of Joseph 
not have had an influence upon the 
‘filial’ love of Jesus? And vice versa why 
should the ‘filial’ love of Jesus not have 
had an influence upon the ‘fatherly’ 
love of Joseph, thus leading to a further 
deepening of their unique relationship? 
Those souls most sensitive to the impulses 
of divine love have rightly seen in Joseph 
a brilliant example of the interior life.” 
In a very unique way he was truly in 
harmony with His Maker, both interiorly 
and exteriorly, to Truth residing in his 
soul and in his home! He is both a father 
to Christ and a follower of Christ. His 
life exemplifies to a perfect degree the 
equanimity of a true follower of Christ 
who, in the words of St John Henry 
Newman, “lives beyond all hopes and 
fears, suspense and jealousy … (is) patient, 
cool, discriminating and impartial: – so 
much so, that this very fairness marks 
his character in the eyes of the world, is 
known unto all men.” And as head of the 
Holy Family of Nazareth, in a true sense 
the beginning of the Church, Joseph has 
been rightly chosen as now Patron of the 
Universal Church. In the words of Pope 
Francis, we need only ask St Joseph for the 
grace of graces: our conversion. In union 
with the Holy Father we make our prayer 
to him:

Hail, Guardian of the Redeemer, 
Spouse of the Blessed Virgin Mary.  
To you God entrusted his only Son;  
in you Mary placed her trust;  
with you Christ became man.

Blessed Joseph, to us too, 
show yourself a father  
and guide us in the path of life.  
Obtain for us grace, mercy and courage,  
and defend us from every evil. Amen.

Dom Brian Gerard Kelly

Marie-Line Burguiere
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In his introduction to this book, Bishop 
Hugh Gilbert observes how the words of 
the “Our Father” are among those of Jesus 
which have “travelled the furthest into 
humanity.” They are central to Christian 
life and really contain all the contours of 
sanctity. How then do we allow it to sink 
into our hearts? The Bible is our guide and 
Sister Claire has searched the scriptures to 
provide Biblical passages that illuminate 
multiple aspects of each of the petitions 
of the prayer. These passages are arranged 
according to the different aspects and 
those for each petition are introduced by 
reflections in which Sister Claire draws 
upon treasures old and new. Together 
with patristic and papal teaching are 
interesting pieces of new information, 
such as that about the religious sister who 
fed 15,000 people from one barrel of rice in 
1999. There is discernment, experience and 
gentle wit in these reflections which put 
the petitions in an ecclesial context.

As you will read elsewhere in this Quarr 
Abbey Newsletter, this is the year of Saint 
Joseph and in this context the Vatican has 
issued a document about indulgences. 
Here is an extract from it:

Saint Joseph, an authentic man of 
faith, invites us to rediscover our filial 
relationship with the Father, to renew our 
devotion to prayer, to dispose ourselves 
to listen and correspond with profound 
discernment to God’s will. The Plenary 
Indulgence is granted to those who shall 
contemplate the Lord’s Prayer for at least 
30 minutes…

Half an hour may seem a long time to 
focus on a prayer, but if you have Sister 
Claire’s book before you it will seem all 
too short! It is an aid to that best sort of 
Bible reading where illumination is sought 
not from the dissections of scholars but 
from what the Sacred Text itself has to say 
elsewhere about the themes in the passage 
being pondered. For example, if you are 
considering the implications of praying 
“thy will be done”, you have a reminder 
in the form of the Ten Commandments 
and an example in the Lord praying 
in the Garden of Gethsemane; if you 
are addressing God as Father, you are 
reminded that the prophet Isaiah tells us 
that He has the tenderness of a mother 
and that as children of one Father we are 
called to fraternal communion with each 
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other; if you are asking for forgiveness 
you are given reassuring words from the 
Book of Sirach, “How great is the mercy of 
the Lord” and the example for yourself of 
the Lord on the cross forgiving those who 
have put him there.

This book grows out of many years of the 
traditional Benedictine practice of Lectio 
Divina – the giving of prayerful attention 
to what God is saying to us through the 
Bible. It will help many to join in this 
tradition. It should be available from 
the monastic shops at Saint Cecilia’s and 
Quarr Abbey.

Dom Luke Bell

The death of George Cassell who lived 
on the Quarr Abbey Estate came as 
something of a surprise one February 
afternoon, although he had been ill for a 
number of months. It brought to an end 
his long association with the Abbey and 
community.

George started visiting Quarr regularly 
in the 1980’s. He used to attend Lauds 
on occasion, and after the office Brother 
Gregory (as he then was) used to give him 
breakfast together with the guests.

memorabilia of the Isle of Wight generally 
and of Quarr in particular. He provided 
many of the old photographs displayed 
in our Visitors Centre as well as a framed 
plan of the estate produced for a land 
sale in the 1920’s. At the time of his death 
he was hoping to act as a guide to the 
Medieval Abbey ruins, once Historic 
England was able to give permission for 
their opening to the public.

George had a great love of poetry, 
especially that of Coleridge and Tennyson. 
Books of poetry were constantly at his 
side whether on a table, in a pocket or 
in his car; and he knew pages by heart. I 
remember visits to the Art Gallery when 
artists who had painted scenes much 
loved by Tennyson were regaled with the 
appropriate verses.

Like many people, I remember George 
sitting in his garden in the sunshine 
talking to any who passed him by on the 
public bridleway. He was interested in all 
who cared to talk. He was well known to 
all and will be much missed. May he rest 
in peace. Amen.

He moved into Quarr Abbey Farmhouse, 
the eighteenth century extension built 
onto the Medieval Abbey ruins, in 1992, 
and that was his home for the rest of his 
life. Living within sound of the Abbey 
bells had its effect upon him. He came 
frequently to Mass and the Office, and 
in 1998 he sought reception into full 
communion with the Catholic Church. 
He was received by Fr. Bede Dunn, a close 
friend, at a special Mass in the Abbey 
Church attended by all in the community.

George was an accountant by profession, 
but had a wide variety of interests and 
involved himself in many activities. Most 
important for him was his work with 
Alcoholics Anonymous. Over the years 
he helped countless people struggling 
with a drink problem. Fr. Luke referred 
people to him for advice and support 
and remembers the promptness and 
generosity he always showed.

One of his great interests was in local 
history, and with much research and 
persevering effort he built up a large 
collection of books, postcards and 

George Cassell R.I.P.


