Address given by Abbot Aidan Bellenger after his Blessing

‘In medio ecclesiae aperuit os eius’.  In the middle of the church he got up and spoke.  On this day of my blessing I am, perhaps uncharacteristically, somewhat lost for words, and for this you may be grateful.  I feel like the central character in Baron Corvo’s Hadrian VII confronted with the question: ‘Do you accept Pontificality?’ and having to answer ‘Yes’.  Bishop Declan has blessed me with grace and spoken with eloquence; this is his first abbatial blessing.  Bishop Mark and the other abbots from Ampleforth, Douai, Ealing and Worth have imparted their benediction, too, and the church is filled with a reverential atmosphere.

This great abbey church, with its congregation of over a thousand, is probably the fullest I have seen it.  I am delighted to see the school, staff and pupils, here in force and I would like to thank them for their splendid singing and serving as well as their endurance over the last two hours.  Our oblates, Old Gregorians, and parishioners are here, too, in wonderful numbers, including a coach full from my beloved Little Malvern.  It is very pleasing for me to see so many of my family here: my mother and sister, in particular; my dear father died in the summer, but I know he is here in spirit.  There are also friends from school in London and University in Cambridge, including, as is appropriate, a whole host of Jesus men; colleagues from the universities in Bristol and Bath Spa, including the latter’s Vice Chancellor, from Sarum College where I am a visiting scholar; my co-authors in various books, and representatives of many of the academic societies of which I am a member: the Society of Antiquaries, the Royal Society of Arts, the Royal Historical Society, the Ecclesiastical History Society (in the person of its secretary) the Catholic Record Society (and its president, Bishop Mullins) the English Catholic Historical Association, the Royal Stuart Society, the Winchester Catholic History Group and a galaxy of  Somerset Societies.

I am honoured by the presence of the Lord Lieutenant of Somerset, my adopted county, Lady Gass, and by Bishop Richard Third representing our friends, the Archbishop of Canterbury and the Bishop of Bath and Wells, as well as the Deans of Gloucester (also representing the bishop) and Wells, and the newly installed Principal of Westcott House, Cambridge.  My confreres, the Knights and Dames of Malta, are suitably magnificently attired as are many other clergy of different denominations and dioceses.  I am delighted to see so strong a force from Clifton and Westminster, as well as the Principal Army Chaplain who came by helicopter.  You are all welcome.

The heart of the abbot’s care is for his monastic community and I am encouraged by the love and support you have shown me over more than a quarter of a century.  I am delighted that my two immediate predecessors, Abbot Charles and Abbot Richard are here with me; without them we would not be here at all.  

Today we look forward to the future with the strength of the four hundred years of community life we have been celebrating this year.  On the altar during this Mass we have relics of our martyred brothers, Saints John Roberts and Ambrose Barlow.  The principal chalice used in this celebration is the one used by our forefathers in prison during the French Revolution.  My pastoral staff, with its fetching dragon, once belonged to Archbishop David Mathew, the historian, and the chasuble, not my latest purchase from the Oxfam shops, is Medieval and monastic; from the Cistercian abbey of Bordesley in the Midlands. It was lovingly preserved by the recusant Sheldon family.  

I have always cherished the past, but I am aware that the mission of the monks, and the work of the Church, is to look to the future: we are all monks on a mission.  The mission of St Gregory’s remains a clear one: to witness in the contemporary world to the abiding values of the Gospel.  That witness is primarily through the faithful living out there of the Rule of St Benedict.  It is further shown in the Benedictine and Catholic ethos of our school and parishes as well as in the strength of preaching and writing.  St Gregory’s at Downside is a place both of stability and radical transformation.  An abbot has to proclaim things old and new and it is only through the Holy Spirit that this balance is possible at all.  I am aware of all the love and prayers and support there is here today.  May it grow still deeper and bear even greater fruit.  Amen
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