Learning from the Past – a sermon preached at the closure of the Fourth Centenary of Downside Abbey, 21 November 2006, the Dies Memorabilis of the English Benedictine Congregation by Abbot Aidan Bellenger

Today will always be a memorable day for me (and for Father Boniface) as it was this day in 1982 that we were clothed as monks of this house.  Abbot John had ‘the Westminster Succession’ and he passed it down to us without actually explaining – who could? – what happened on 21 November 1607.  It was when Fr Sigebert Buckley ‘aggregated’ Robert Vincent Sadler and Edward Maihew to the Medieval English Benedictine Congregation.  Buckley had been at Westminster Abbey on 21 November 1556, four hundred and fifty years ago this year, when Mary Tudor restored its monastic life under Abbot John Feckenham.  Thus it was ‘a memorable day.’ The date was resonant when St Michael’s, Belmont, was opened on 21 November 1859, and appropriate when Religiosus Ordo was  probably promulgated on the same date in 1889.

On this day, too, in 1974, Dom David Knowles died.  His distant and critical angle of vision on our Congregation and particularly on St Gregory’s, the house of his profession, remains worth listening to.  Knowles felt that the Congregation had lost its way by forgetting its contemplative heart and concentrating too much on its active apostolate and its schools.  He believed that unless the Congregation returned to its Benedictine roots and the living out of the Rule it was doomed to extinction in the same way that its Medieval predecessor had been.  Aggregation to a failed past was equivalent to a damning inheritance.

Knowles was a radical conservative and his own vision of monasticism, contained in brief rule of life, seems quaint and hardly appropriate for the twenty-first century.  Those of us who are English monks and nuns today are called to an appropriate renewal which is both attractive to our contemporaries and authentic to our tradition.

It is appropriate that the Dies Memorabilis of our congregation today sees the completion of the celebration of our fourth centenary and the beginning of the meeting of the superiors of the English Benedictines.  Like many we must present ourselves in the Temple of the Lord and ask for God’s blessing on ourselves and our communities.  It is only through God’s grace that we have flourished for so long and its is only through God’s grace that we look forward to the future. 

