ENGLISH BENEDICTINE CONGREGATION
HISTORY COMMISSION

SYMPOSIUM

Oulton Abbey, Friday 9 September 1977
Adapted from Ampleforth Journal 83 (1978) 87-91

The conference began with apgper from Fr Placid Spearritt, Ampleforth'slibrarian, on 'Prayer
& Pdliticsamong English Benedictinesa Brussdls in the early Stuart period. Histhesisturned on the
diginction between Jesuit spiritudity, which interlocked with pgpa ecdesology, with its fegtures of
obedience and centralised control; and monastic iritudity, which was rether anarchic, God-directed,
contralled ecdesdly by the monadtic and locd  superior and devoid of interest in Church palitics. It
wasthe age-dld problem, inditutiond orientation with sysems of prayer versus persond orientation
with prayer flowing forth from lectio divina. The mixtureisill with us, in confrontetion; there are
many ecdesologies aoat in any one congregaion, often any one community.

Fr Raddsilludration of thisthessbeganwith thedaughter of the 7th Earl of Northumberland,
who died amartyr/rebd in 1572 a Knavesmire. Lady Mary Percy became afoundress Abbess efter
being educated in Handers and turning to Fr John Gerard SJand Fr Richard Holt SJ, with Fr Robert
Persons SJbehind both. Benediictine asthe convent founded wis, it was Jesuit ingpired and controlled,
Jesuit financed and topped up. In the quarrds between Jesuits and ssculars, the Jesuits logt the right
to direct conventsbut retained the right (till 1773) to be nuns confessors. Those differences were of
course reflected in the doigers, occasioning the crises of 1609, 1624 and 1631 which issued in
houses baing set up in Ghent and dsewhere by groups of idedists, Jesuitist or anti-Jesuitist. (Cambral
had been founded with the hdp of Brussds in 1623). Curioudy the generd sairitudity of the
Benedictine houses remained unspoiled, a gentle amdgam of sympathy for the Rules endosure and
for thewarldsinvolvement.

INFLUENCES WHICH HAVE HELPED TO FORM OUR SPIRITUALITY
Dame Veronica Buss, Oulton,

May | begin with a quotation from Professor David Knowles  Introduction to the Life of Lady Lucy
Knatchbull. He compares Dame Gertrude More and Dame Lucy) hewrites) 'Dame Gertrude More,
nourished on the augtere teeching of Father Baker . . . (gppears) acontragt to Dame Lucy with her
wamly coloured meditations and moments of ecstasy and  union. The difference is probably in part
supafiad and temperamentd; for the livesof both show adruggle. . . and arenundation of affection
. ..Butofar asthereisared difference of peth, and not merdly of grace, it may form interesing
materid for acomparison of [the Benedictingl Fr Baker's methods and those of the Jesuit directors,
who were gpodlesof Carmdlite siritudity in the Low Countries. The latter, with Lady Lucy and her
Community behind them, could face any such comparison with equanimity.

The Foundresses of our Monadery a Ghent, Lucy Knatchbull, Eugenia Poulton, Magdden
Digby and Mary Roper! wereanxiousto continue to enjoy Jesuit direction, which seemed threstened
to be cut off by Archbishop Boonan, no friend to the Jesuits. Lady Mary Percy too, aswas ‘well
known was not partid to the Jesuit direction.’2. The Jesuiits, and  particularly Dr Norton Knatchbull,
Lucy's brother, who had been Confessor in the Brussels Monegtery in 1616, and had entered the
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Sodiety of Jesusin 1618° and who redising the likelihood of this goprediated direction being cut off,
were vay active in promating the Foundation.* There seams little doubt  that Ghent was chosen
because the Jesuit Tertian House for the English Province was in thet city.> Abbess Lucy therefore
without difficulty procured the Jesuiits as Extraordinary Confessors and directorsfor her Community.
(We, baing under the Bishop, our ordinary Confessors and Chaplains were Seculars, right down to
1926, when Abbot Clement Fowler became our first Benedictine Chaplain.) In 1625 Fr Norton
Knatchbull was himsdf the third Rector of the Ghent Tertian House!

However, by 1632, the Jesuit Generd, Mutius Vit leschi, perhaps on account of thetroublesrampant
inthe Brussds Monaedtery at that time, had curtalled the Jesuit servicesto our Monagtery, and Abbess
Eugenia Poulton wrote to him, expogulating about hisredtrictions. We havehisreply, dated 5.2.1633

inour Archives hewrites

Inregard to moderating a little the offices, which our (Brethren) were accustomed to confer on
this very religious monastery, more frequently and more freely than many approved of, (this) was
done by me . . . because | thought it incumbent upon me to see that all was done in order and
moderation, so that there should be nothing that the malevolent could censure, or even the Prelates
of the Church deem excessive.”® Curtailment of personal influence perhaps may have resulted, but
along-lasting effect seems to have been the result of these early days. The Exercises, judging from
fairly frequent mention in old papers, were often gone through, at least individually, and we learn
from Foley and the 'Annual Letters that in 1676 'many English nuns of Ghent made the Spiritual
Exercises this year with great fruit.°

INn1652, Sr Tobie Mathew wasliving a the Ghent Tertian Houseand had completed hisLifeof Lady
Lucy Knatchbull begunin 1642, theorigind of which we possess ™ from the text he was evidently her
Director for some time, and in our tradition, a Jesuit, though secretly for palitica reasons®? It seams
unlikdy that Lucy Knatchbull would have, a thetime, confided her intimate persond papersto any but
aJesuit. (In passing, it isinteresing to note thet this Lifeis the only place known where Sr Tobieis
actudly named as of the Soaety of Jesus; that he actudly was amember isof  course contested by
modernJesuits.? After the Suppression in 1773 the Jesits of the Ghent Tertian House seemto have
joined the g&f of the Schodl at Liege, known as The English Academy’, thefuture Sonyhurst® and
no doubt from thistime our contacts would have been much diminished or even ceasd.
Alongsdethe obvious JesLit influence on our Community there must dso havebeenagrowing
Benadictineinfluence Tomakeit more easly avaladle, DameAlexiaGray, in 1632, medeatrandation
of the Holy Rule, amusing to read, as it had been feminisad throughout! (1 think  this was the firgt
printed English edition Sncethe Reformation.) Ancther source of Benedictineinfluence camefromthe
Great Abbey of St Peter's the Abbat of which exercised akind of feudd right over our Abbey, it being
in the domain of St Peter’'s; each year on the feast of SS Peter and Paul a wax candle of 2lbsweght
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etc had to be presentedin recognition of the Abbot's over-lordship!** As early as 22nd May 1625 an
agreamant had been drawn up between the two Monederies regarding mutud prayers for the
departed.’>

Vay friendy rdations with the monks ssem to have been maintained until our departurefrom
Ghat in 1794.1° We had taken the Brussds Condtitutions with us to Ghent. They had beendravnup
iN1610for ‘the better obsarvation of theRule of O.H.F. S Benedict,' by MathiasHovius, Archbishop
of Mechlin, and, Abbess Nevilletdls us of 'many Abboats of learning and sanctity.™” When Father
Rudsnd Barlow went to Brussdsin 1623 to obtain hdp for the foundation a Cambral, he 'perused
our Stetutes and gave our congtitutions most high prayse, and thet they were more conforme to the
Rue than thers™® When Bishop Ullathorne revised these Statutes in 1880 he consdered them
‘congpicuous for thelr prudence and wisdom', he thought much too of the long  test which they hed
stood, and the vaue of old traditions and experience generdly.™® We continued to observe them until
about 1947, leaving them adde with regret.

The Community left Ghent in June 1794, via the Duke of York's amy waggons and
Antwerp.2° In 1795 they reessambled in Preston, 'the most Cathalic town in England,’ # in ahouse
iInChapd Street, oppoditethe Church of S Wilfred, which had been openedin 1793 by the ex-Jesuits,
Frs Dunn and Morgan,?? there the Community were obliged to go for Massand the Sacra- ments until
a Chaplain, in the person of Fr Robert Blaco was appointed in 1797 by Dr Gibson, the Vicar
Apostalic.z Asfar asour records go we seem to have hed little or no community contactswith Jesuits
ater ther restoration in 1814 gpart from one or two retregs

In1811 the Community removed to Caversval Caglenear Stonein Staffordshireand socame
under the juridiction of Dr Milner, then Vicar Apogtdlic of the Midiand Didrict; we were, as our
Amrds record: 'thus provided with an Ecdesagtical Superior, whose persond piety, enlightened
wisdom and fatherly kindness were unsurpassed in any of the excdlent prdaes under whose
jurisdictionit hed hitherto flourished.?* His influencewas necessarily apowerful one he hed great zed
for the saintud and tempord wefare of the Community. We haveanumber of siritud directivesand
commentaries written by him for us, rdigious booksgiven to membersaf the Community; hedrew up
plans® even to the minutest detalls for the Chapd and interested himsdlf in every aspect of our life
) even to sending alargerall of blue flannd for petticoats for the cold nund  Husenbeth, inhisLifeof
Dr Mimer sys

He aways took a kind and paternal interest in the Convent at Caverswall. There he felt himself in

the reviving atmosphere of holiness and religion, and that he had escaped for a while from the

turmoil and distractions of the world. It was often said that to see Dr Milner in his real character
one should see him at Oscott or Caverswal. He was free fom restraint, safe from invidious
observation, and surrounded by friends in whom he could repose entire confidence. Then, al the
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amiability of his real character came forth and he was easy, cheerful and affable.?

Bishop Milner diedin 1826; he seemsto have had amarked influence onthe Community a thisperiod,
and none later ssemsto have been as Srong and benefidd ashis

In the early 1840s we came to know Blessed Dominic Barberi C.P., who acted as our
Extraordinary for some time, and gave the Community two Retredts, one in September 1844 and
anotherinMay 1847.2” Bishop Wash, Milner's successor, dying in 1849, Bishop Ullathorne became
Vicar Apogalic of theMidland Didrict and firgt Bishop of Birmingham, and so, weenjoyed the benfit
of hisfatherly care and enlightened government for 40 yearsafterwards, asour Anndsstate?® and for
thefirg timein our higory under adirectly Benedictineinfluence. In 1853, Caverswdl Caglle having
become too smdll for our needs; it was he who suggested amove and found  the property a Oulton
for us, and consecrated our Church in 1854.%

Whenin 1876, the German monkswere forced, on account of the Kulturkampf, to leavether
country, Bishop Ullathorme gave them the church and property a Erdington;* by 1879 hehed put us
intouchwith them.®* From now on they acted as our Extraordinaries, gave usretreatsand hdped us
in many ways) anong them Frs Hildebrande de Hemptinne, Placid Woalter, and Leo Linse® were
outdanding and influentid in Community meatters, such as when Bishop Ullathorne suggested the
adoptionin 1879 of the Benedictine Breviary and Missd, and aso when the English Benedictine
Congregation kindly consented to our using their Ordo: we hed  hitherto used the Roman Breviary
according to our old Condtitutions, and our own Ordo from Ghent.>* From thistime on, over ahundred
years we have dways had Benedictine Extraordinaries, and with but few exceptionsretreats, and for
the lagt twenty years a Benediictine has been ddegated by the Archbishop to be our Ecdesadticd
Superior, and when obtainable, (whichis unfortunately rare!) a Benedictine Chaplain.

Remnantsof Jesuit influence may beseen | think, downto recent timesin someextradliturgica
devotions, as for example a specid love of Our Lady Immeculae. It is known that Fr Norton
Knatchbull had amearked devation to the Blessad Virgin concaved Immeaculate, and that he was the
third Prefect of the Soddlity of the Immeaculate Conogption.®* Our monestery  was dedicated to Our
Lady under this title, and we were known into the ningteenth century as '‘Benedictines of the
Immeaculate Conception’. Tothe various groupingsin the monadtery wereassgned the myderiesin our
Lady'slife) the Schoadl, the Presentation; the Noviceship her vocation a the Annun- ciaion, the
Community her Dolours, and to the Infirmary her Assumption. Therewere specia devotionsoneach
of these feedts newcomers to the Schoal received asilver ring on which was engraved Ave Maig;
podulants intending to persevere, made an oblation to Our Lady; a novena was mede for the
Assumption for a happy deethfor the next to die. The Abbess (accompanied by Our Lady, according
to an dld tradition) communicates eech Saturday for the sairitud welfare of the Community. We dill
kegp up these devationsin amodifed manner; our children il return wearing thar ringd | attribute
numbers, (maybewrongly!) to Jesuit influence, andin our Community we certainly 'lisped in numbers!
Therewere 7 Saturdaysin honour of Our Lady'sDalours, 10 Fridaysin honour of & Francs Xavier,
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1 000 Paters, fortunatdy said privately, for a hgppy death for the next to die. The Hours of the
Passon' said hourly in Lent;®® 10 Tuesdays in honour of O.H.F. S Benedict accompanied by many
Litenies, (thisthough of Bene- dictine origin) ) al these latter are now obsolete, and | think wearedl
graeful for thid

OTHER PAPERS

The remainder of the conference can be quickly told. Dom Philip Jebb, Archivig of Downgdeand
Anndig of the Congregation, gavean amusing anecdotd account of hisvigt to Audrdiafor thePolding
Centenary (Dom Bede Polding, monk of Downgde before his episcopd  leadership of the Churchin
Audrdia). Dom Alberic Stacpool e gave apresntation of J. C. H. Avding's book TheHandle
& the Axe to show the conduct of life of the Cathalic recusants in England from Reformation to
Emandpation (1535)1829). Dr David Rogers took up the theme of the morming with a
bibliographicd lecture, of the kind heis such ameadter at, on bookswritten for, or by, or dedicated to,
members of the foundation movement of Brussals It was exact and detalled. Books such as the
Imitatio Christi and The Art of Dying Well figured prominently.
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