Parish Retreat – Ampleforth

10th –12th November 2008

We arrived in time for tea and cakes on Monday afternoon and found our rooms in the Grange, the guest house just up the hill from the Abbey Church.  Fr. Bede welcomed us and said he hoped that the programme would provide a balance between talks, praying the monastic office, sociable time as a group and quiet times by ourselves.  All through the retreat Fr. Bede bombarded us with copies of poems, articles, emails and pictures so there was plenty to read and think about during our quiet times.


After Vespers and supper we had the first of our six talks with Fr Bede. He asked us to think about ourselves and celebrate the point we had reached in our journey.  The emphasis was on spirituality rather than religion.  The following morning, after some discussion about our response to the previous evening’s talk we concentrated on Jesus as revealed in the story of his encounter with the Canaanite woman (Matt. 15: 21-28).  We got so much out of this that it occupied both morning sessions.  After tea Fr Bede talked about prayer – our intimate relationship with God – and then, in the final session of the day, forgiveness.  On the Wednesday morning Fr Bede’s last talk was about returning to the parish and maintaining the changes brought about in us by the retreat.  We also had a good hour and a half with Fr Dominic – stimulating and perceptive as ever.  A fuller account of these talks follows.

A few members of our group got up for Matins at 6.00 a.m. on the Tuesday morning and more for Lauds at 7.30 before breakfast.  We attended the Conventual Mass in the Choir of the Abbey on both days; Fr Hugh concelebrating with the monks.  Tuesday’s Mass was quite special being the feast of St Martin as well as Armistice Day.  We went to Vespers on both evenings which is sung in Latin but instead of Compline Fr Hugh led us for our own Night Prayer.

In our free time on Tuesday afternoon some went for walks and saw school rugby matches in progress, others went to the Abbey shop and snapped up bottles of the Abbey cider brandy produced from apples from the Ampleforth orchards.

It was predicted that when we got back to the parish our fellow parishioners would ask first about the food and the weather!  Well the food was good and after a stormy day on Tuesday, Wednesday was beautiful – St Martin’s summer a day late.  The sun shone straight into the eyes of some of us in the conference room so we drew the curtains. “Oh dear” said Fr Bede “you are shutting out the blinding light of the Resurrection – I feel there’s a sermon in there”.

We departed on Wednesday afternoon, after another good lunch, with Fr Bede’s exhortation to “Become what you receive – the Body of Christ”.




In his first talk Fr Bede stressed that his emphasis would be on spirituality rather that religion. He started with a poem by Oscar Romero “It helps now and then to step back and take the long view _ _ _”.  We were asked to think about ourselves; to celebrate the point we have reached on the journey, to strip off the masks we usually wear and to examine the “attic rooms” of our personalities which we don’t often invite even our best friends to see.

On Tuesday morning we discussed our response to the first session before we got into our next topic – Jesus.  Through lectio divina (reading between the lines with our spiritual spectacles on) we studied the story of the encounter between Jesus and the Canaanite woman (Matthew 15: 21-28).  In the end Jesus, having been thoroughly rude and offhand, cures the woman’s daughter.  In this story we see the human side of Jesus, who is having a bad day, as well as the divine.  There was so much to say about this short Gospel passage that it took up the rest of the first session and all the second session of the morning.

When we reconvened after tea Fr Bede talked about prayer – our intimate relationship with God.  God is beyond words, beyond conversation and reached only by love – so risk prayer and defend your prayer time against interruptions.  Think about the three gardens in the Bible: Eden – and the choices we make.  

Gethsemane – Part 1:human failure, despair and desolation; 

Part 2: acceptance “not my will _ _ _” and the inspiration to go on.  

The Easter Garden: resurrection and Mary’s surprise meeting with the risen Christ.  

“How many times have you met Jesus today?” asked Fr Bede, a question echoed in the Gospel on the Feast of Christ the King.  The last session of the day was about forgiveness illustrated by three moving stories.

Our last hour with Fr Bede came after coffee on Wednesday morning and concerned our return to the Parish and maintaining the benefits of the retreat.  He started with another poem “May your new work excite your heart _ _ _” and stressed that we had changed in the previous two days and should not slip back quoting Cardinal Newman “To live is to change.  To live fully is to change often”.  We should be witnesses not spectators, notice needs and respond to them and should become what we receive – The Body of Christ.

Fr Dominic was with us for the first session on Wednesday morning and he talked about his cousin, Peter, who died recently.  They had been very close friends from an early age, growing up together and sharing common interests – notably cricket.  In their late teens they had gone their separate ways; Dominic into the monastery and Peter to Medical School eventually to become a dedicated GP in West Yorkshire.  He was a very good, loving and generous family man but with no religious faith at all.  Dominic felt that they had been travelling on the same road but separately and that Peter’s relationship with God was a mystery.  This led to a lot of discussion, which became wide ranging (we overran our time again).  Asked what we should do, as a parish, to keep our young people involved Fr Dominic replied: “Be a joyous and vibrant parish.  Be small communities of service and, above all, don’t get depressed!”

Peter Peel

“At six in the morning the atmosphere in the shadowy Abbey and the chanting of the monks at Matins was truly uplifting – such a contrast with the modern world”





“This was an experience not to be missed and one that I shall try to repeat”.





“Fr Bede made us feel that each one of us and our contributions to the discussions were important.”





“We must go back to Ampleforth for a follow up – Spring 2010 perhaps.”





“There are ways of being a Christian today in an Age of Pluralism suggested during the Retreat at Ampleforth.   The emerging paradigm involves an historical, metaphorical and sacramental way of seeing the Christian tradition, and a relational and transformational way of seeing the Christian life.”








'Since Ampleforth I am more aware of the Divine Nature and Human Nature coming together, developing love within. I loved the social side of talking, discussing Fr Bede and Fr. Dominic's words and especially the relaxed community spirit of meal times (delicious food)'








“Attending the Office services in the Abbey Church; being a participant and not just an observer and absorbing the chanting of the monks, one felt part of a much larger Church.”





“It was good to be part of eight from our parish, of listening together to the retreat priest, of making a contribution, of talking and discussing together, of eating together......just being together.”











