
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 
Christmas 2015 

(Letter n°49) 

“He has rescued us from the power of darkness 
and transferred us into the kingdom of his beloved Son. 

He is the image of the invisible God, the first-born of all creation.” 

(Col 1:13.15) 
 

 

In the midst of our preparations to celebrate the coming of our Saviour among us, we suggest 

you reflect on this passage by Fr Ronald Rolheiser OMI. 

 

The mystery of the incarnation, simply stated, is the mystery of God taking on 

human flesh and dealing with human beings in a visible, tangible way. The radical 

character of this, however, needs some explanation, especially as it pertains to three 

things: why God would act in this way; the shocking rawness of this kind of act; and its 

ongoing, rather than one-shot, character. 

Why would God want to take on human flesh? Why would an infinite power want 

to limit itself within the confines of history and a human body? Why incarnation? 

There is a marvelous story told about a four-year-old child who awoke one night 

frightened, convinced that in the darkness around her there were all kinds of spooks and 

monsters. Alone, she ran to her parents’ bedroom. Her mother calmed her down and, 

taking her by the hand, led her back to her own room, where she put on a light and 

reassured the child with these words: “You needn’t be afraid, you are not alone here. 

God is in the room with you.” The child replied: “I know that God is here, but I need 

someone in this room who has some skin!” 

In essence, that story gives us the reason for the incarnation, as well as an 

excellent definition of it. God takes on flesh because, like this young girl, we all need 

someone with us who has some skin. A God who is everywhere is just as easily nowhere. 

We believe in what we can touch, see, hear, smell, and taste. We are not angels, without 

bodies, but sensual creatures in the true sense of the word sensuality.  

We have five senses and we are present in the world through those senses. We 

know through them, communicate through them, and are open to each other and the 

world only through them. And God, having created our nature, respects how it operates. 

Thus, God deals with us through our senses. The Jesus who walked the roads of Palestine 

could be seen, touched, and heard. In the incarnation, God became physical because 

we are creatures of the senses who, at one point, need a God with some skin. 

Nikos Kazantzakis once explained this by way of a parable: “A man came up to 

Jesus and complained about the hiddenness of God. ‘Rabbi,’ he said, ‘I am an old man. 

During my whole life, I have always kept the commandments. Every year of my adult life, 

I went to Jerusalem and offered the prescribed sacrifices. Every night of my life, I have 

not retired to my bed without first saying my prayers. But … I look at the stars and some-
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times the mountains—and wait, wait for God to come so that I might see him. I have 

waited for years and years, but in vain. Why? Why? Mine is a great grievance, Rabbi! 

Why doesn’t God show himself?’ ” 

Jesus smiled and responded gently: “Once upon a time there was a marble 

throne at the eastern gate of a great city. On this throne sat three thousand kings. All of 

them called upon God to appear so that they might see him, but all went to their graves 

with their wishes unfulfilled. 

“Then, when the kings had died, a pauper, barefooted and hungry, came and 

sat upon that throne. ‘God,’ he whispered, ‘the eyes of a human being cannot look 

directly at the sun, for they would be blinded. How, then, Omnipotent, can they look 

directly at you? Have pity, Lord, temper your strength, turn down your splendor so that I, 

who am poor and afflicted, may see you!’ 

“Then—listen, old man—God became a piece of bread, a cup of cool water, a 

warm tunic, a hut, and in front of the hut, a woman nursing an infant. 

“ ‘Thank you, Lord,’ the pauper whispered. ‘You humbled yourself for my sake. 

You became bread, water, a warm tunic and a wife and a child in order that I might see 

you. And I did see you. I bow down and worship your beloved many-faced face.’ ” 

God takes on flesh so that every home becomes a church, every child becomes 

the Christ-child, and all food and drink become a sacrament. God's many faces are now 

everywhere, in flesh, tempered and turned down, so that our human eyes can see him. 

God, in his many-faced face, has become as accessible, and visible, as the nearest 

water tap. That is the why of the incarnation. (…) 

Finally, and of critical importance, is the question of the ongoing nature of the 

incarnation. The incarnation is not a thirty-three-year experiment by God in history, a 

one-shot, physical incursion into our lives. The incarnation began with Jesus and it has 

never stopped. The ascension of Jesus did not end, nor fundamentally change, the 

incarnation. God's physical body is still among us. God is still present, as physical and as 

real today, as God was in the historical Jesus. God still has skin, human skin, and 

physically walks on this earth just as Jesus did. In a certain manner of speaking, it is true to 

say that, at the ascension, the physical body of Jesus left this earth, but the body of Christ 

did not. God's incarnational presence among us continues as before. (…) 

If it is true that we are the Body of Christ, and it is, then God’s presence in the 

world today depends very much upon us. We have to keep God present in the world in 

the same way as Jesus did. We have to become, as Teresa of Avila so simply put it, 

God’s physical hands, feet, mouthpiece, and heart in this world. 

 
(The Holy Longing, Doubleday, 1999, p. 76-77.79.80) 

 





 On 11 August, the editorial committee of the review One in Christ met in the monastery.   

Sr Geraldine Smyth OP (The Irish School of Ecumenics, Dublin), Fr Bill Russell (White 

Father, Jerusalem) and Fr John Mayhead OSB (Turvey, England) joined Fr Mark-Ephrem for 

a day of reflection and evaluation. 

 From 12 to 19 August, we received a visit from Fr Christian Dieckmann, a Benedictine 

monk from the Abbey of Kornelimunster (Germany), currently Parish Priest of the German-

speaking parish of London. 

 On 19 August, in celebration of the founder of our Congregation of St Mary of Mount 

Olivet, St Bernard Tolomei, we invited Fr Martin Browne, a Benedictine monk from Glenstal 

Abbey (Ireland) recently ordained a priest, to preach and preside at the Eucharist. He arrived 

at the monastery on 18 August, in the company of Br Gunther Mari, a Benedictine monk at 

the monastery of Bakonybel (Hungary).   



 From 20 to 27 August, Br Joshua was in France with our Benedictine brothers at the Abbey 

of Maylis (France). 

 On 21 August, Br Éric underwent a small operation. 

 From 31 August to 12 September, to celebrate the 25th anniversary of his monastic 

profession, Br Thierry was in Avila (Spain) on a pilgrimage in the footsteps of St Theresa of 

Avila and St John of the Cross, organized by Carmelite Friars from England and Ireland.   

 On 11 September, Fr Mark-Ephrem preached at the Anglican cathedral of Armagh in the 

course of an ecumenical service organized by the Samaritans (an association founded in 

England in 1953, whose members respond to the telephone calls of people in difficulty).  

 On 17 September, Fr Mark-Ephrem was in Armagh for a meeting of the Chapter of the 

Anglican cathedral. 

 From 18 to 28 September, Fr Bernard McInulty, a Benedictine monk from the Abbey of 

Ampleforth (England) was on a visit to the monastery. 

 From 24 September to 1st October, another Benedictine monk was in Rostrevor: 

Br Augustine Fries, from the Abbey of St Boniface in Munich (Germany). 

 On 30 September, some forty priests from the diocese of Kildare and Leighlin (Ireland) 

called at the monastery, where they met Fr Mark-Ephrem and joined the community in prayer 

at Vespers. 

 From 5 to 9 October, we were delighted to welcome Sr May-Owen de Simone, an 

Anglican Benedictine nun from the Abbey of Malling (England). We had invited her to give a 

series of talks, on the second book of the Dialogues of St Gregory the Great on the life of 

St Benedict, to members of the community and to a dozen of our secular oblates on retreat at 

the monastery. 

 On 10 October, Fr Mark-Ephrem baptised Olivia, the daughter of Mark (his nephew) and 

Clare. 

 On 11 October, Fr Mark-Ephrem preached at the Anglican cathedral of Armagh. 

 On 13 October, Fr Brian Grogan, an Irish Jesuit, gave a talk on Pope Francis to members 

of the public. Fr Brian has written a lot about the Pope and was his Superior when, in 1980, 

Jorge Bergoglio was in Dublin to learn English.   

 From 13 to 21 October, Sr Christina, a Trappistine nun from the monastery at Tautra 

(Norway), was on retreat with us. 

 On 19 October, Fr Mark-Ephrem paid a visit to the neighbouring parish of Mayobridge, 

where he had been invited to speak about the monastic vocation. 

 On 23 October, Br Éric was accompanied by his nieces and several members of their 

families for the interment in our cemetery of the ashes of his sister Édith, who died on 20 

February past.   

 From 24 to 26 October, Bishop Raymond Field, Auxiliary Bishop of Dublin, was on retreat 

in the monastery. 

 On 31 October, the community gave thanks for the 25th anniversary of Br Thierry’s 

monastic profession. The profession took place at the Abbey of Our Lady of Bec on the 

anniversary of the dedication of the abbatial church.    

 On 4 November, we learned of the death of our friend Elisabeth Chamaraux, a secular 

oblate of the Abbey of le Bec.  

 On 5 November, Dom Brendan Freeman arrived at the monastery to preach our community 

retreat, which lasted from 6 to 13 November. Dom Brendan was the Abbot of the Cistercian 

Abbey of New Melleray (United States) from 1984 to 2013; since 2013, he has been the 

Superior of the Cistercian Abbey of the Holy Trinity (United States).      

 From 10 to 12 November, we had a visit from our Franciscan friend, Fr Gwenolé Jeusset.   

Until recently responsible for the Franciscan inter-religious centre of Istanbul (Turkey), he 

was passing through Ireland before joining his new community in France. 



 From 15 to 20 November, Fr Mark-Ephrem was on the west coast of Ireland for a period of 

personal retreat. 

 From 25 to 27 November, we had the visit of Dom Finbar Kealy, retired Abbot of the 

Benedictine Abbey of Douai (England). 

 On 26 November, Fr Mark-Ephrem was in Dublin for the presentation of a Festschrift in 

honour of Sr Geraldine Smyth OP, on the occasion of the end of her term as Director of the 

Irish School of Ecumenics (Dublin). The collection contains contributions by theologians, 

sociologists who have worked in the domain of politics, ecumenism and ecclesiology. 

 On 27 November, Gladys Ganiel, former lecturer at the Irish School of Ecumenics and 

now part of the staff of Queen’s University, Belfast, came with her husband Brian and his 

parents to present her son of 6 months Ronan Patrick to the community. 

 On 29 November, for the first Sunday of Advent, the community went to the Anglican 

cathedral of Down for the service of Evensong, in the course of which Br Éric, the ecumenical 

Canon of the cathedral, preached the sermon. 

In the evening, we went to the Anglican parish church of our village for a time of ecumenical 

prayer for the start of Advent. 

 









By your mercy we were created. 
And by your mercy we were created anew in your Son’s blood.  

It is your mercy that preserves us.  
In mercy you cleansed us in the blood;  

in mercy you kept company with your creatures.  
O mad lover! It was not enough for you take on our humanity:  

You had to die as well!  
O mercy! My heart is engulfed with the thought of you!  

For wherever I turn my thoughts I find nothing but mercy. 
 

(St Catherine of Sienna 
8th December 2015, beginning of the Year of Mercy) 

 

 

 

 

All the members of the community wish you a joyful Christmas 

and a Happy New Year 2016. 


