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‘Ross is a wonderfully evocative writer, deftly capturing a sense of place and history, while bringing a deep humanity to his subject. He has written a delightful book.’ – Guardian
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‘Fascinating . . . Ross makes a likeably idiosyncratic guide and one finishes the book feeling strangely optimistic about the inevitable.’ – Observer
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‘Absorbing . . . considered and moving.’ – Hilary Mantel
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About the Book


Churches are all around us. Their steeples remain landmarks in our towns, villages and cities, even as their influence and authority has waned. They contain art and architectural wonders - one huge gallery scattered, like a handful of jewels, across these isles.


Award-winning writer Peter Ross sets out to tell their stories, and through them a story of Britain. Join him as he visits the unassuming Norfolk church which contains a disturbing secret, and London's mighty cathedrals with their histories of fire and love. Meet cats and bats, monks and druids, angels of oak and steel.


Steeple Chasing, though it sometimes strikes an elegiac note, is a song of praise. It celebrates churches for their beauty and meaning, and for the tales they tell. It is about people as much as place, flesh and bone not just flint and stone. From the painted hells of Surrey to the holy wells of Wales, consider this a travel book . . . with bells on.









‘For Strangers’
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The words ‘For Strangers Only’ can be read, in chipped and fading gold letters, on the doors to certain box pews in St Mary’s, the church at the top of the Whitby’s famous 199 steps. The words indicate that these seats were for the use of visitors to the Yorkshire port town, most likely sailors come by ship. I have known St Mary’s for many years, but visited it most recently during the summer of 2021 in a week when there had been concern that new legislation might criminalise those, including the Royal National Lifeboat Institution, who rescue migrants found crossing the English Channel in flimsy overloaded vessels. ‘For Strangers Only’ – those three words painted long ago in a church overlooking the sea speak of a better Britishness: a desire to welcome and give comfort to those who journey in need and in hope. This book, likewise, is for anyone, native or newcomer, believer or sceptic, wearying for a place to rest. Welcome, seeker. Welcome, stranger. Take a pew. Have a brew.









 


 


I am tired, I am afraid.
My heart is full of dread.


– Richard Dawson


The anchor is cast and all shall be well.
I’m resting here a while in the sun.


– Virginia Astley


How England consoles & warms one, in these deep hollows,
where the past stands almost stagnant. And the little spire
across the fields . . .


– Virginia Woolf


I am tired, I am afraid.
But my heart is full of hope.


– Richard Dawson










DARKNESS
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IT WAS THE HOUR OF THE OWL, the hour of the men who wear the cowl, and the church was in deep winter dark.


A monk ghosted in, a white shape in the blackness; a shape that took on greater definition as he lit the tall candles on the altar. His hood was up, his face shadowed, but his quick precise movements suggested that this was the young novice Brother Edmund. Bells rang out with an urgent clang, which meant that two other monks – out of sight in the north transept – were pulling long ropes that disappeared up into the tower, calling their brethren to praise.


It was six in the morning on 8 December 2020, the Feast of the Immaculate Conception, the day of the first Covid vaccination – a moment, it seemed, of answered prayers.


Pluscarden Abbey in the north-east of Scotland is a rare survivor: one of very few medieval monasteries in Britain still used for their original purpose. It is home to eighteen monks. The youngest are in their early twenties, but most are a good bit older, the eldest being in his eighties. They are Benedictines. They wear white robes. They are obedient, chaste and poor.


It is likely that most will see out their lives here and be buried in the abbey cemetery. The grave markers – simple wooden crosses – wear so thick a pelt of lichen that the intrigued visitor must trace with a finger the furred letters in order to make out this carved epitaph: ‘After life’s fit fever he slept well.’


If life is a fever, Pluscarden is immune, its natural resistance built up over centuries of isolation. There is a rare stillness here, a sense of physical separation and temporal slippage. The nearest town, Elgin, is six miles and several centuries away. The abbey is at the foot of steep fields with a palisade of firs at the top. Hill and woods are a looming wall, keeping the monks in, the world out. Lockdown has long been a way of life here.


I had arrived the day before, driving for four hours from my home in Glasgow. Freezing fog, ice on the moors, snow on the peaks, a last bend in the road and there, suddenly, was the great ancient building.


‘Welcome,’ Father Giles had said on answering the door, ‘to this distant and uncivilised place.’


That was a very Father Giles thing to say. The guestmaster – the monk responsible for visitors – has a sense of humour for which the word ‘dry’ is insufficient. It is arid, desiccated, parched as a desert hermit. The Rule of St Benedict, the sixth-century code by which the monks live, is not keen on laughter and entirely opposed to ‘jokes and idle gossip and anything said to make others laugh’. Yet the Benedictines of Pluscarden, sticklers in so many ways, allow themselves some laxity in this regard. They do laugh and are fond of a funny story, and this is part of their warmth as a community. It is one way in which they put callers at ease, hospitality being an important part of monastic culture. ‘All guests who arrive should be received as if they were Christ,’ Benedict writes. The Rule states that the abbot and monks should wash the feet of guests. That, to be honest, might be a bit much. I would have settled for a kettle in my room.


Why had I come? I was at the start of a pilgrimage of sorts. I meant to go steeple-chasing, to wander from county to county, story to story, church to church. The UK had lately sickened and been much shaken. It seemed possible that it might come apart; that we all might. In William Golding’s 1964 novel The Spire, a vertigo-inducing account of the construction of a cathedral on shallow foundations, one character observes that, ‘Life itself is a rickety building.’ The book is set in medieval England, but those words seemed, when I encountered them, to speak to our present sense of fragility. Rickety old Britain, one hard wind from the fall.


I had grown tired of the present with its anger and fear and lies. I was losing faith in the future. I wanted to delve into our deep past, to be buttressed and braced by history. A close examination of churches and the customs associated with them offered, it seemed, a chance to reconnect with who we were, rediscover who we are, and reconsider who we might yet be. The world, I thought, would look better through stained-glass eyes.


Churches are all around us. They remain landmarks in our towns, villages and cities, even as their influence and authority has waned. A map of churches is a treasure map. They contain art and architectural wonders, and might be regarded as one great hoard scattered, like a handful of jewels, across these isles.


People once loved and feared churches as they loved and feared God. Now, often, they fear for them. Fear that they will fall down. Fear that they will be converted into offices and flats. Do they still love them? They should. Even if you only attend church for marriages, baptisms and funerals, isn’t that enough? These are among the most important times of our lives, moments when we speak most deeply of ourselves: our love, our hope, our sadness. Churches hold within them Britain’s history, national and personal. That smell they have is not just damp and dust, but faith and time.


My own steeple-chasing began with my baptism at Viewfield Parish Church in Stirling, where my parents had married the year before. It was the start of a long connection with that Victorian building on its vertiginous hill. I attended Sunday school there, in an implausible kilt, and learned to recite the titles of the Old Testament. The commuter-train rhythm of Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus made me understand that words could be music. In memories of those long childhood Sundays, The Bible is mixed up with The Beatles and the couthy comic-strip adventures of The Broons: marmalade skies; jeely pieces; darkness on the face of the deep.


As the years passed, as life scythed its scars, I left the Church. But churches never quite left me. For those of us who were brought up with them, as worshipper or visitor, those grey walls and hard pews are in our souls. For those born homesick for the past, old churches offer the consolation of homecoming. And so, as I grew older, I found myself drawn back – not to pray or praise necessarily, but to sit for a bit, to poke around, to get in out of the rain. I began to appreciate the wisdom of John Betjeman’s words: ‘Church crawling is the richest of pleasures, it leads you to the remotest and quietest country, it introduces you to the history of England in stone and wood and glass which is always truer than what you read in books.’


It became my habit, from time to time, to visit Govan Old Church on the south bank of the Clyde, where I would spend a while with the hogback gravestones and the stone sarcophagus thought to have held the body of a Pictish king. Whenever I was in Whitby, I would visit the cliff-top church of St Mary the Virgin which, lately, has grown so popular with tourists that a sign has been placed on the door advising visitors to please stop asking for directions to Dracula’s grave.


Then, a few years ago, a month after my father’s death, I travelled for the first time to Pluscarden Abbey.


I had gone there on assignment for a newspaper, but found that it brought me a peace that I hadn’t felt for many weeks. I left far lighter than I had come. Was this a religious experience? I don’t know. Perhaps it was just being forced to spend long hours sitting quiet. ‘It kinda gets inside you / The silences I mean,’ sings Linda Perhacs in her beautiful song ‘Chimacum Rain’, and old churches are like that. You are entering a building but really it is entering you.


*


After his welcome, Father Giles showed me to my room. I was staying in the retreat house, adjoining the church. There was a crucifix on the wall, and on the headboard a silver plaque noting that the bed, which looked like an IKEA job, had been donated by the Knights Templar.


Laid out on a small desk by the window were a selection of books including The Rule, a book of Psalms in a slightly groovy 1963 edition, and, I was delighted to notice, a copy of Herman Melville’s Bartleby, the Scrivener. This last must have been left by a previous guest, the monks not going in much for fiction, but the anti-hero’s famous assertion – ‘I would prefer not to’ – seemed perfect for Pluscarden and renunciation of the world.


Father Giles is seventy-one and has been at the abbey longer than any of the other monks, coming up on fifty years. He has a shaved head, a piratical beard, a wry air. Today, as ever, he acknowledged, was a ‘no-hair day’. He arrived here as a drop-out from Edinburgh University. The turning point in his life had come when he went, as a young man, to Lourdes to help the sick – ‘And I realised that religion wasn’t just for Sundays.’


Many of the monks have stories like this. There will have been a moment, or series of moments, when they felt the call. ‘Every person in our community has kind of fallen out of the sky,’ one would later tell me. ‘We’re all oddballs really.’


Father Giles pointed out the schedule on the back of the door. Here, he said, I would find the times for communal prayer. These prayers take the form of Gregorian chant in Latin; together, they are known as the Divine Office, and the names of the services have a chiming cadence of their own. The day opens with Vigils at 4.30 a.m. and closes with Compline at 7.50 p.m. In between are Lauds, Prime, Terce, Sext, None and Vespers, and the daily Mass.


The monks are woken at 4.15 a.m. by one of their brethren banging on the door of their cell and calling out, ‘Benedicamus Domino!’ – Let us bless the Lord. They respond, ‘Deo gratis!’ – Thanks be to God – and so it begins. They spend five hours in church each day, almost three hours on lecto divinia – prayerful reading – and up to five hours on chores and other manual labour, which can be anything from sowing chives to tending hives. The abbey bees, kept for honey, are ferociously aggressive, as is the abbey cat, Baxter, named for the soup, who, during my visit, was recovering from fighting ‘a monster feral cat’ with whom he had developed a particular enmity. The theology of these fierce creatures, apian and feline, seems rather more Old Testament than New. They are all for an eye for an eye, not turning the other cheek.


To an outsider, the monastic life can appear narrow and relentless. Certainly, it is hard work. This is a prayer factory, a light salvific mill, the workers grafting night and day on behalf of all mankind.


One evening, not long before travelling to Pluscarden, I had watched a distressing news report about a pastor and priest in Burnley who were giving out food to the needy, whose already difficult situation had become desperate as a result of the pandemic. Those people were hungry and lonely and in despair, and it was clear how the church was helping them. The social contribution of the Pluscarden monks is less obvious, but they, too, would see themselves as activists of a sort, I think. By withdrawing from the world, they participate in it.


‘I’m fond of the analogy of the hydro-electric dam,’ Father Giles suggested. ‘Up in the middle of nowhere is a great puddle of water doing nothing, but if it wasn’t there then down in central Scotland, when they turned on the switch, there would be no heat or light. Well, this is a spiritual hydro-electric scheme, if you like, providing energy and support.’


Whether or not one has a Christian belief, this is a pleasant and reassuring idea, or at least I find it so. While we work and eat and sleep, the monks are busy in their valley, in their abbey, singing through sunrise and sunset, singing God to our side, making a dead language live.


*


The Latin chant drifted through the dim church in a soft lapping murmur; tidal, it flowed and ebbed, flowed and ebbed, the white-robed men bowing, now rising, now bowing once more, caught in the sublime surf of their song:


Deus misereatur nostri et benedicat nobis . . .


This was Psalm 66, always sung as part of Lauds, morning praise. Lauds begins at 6.15 a.m. In summer, the sky might be pink through the great arched windows, but now, so late in the year, it was still dark. An owl had called a neighbourly greeting as I walked from the retreat house to the church. Later, the sun risen, I would see pheasants swaggering through the cemetery, ducal plumage bright in the weak winter light. The third of Pluscarden’s characteristic birds is the jackdaw. These have lived around the abbey for centuries, their bones appearing in the archaeological record. With dark hoods and harsh jabber, the jackdaws seem shadow versions of the monks, their opposite in many ways, although some of the brethren have, when they sing, the same bright eyes.


The jackdaws have been witnesses to the long history of this place: its first magnificence, its long period of desolation, its ongoing restoration. Where once they claimed the abbey as their own, nesting in its ruins, now they cram twigs into cracks and gaps in the masonry, making a home where they can. Still, they are patient. The future is not certain. Their day of supremacy may come again.


Pluscarden Abbey was founded in 1230 by King Alexander II for monks of the Valliscaulian order. Between 1454 and 1560 it was a Benedictine monastery, but fell into disuse with the Reformation. Years, decades, centuries passed. Glass fell, roofs collapsed, ivy choked the church. Much stone was scavenged for construction elsewhere. The revival began in 1948 when five monks from Prinknash Abbey, near Gloucester, came north to settle and rebuild.


Fuzzy colour film exists of the Mass, held on 8 September 1948, to mark the new era: the sky blazes blue through unglazed arches; the monks sing in the roofless sanctuary; in a field next to the abbey, with a practised swoop of his pitchfork, a farm worker gathers stooks of hay. By 1955, the central tower had been roofed and the valley, after a pause of almost four hundred years, echoed with bells once more.


With song, too. The singing one hears at Pluscarden is much the same as would have been heard at the time of its foundation; indeed, the music was already centuries old by then. There may only be eighteen monks in the church now, but there are hundreds in a line stretching back through the generations, and they are somehow in the music, too. It’s not an echo, it’s the same song. Just how far back in time this music goes is unknown. The chant tradition is like a bell rope hanging in a darkened tower. You know that it connects to the source of the sound, but you cannot see that far.


Gregorian chant is named for St Gregory, pope from 590–604. It is sometimes said that he composed the melodies of the repertoire, but there is no proof of this, and certainly none for the legend that they were sung to him by the Holy Spirit in the form of a dove perched on his shoulder – an event depicted in a window at Pluscarden. ‘Gregorian chant, Romanesque architecture, the Iliad, the invention of geometry were not, for the people through whom they were brought into being and made available to us, occasions for the manifestation of personality,’ Simone Weil has written. ‘Truth and beauty dwell on this level of the impersonal and the anonymous. This is the realm of the sacred . . .’


The first written document of chant with musical notation comes from manuscripts dating from the ninth century. It is likely to have had a long period of development as an oral culture, spreading across Europe from voice to ear, choir to choir, and although it was functional, a vehicle for the praise of God, it must surely have been thrilling – in a world without recorded music – to sing and to hear.


Listening to it remains a remarkable experience. I sat for hours in one of the small chapels kept open for public use. The monks took their places in choir stalls below the east window, facing one another; first one side would sing a verse and then the other would take the next. There is no sense in which their singing is a performance. It’s not especially loud and in no way flash. It’s about as showy as waves lapping the shore, or the breath of a body in sleep. It has that sort of rhythm: inhalation not elation, exhalation not exultation. It is gentle, patient, insistent, human. One monk, I noticed, had a cold and kept having to blow his nose. Another yawned widely. A third seemed troubled by his back. None of this detracted from the music. The opposite. Here were songs of human frailty being sung by frail humans. The text was hard to follow. My schoolboy Latin picked up only a phrase or two. But that didn’t matter; the intent was clear. These were songs for and from the dark times; tunes to sing to, words to cling to. They were a thousand years old and ever new.


At 6.31 a.m., just around the time the monks were singing Laetentur et exsultent gentes – Let the nations be glad and exult – ninety-year-old Margaret Keenan from Coventry became the first person in the world to receive the Pfizer Covid-19 injection as part of the mass vaccination programme. A little later, Brother Michael, the abbey organist, stood at the lectern and spoke in English: ‘We pray for an end of the pandemic,’ he said. ‘We especially pray that the poorest nations may receive the assistance they require to vaccinate and protect their most vulnerable citizens.’


It was jarring, if welcome, to hear the affairs of the contemporary world referenced in the midst of the ancient rite. A reminder, though, that these Benedictines are present in three zones at once: the deep past, the here and now, and eternity.


The air smelled of incense as the monks processed out. The sun was up. A military jet passed overhead with a sound of rolling thunder.


*


It was time for lunch. Meals are taken in the refectory at long wooden tables. Grace is sung. A monk ascends a pulpit and reads aloud from some dry volume. He also reads out a necrology – a list of all the Benedictines around the world who died on that particular date, and all those who have recently died. The monks do not fear death. It’s on their to-do list. If you are going to die tomorrow, Father Giles had once said, ‘then why are you worrying about the fact that the mince has burned today?’


The monks eat liturgically. Dishes tend toward the austere – simple bread and cheese – but important days in the religious calendar are marked by what was described to me as ‘mega-food’. On the Feast of the Immaculate Conception they ate pork steak, had pears in mulled wine for pudding and enjoyed a glass of red. ‘We read that monks should not drink wine at all,’ Benedict writes in The Rule, ‘but since the monks of our day cannot be convinced of this, let us at least agree to drink moderately, and not to the point of excess, for wine makes even wise men go astray.’ Benedict himself, the story goes, once came close to being murdered by monks who poisoned his wine, but the glass shattered – miraculously – before he could drink.


When they have finished eating, the brethren wipe their cutlery and bowls with a cloth and return them to a shelf beneath the table. Each monk brushes the crumbs from his place and then passes the dustpan to his neighbour. All of this without a word. Other than the reading from the pulpit, meals are taken in silence. Chat is reserved for the twenty minutes to half an hour set aside each day for recreation.


Silence is important here. The hours between Compline and Lauds, broken only by Vigils, are known as The Great Silence, but at all times conversation is kept to a minimum. External stimuli are largely absent. The point is to pay attention to God. There is no television or radio. Phone calls are rare. News reaches Pluscarden by way of the Telegraph app on a communal tablet. Family visits are infrequent. One monk told me that he sees his sister twice a year, but that he hadn’t been home to England since a funeral twenty years before. On Sundays and the important feast days known as Solemnities, monks are allowed to go for a walk between lunch and Vespers; once a month, outside Lent and Advent, they have a free day. ‘The rule is that you don’t visit people’s houses and you don’t go into town,’ is how it was explained to me. ‘You don’t have any money, but you can go for a walk and take a packed lunch.’


Poverty and celibacy are, of course, challenges. ‘I sometimes think it would be quite nice to have a wife,’ one monk mused. ‘Or even a pair of socks.’


There are opportunities for fun. They watch, communally, around three films each year. When a monk is celebrating a significant anniversary he is allowed to choose some form of entertainment. Brother Finbar, to mark twenty-five years at Pluscarden, opted to screen The Blues Brothers for his brethren. At Epiphany, the monks perform songs and funny sketches. A couple of the brothers have comic talent, so some of these skits are completely original – ‘There was one about two wasps next to a cake shop,’ Brother Michael chortled – while others are adaptations of things they dimly recall seeing on telly before they entered the monastery. The Two Ronnies and Monty Python are strong influences.


I was curious about personal relationships between the brothers. They get to know one another very well, but these aren’t friendships. It’s more like the comradeship that develops in the army or navy when a group with a common task are forced, in challenging circumstances, into each other’s company. Those bonds can be very strong, but they can also stress-test one’s patience. In this cloistered world, small irritations become magnified. The way someone sings in choir, for instance, can be infuriating – so that at the very moment when a monk is supposed to be focused on God, he is instead tutting away inside. Confrontation, though, is out of the question. The modern concept of resolving conflict by airing one’s grievances and talking them through has no place here. Benedict writes that monks must ‘bear with great patience one another’s weaknesses of body and character’ – in other words, put up with them. A former novice master at Pluscarden, well regarded for his phrase-making, once summed up the single available strategy. ‘Ultimately,’ he said, ‘the only cure is more crosses in the cemetery.’ That ain’t Latin, but here’s a translation: all you can do, if a brother annoys you, is wait for him to die.


Some of those who say they wish to become monks feel that the world has been unkind to them and therefore want to leave it behind. If I feel broken, this thinking goes, the monastic life might help me get fixed. ‘But if you’re psychologically weak you can’t stay here,’ one of them explained. ‘Anybody on medication, forget it. You need a certain mental toughness. We get plenty of applications from people who want to get off the bus and live in a secure sweet environment, but this isn’t the place for them. We can’t take them.’


I am in danger of making this sound like a life with no pleasure in it. The truth is that every monk, as far as I could tell, felt they had gained far more than they had given up. There was no feeling of being in the company of hair-shirted martyrs. They were, it seemed, enjoying themselves.


‘Overwhelmingly and daily,’ Father Benedict told me, ‘there’s just such an astonishing sense of privilege to be here, to be allowed to live this blessed life. Just to be allowed to go to choir so often and sing this stuff – well, you’d be an idiot to throw that away.’


*


Father Benedict is sixty-one years old and has lived at Pluscarden since 1984. He is the prior of the abbey, the second-in-command. He is a former head chorister at Exeter Cathedral School and platoon commander in the Light Infantry. He left the army to become a monk. Music was one of the things that drew him: ‘I could not hear any odd snatches of Gregorian chant without a terrible yearning to make this my life.’


He is tall and slender. He speaks with that clipped politeness officers deploy in conversation with civilians, a tone that often hints at emotion boiling away beneath. He wears, like all his brethren, a white habit, white socks and sandals, but it is easy to imagine him in khaki or tweed, occupying some senior rank of the military or academia. He is clearly very clever, but you never forget that you are talking to a person who believes deeply in something beyond rational thought. My strong impression was that intellectual ice and spiritual fire had reached a truce in his psyche.


We talked about the effect of singing in Latin. First, he feels, it is more beautiful than English, and being set apart from the language of everyday speech gives it a sacred quality. ‘It immediately puts you into a different world. It’s euphonious. I love the sound of it, and well-known prayers have this muscular strength. But also, singing the Psalms in Latin reaches us back into the centuries, back to the early Church. The Holy Spirit has got into this music big time. It’s not only of supreme artistic value, it’s of supreme spiritual value.’


Father Benedict likes his chant steeped in time. Anything after the year 1000 he considers rather new-fangled and suspect. Does he have a favourite piece?


‘There’s quite a few that bring tears to my eyes still, even after all these years. Some of the most simple.’


He sang a little, by way of example: ‘Sanctus, Sanctus, Sanctus, Dominus Deus Sabaoth. That’s pre-modal. It’s one of what they call the mother modes. This is speculative, but scholars say it could go back to very early days, even fourth century. And I find that fresh and new every time. With some of the more ornate chants, I daren’t think about the words I’m singing or else I’ll start crying.’


‘Why?’ I asked.


His voice broke as he answered. ‘Because somehow, through the music, the words get through your skin.’


Novice monks are given weekly instruction in chant. They are taught Latin pronunciation and grammar, and also the musical technicalities: how the different modes are structured; how the music is written on the stave; how the notes are fitted to the words; how to sing complex melodies from sight.


It is one of the quirks of chant that the singing does not reflect the content or mood of the text. Quiet supplication of God and angry calling down of divine vengeance upon your enemies will both sound rather lovely. This, together with the obscurity of the language, explains why chant has come to be associated with relaxation and soft-focus spirituality. It is the music of bubble baths and scented candles. I had wondered what the brothers make of this, whether they feel that their deep religious art is being lost in the shallows. But no. As long as people are hearing it, they are content.


‘You pray as you can, not as you can’t,’ Father Giles had said. ‘It’s not up to us to dictate: This Is How You Shall Consume This Product. You can eat your Mars Bar straight or deep-fried.’


The Book of Psalms, which forms the bulk of what the monks sing, is part of the Old Testament, and in a week they get through all one hundred and fifty. There is a tradition that King David was the author of many of the Psalms, although there is now consensus among scholars that the Psalter as a whole is the work of a number of writers over at least five centuries. ‘The Psalms are a series of shouts,’ wrote the French priest and composer Joseph Gelineau. ‘Shouts of love and hatred; shouts of suffering and rejoicing; shouts of faith or hope.’


These are songs from before Christ, songs that would have been sung by Christ – a mind-blowing thought – and they have little of that New Testament reasonableness and relatability. ‘In some of the Psalms,’ thought C. S. Lewis, ‘the spirit of hatred which strikes us in the face is like the heat from a furnace mouth.’


Catholic Church reform of the 1960s led to the omission and editing of the Psalms to remove violent content and curses. The Psalm, for example, which begins – ‘By the rivers of Babylon, there we sat and wept, remembering Zion’ – concludes in its unedited version with a call for Babylonian babies to have their heads bashed in against the rocks. You won’t hear that in most Catholic churches, or indeed in the Boney M version, but the monks of Pluscarden are completists and sing even the most horrible parts.


‘What?’ I said. ‘Even those Psalms asking God for an enemy’s children to be left fatherless, for their eyes to be darkened and their backs bent?’


‘All that!’ Father Benedict replied, cheerfully. ‘Yeah, it’s brilliant.’


A lot of the curses are now read as allegories. The Babylonian babies are sinful thoughts, newly formed, and Christ is the rock against which they should be bashed – that sort of thing. When Father Benedict calls the cursing brilliant he does not, of course, mean that he is in favour of infanticide, but he does feel that Psalms which convey anger and anguish are both cathartic to sing and expressive of important aspects of the human condition. They are, I suppose, something like Christianity’s version of the blues.


‘We’re at war,’ he said. ‘It’s warfare. It’s a serious business, life. So, yeah, we use strong language. We are beset by demons and we are beset by our own sinfulness and we confront that face on. If this was a matter of bland sentimentality, Christ wouldn’t have bothered to pour out his blood on the cross. To me anyway, Gregorian chant is never not beautiful, but it’s not always sweet beauty. This is in-your-face stuff.’


In some ways it is a simple life – the bells ring and you turn up to sing – but it is also intense, and there must be times when one’s bones weary and throat aches. Every now and again there is a community discussion in which there is talk of reducing the length of the services, but Father Benedict would be unhappy if that ever happened. ‘I came here for this,’ he said.


How does one become a Pluscarden monk? The usual thing is for a young man to stay for a month and try it out. He can then spend six months as a postulant, wearing a black robe. This is followed by two years as a novice at the beginning of which his hair is shaved into the tonsure and he is given his new name by the abbot. At the end of the noviciate, he takes simple vows, living for three years as a junior monk, before the solemn vows in which he commits to spend the rest of his life in the monastery. There is a high drop-out rate during the long period from first steps to final commitment. Only one in four return after the initial month.


Even those monks who do last the distance can find what is being asked of them overwhelming. ‘I remember I burst out crying when I first put on the habit,’ one recalled. ‘I thought, “Of all the stupid things you’ve ever done, this takes the cookie.”’


It is better to realise you have made a mistake as soon as possible. However, it does happen that monks quit even after taking solemn vows. Pluscarden has had brothers leave because they lost their faith, because they decided to stop being Catholics and join other churches, or because they wanted to marry. Quite often such things are akin to a mid-life crisis. There’s a romance in the idea of celibacy and poverty and sacrificing one’s life that appeals to the young. But then you reach your forties and begin to think, ‘It’s not too late. I could still meet a woman, have children, a career.’ And so they go.


‘What,’ I asked Father Benedict, ‘does that feel like for the rest of you?’


‘Horrible,’ he said. ‘Like a knife thrust through the guts. You feel a sense of betrayal, failure, grief, loss. Death? No problem. We don’t mind death. Death is fine. It’s natural. A monk who dies in harness, well, that’s what he came here for. But a monk who walks out or goes bad . . .’ He shook his head.


Monastic life is not for everyone; in fact, it’s for hardly anyone. ‘In some ways the Church is dying on its feet,’ Benedict said. ‘Go to a Sunday Mass and how many young people do you see? And of those, how many are willing to give their whole life to God?’


Pluscarden has been having problems attracting new brethren in sufficient numbers. Quite a few in recent times have come to the abbey, believing they have a vocation, but have left after six months or sometimes after three years.


‘Why do they leave?’ I asked.


He shrugged. ‘Everybody’s different. I suppose you have to put it the other way about: if anybody stays, it’s just a miracle.’


*


There was one other guest staying in the retreat house. I had noticed him sitting in the chapel on the other side of the choir, half-hidden in the dark. Between Lauds and Prime, we caught up over a cup of tea.


Martin Dunn was eighty-two, he told me, but I’d have taken him for twenty years younger. He was a Glaswegian who had become a Dubliner and seemed to have united the most garrulous qualities of both those cultures. ‘I’m an adventurer,’ he said. ‘I am a wandering cloud. I go where the wind blows.’ He had been a sailor and mountaineer in younger days. He was not long back from Cyprus, where he had slept for twenty-three nights on the beach at Paphos and swum naked around Aphrodite’s Rock. Now he was making his annual visit to the abbey for what he called a spiritual MOT.


The wind had first blown him to Pluscarden in 1961. Burned out from studying for his final exams, he was hiking in the area and got lost. ‘For some reason I walked up this valley. I think I was guided here.’ He spent a month at the abbey. ‘I thought I wanted to spend my life here, but things happen and God had another plan for me . . .’


A monk, Brother Andrew, sent him away and told him to return in a year. He should see a bit of life before deciding whether the monastery was still for him. What he saw, instead, was death.


In the summer of 1962, Dunn and two mountaineering pals – ‘Beautiful guys who should be my best friends now’ – travelled to Zermatt in Switzerland and climbed the Matterhorn. ‘We started at two in the morning by moonlight, we hit the summit by twelve, and we were back down by seven that evening. It was an enormous output of energy, and the boys wanted to go and do the Weisshorn the next day, which was crazy. I tried to stop them. I told them they weren’t able, that their whole body was still in shock.’


Pause. ‘I didn’t go with them.’


A longer pause. ‘They didn’t come back that night.’


He went to look for them, climbing 3,916 metres to the Frühstücksplatz, where he spotted their tracks. ‘They had walked off the edge, roped together. Just walked straight off. When you get really exhausted, your head’s down and you’re just going. One guy went off and pulled the other behind him. I could see them four, five thousand feet below me, down on the glacier. So I had to get them out of there, get their remains home, and I had to meet one of their parents. The whole thing changed my life.’


He was blown off course. ‘I got spaced out for a while. Without my mountains, there wasn’t much left.’ He didn’t climb for more than thirty years, until Everest in 1993. Perhaps more significantly, he did not return to live at Pluscarden. He met an Irish girl – Brigid – and fell in love. They married in 1965, had four children and were together until her death in 2017. ‘So my vocation was not to become a monk. My vocation was to marry and raise a family.’


Brigid was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s in 2009. They travelled to Pluscarden together to pray, and he has been back many times since. His sense of the spiritual has intensified since losing his wife: ‘Out of grief came gratitude.’ He comes to the monastery to spend time with God, and with his guardian angel – whom he credits with keeping him safe during many days of danger and wonder. Here, he said, he feels as close to the divine as may be possible on this side of the grave.


Dunn talks as if giving his own eulogy. ‘Looking back,’ he said, ‘I have loved my maker, and all the beautiful things he has made, since I was a child. I loved his mountains, I loved the sea, I loved high altitude, I loved the sunrises and the sunsets, each of which is a unique masterpiece of art. The most beautiful woman I ever met in my life, I married. So I’m very conscious of how much he has given me. I consider myself to be the luckiest man that God ever put breath in.’


Later, on the way to Compline, Dunn drew my notice to the stars and asked a question. ‘Did He do that just to get our attention?’


*


Compline is the final service before sleep. Its name comes from the Latin for ‘completion’. Its power comes from darkness.


The whole church was lit by just four candles and the small red glow of the sanctuary lamp. The monks could not be seen. I could hear them, though, singing in the shadows.


Their voices, white horses on the wave of the organ, rose and dipped and rose again, within sight of sorrow and joy, but making landfall on neither.


It had been a good day. In a bad year.


The bells rang. It was time to go back out into the world. We were thirteen days from the solstice and the dark was still rising.


But a brighter tomorrow was no longer beyond imagining.










STEEL
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THERE WAS AN ANGEL in the sky. There was an angel rooted deep in the earth. It was the Angel of the North: facing south, the direction in which I was headed.


It was 8 a.m. on 6 January 2021. My intention was to begin a new day and new year with a new sense of faith in its widest sense; to try to feel a bit of hope for the future. The Angel seemed a good place to start looking ahead to the light.


Antony Gormley, the artist, has said that he wanted his Angel to be a focus for people’s hopes and fears, and that too made it a suitable beginning; fear, perhaps, had the upper hand in the country for now. The occasion seemed to call for a few words. As it was Epiphany – the day on which, by tradition, the three wise men visited the infant Jesus – I spoke aloud the opening lines of T. S. Eliot’s ‘Journey of the Magi’: A cold coming we had of it . . .


The Angel of the North has been on this spot, at the side of the A1 on the outskirts of Gateshead, since 1998. It is the height of four double-decker buses, has a wingspan greater than that of a Boeing 747, and weighs 208 tonnes. Its foundations are twenty metres deep, anchoring it to solid rock. I knew all this before visiting, but nothing could have prepared me for the impact of its presence.


That was especially powerful because I had come alone and in darkness. The Angel, as I first walked towards it, had been a black silhouette against a dark sky. The ground was frozen hard, the moon a shard of ice, the north star a shard of a shard. The sculpture was intensely cold to the touch, like the prow of a ship in some midnight sea.


Standing there, one hand pressed to the steel, I could see something glittering at the bottom of the slope below. It was silver tinsel strung in the trees that partly screen this place from the motorway. Moving closer as dawn broke, I began to understand that this was a shrine. Festive decorations had been hung by ribbon from the branches: stars, angels, unicorns and photographs of the dead. Laminated expressions of love were addressed to mother, brother, sister, dad. In loving memory of my son Billy. I miss you and think about you every day. Love, Mam xx. Folk had come here to keep Christmas, to cradle within the aura of the Angel memories of those they had lost. The lower parts of the sculpture, too, had messages scrawled upon them, as high as a sorrowful hand could reach. Within a hollow between two of the girder-like ribs, someone had left a small bouquet of flowers and, hidden behind them, an unopened can of lager – an offering to the thirsty departed.


Seeing this made me think of flowers and football colours laid at the site of sudden deaths: car accidents and the like; for years, not far from my home, a Rangers top has been nailed to a tree at the spot where a teenager was murdered. I was reminded, too, of a historical phenomenon I had been told about in Ireland: so-called ‘eaves-drip burials’ in which infants who had died before they could be baptised were buried close to the walls of old churches so that water running off the roof would become sanctified by contact and bless the unhallowed souls where it fell.


The shrine by the Angel seemed motivated by a similar loving impulse: that those remembered in the shadow of those wings should be protected. Around one in three people in the UK, according to consistent polling, believe that a guardian angel is watching over them. Martin Dunn, at Pluscarden, believed that. Whether or not we have a religious faith, many of us have a desire – a need, even – for the care and protection of something bigger than and beyond human. So, if it comforts and strengthens us to hang a Christmas bauble on a branch at the side of a motorway, or nail a football shirt to a trunk, or to bow our heads for a moment as we pass, by car or train, a giant steel angel on a hill, then why not? In dark days we find the light where we can.


It was time to go. The sun was up and I had an appointment with a saint.


*


What we know about the life and afterlives of St Cuthbert comes from two eighth-century accounts. The earliest, by an anonymous monk of Lindisfarne, was written around AD 700 – which is about the time Cuthbert’s coffin was first opened and his body discovered not to have decayed. He had died in 687. This wondrous preservation was regarded as the work of God.


The later and far better known telling of the saint’s life is by the monk and historian Bede. Writing in 721, he drew upon the anonymous work and added new details gleaned from correspondence with monks who had known Cuthbert personally; his Vita Sancti Cuthberti is full of Herefrith said this and Ingwald said that, a device intended to give his writing eyewitness authority, but which also conjures the charming picture of Bede travelling the north-east, talking to elderly brethren before their memories grew as dim as their sight.


Cuthbert was in his late thirties when Bede was born. While it is unlikely that they ever met, the two became intimates in death. Bede’s bones, for a time, were kept in a linen bag in Cuthbert’s coffin. Their shrines are at the eastern and western ends of Durham Cathedral, biographer and subject, who once shared a grave, separated by the great nave and the footsteps of a million joyful pilgrims. Thanks to the presence of Cuthbert’s body – and the medieval belief that he was present in his remains – the cathedral became the most popular pilgrimage destination in England until the martyrdom of Thomas Becket in 1170 caused Canterbury to take that crown.


Like many people, I had often admired Durham Cathedral through a carriage window on journeys between Scotland and England on the east coast line. It had, I thought, a kind of magnificent aggression – a mailed fist shaken at passing trains, aggrieved at their modernity.


This, though, would be my first visit and it didn’t feel right to go by rail or road. Given that long history of pilgrimage, I felt I should arrive on foot, so decided to follow the route known as Cuddy’s Corse – ‘Cuddy’ being Cuthbert, an affectionate local nickname that has also attached itself to the eider ducks with which he is associated.


The eight-mile trail winds through the countryside between Chester-le-Street and Durham. It is an approximation of the route that may have been taken in 995 by monks travelling with Cuthbert’s remains from the church at Chester-le-Street, where he had rested for 112 years, in order to prevent them falling into the hands of Viking raiders. They also carried with them the skull of Oswald, Christian ruler of Northumbria, and the Lindisfarne Gospels. The body of a saint, the head of a king, the word of God – with these treasures they set out.


A life-size bronze sculpture of six monks bearing the coffin on their shoulders can be found in Durham city centre. The casket is open, Cuthbert’s face raised to the sun and rain, and the monks are distracted by neither the cinema to their left, nor the library to their right. They keep their faces turned in the direction of the cathedral, and who can blame them? ‘To step for the first time into Durham Cathedral,’ wrote the architectural historian Alec Clifton-Taylor, ‘must always be . . . one of life’s most thrilling experiences.’
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But this is to get ahead of ourselves. We are not there yet. There is the matter of the walk.


I set off from outside the church of St Mary and St Cuthbert, Chester-le-Street, at around half past eight. The wooden Saxon building which held Cuthbert’s shrine was replaced by the present structure. The spire, at 158 feet, dominates the town, but sleety snow meant I had to squint up at it. Still, after long weeks and months of confinement, of stale rooms and bright screens, and the promise of much more of that ahead, it was good to be outside and on the move. The sting of cold air was a pleasure.


The first part of the route follows the Wear south. The river was fast, the going slow along the mud-slick bank. A few glum apples looked ready to drop into the high brown water. What with the weather and lockdown there was no one else around. Waymarked fence-posts offered reassurance: little white discs marked with the logos of Cuddy’s Corse and the Northern Saints Trails. Climbing to higher ground along the edges of fields, I reached a stile and looked back at the way I had come. There was the Angel of the North, a jet cross set in a pearl sky.


It was strange to think of the monks carrying Cuthbert’s body across this ground. What a precious burden. He had been regarded as a holy man, his life full of marvels. One Epiphany, while travelling by sea to speak with a Pictish tribe, he and two other monks found themselves cut off by a storm and in danger of starving to death; God, hearing their prayers, sent three portions of dolphin meat and, in time, a fair wind home.


Cuthbert died in his hermit’s cell on Inner Farne, in his early fifties. His body was brought back across the water to Lindisfarne for burial. Eleven years later, in the year 698, it was decided to move his remains into an oak coffin carved with angels and apostles – to be revered above the ground. Remarkably, this ornate casket has survived, in fragmentary form, and can be seen in the Durham Cathedral museum; it is regarded as the most important wooden object surviving in England from before the Norman conquest. Even more remarkably, Cuthbert himself had seemed little worse for his time in the grave. ‘On opening the coffin they found the body completely intact, looking as though still alive, and the joints of the limbs still flexible,’ Bede wrote. ‘It seemed not dead but sleeping.’


The miracle of the incorruptible corpse caused the monastery to grow rich and renowned. The Lindisfarne Gospels, perhaps the greatest book now in the care of the British Library, was created around this time, in honour of Cuthbert. But a wealthy island monastery was a soft target vulnerable to attack from the sea, and in 793 came the raid that is often regarded as the beginning of the Viking Age in Europe. It was seen as a desecration of a sacred place. Alcuin of York, a monk and scholar, wrote to the bishop of Lindisfarne that ‘heathens desecrated God’s sanctuaries and poured the blood of saints within the compass of the altar, destroyed the house of our hope, trampled the bodies of saints in God’s temple like animal dung in the street’. How, he wondered, could churches elsewhere hope to remain safe from Viking predation ‘if St Cuthbert with so great a throng of saints will not defend his own?’


Perhaps this faith in the protective power of the relics explains why it was not until 875 that the decision was taken to leave the monastery, a search for safer ground that took them to Chester-le-Street and, eventually, to Durham.


Following the Cuddy’s Corse route, I came to the town of Great Lumley, passed along the edge of a housing development where all the streets were named after cathedrals – Canterbury, Salisbury, Gloucester, Exeter – and turned back toward the countryside. Two young lads were playing football on a snowy pitch, taking turns between the rusting posts. They were the only people I had seen all day and, glimpsed through a white veil of flakes, seemed emblematic of all the kids stuck indoors, their present becalmed, their future uncertain. A choir of starlings, clumped on bare branches, sang in praise of such resilience.


The whole day was blessed by birds. Pheasants strutted in frozen ruts. A heron rose by the ruins of Finchdale Priory. As I passed Frankland Prison, a blackbird gave a solo performance from the razor-wire.


Birds and other animals were important in the life of Cuthbert. Bede tells us of an occasion when ravens on Inner Farne were tearing straw for their nests from the roof of a house built for visitors. Seeing this, Cuthbert admonished them; the birds took it to heart, expressed sorrow for their actions, and brought him a lump of lard as an act of contrition. On another occasion, an eagle caught a fish for him to eat. The best known and most beautiful of all those stories is that of the two otters: spying Cuthbert kneeling on the beach at Coldingham, the monk having prayed in the sea through the night, they used their fur to dry him and their breath to warm his feet. ‘They finished,’ writes Bede, ‘received his blessing, and slipped back to their watery home.’ These otters have a place of honour in Durham Cathedral on a banner hung by Cuthbert’s shrine.


I first caught sight of the cathedral just before eleven. Across fields cratered with ice, there it was – the sky-punch of that great central tower. The sun came out and frost gleamed in the fields. The moment had the beauty of a clarinet glissando: the here-we-go prelude to some joyful overture. It was so exciting to approach on foot, that dark silhouette growing larger until, as I came once again to the Wear, I could hear its bells across the river – and a kingfisher flashed by, a rhapsody in blue.


The cathedral sits on a steep peninsula in a loop of the river. Construction began in 1093 and the core structure was complete within forty years. The western towers, however, date from the early thirteenth century. The central tower was rebuilt from 1429 after its earlier incarnation was struck by lightning. Although the cathedral, in its solemn massiveness, gives the impression of having been around for ever, indeed of somehow having grown out of the rock, it is not the original church on the site. That was a timber building built by the monks around the grave of Cuthbert. The first stone church, known as the White Church, was dedicated in 999. Nothing of that remains. Following the Conquest, the Saxon monastic community was dissolved and replaced by an order of Benedictines. There arose then a desire for a new church that would act both as an enormous shrine to Cuthbert and as an expression of Norman authority. It would beckon pilgrims and daunt rebels. Durham Cathedral says: we’re here to stay, get used to it. On Prebends Bridge, approaching the cathedral, I read the inscribed words of Sir Walter Scott: ‘Half church of God, half castle ’gainst the Scot.’ I am Scottish myself, but fancied that it would be okay to have a wee look around.


I entered through the Galilee Chapel, where Bede is buried. The cathedral was open for public worship, private prayer, and for the lighting of candles. Visiting in its wider sense wasn’t possible. Covid restrictions meant it had reverted to its central function: a religious building, not a tourist attraction. Churches in England were allowed to remain open, but a great many were making the difficult decision to close; with so many elderly worshippers and clergy, there were concerns about the safety of services.


There were only a few other people inside. They sat in the nave wearing masks and awaiting Holy Communion. A nativity scene was set out. The oak figures, carved in the mid 1970s by a retired pitman called Michael Doyle, honour the area’s mining heritage and community. The donkey is a pit pony. The baby Jesus lies not in a crib but a ‘choppie box’ – from which the ponies were fed underground. The innkeeper, down on one knee, is dressed as a miner and has, as his companion, a whippet. Later, during evening prayer for Epiphany, gold, frankincense and myrrh would be offered by the priests at this tableau.


I walked to the east end and the shrine of St Cuthbert. This is one of England’s extraordinary places, and it was extraordinary, if for sad reasons, to be alone within it for as long as I wished. The shrine is a raised and enclosed area behind the high altar; you climb a few steps to get into it. Overlooking the grave is a fifteenth-century statue of Cuthbert holding the head of King Oswald, whose skull is believed to still be buried with him. Hanging above is a beautiful golden canopy, by Ninian Comper, depicting Christ in heaven. Comper felt that church architecture should have the power to bring you to your knees, and would no doubt have approved of the countless worshippers who have knelt beneath his canopy and prayed to the saint whose long journey from Inner Farne ended here.


Cuthbert’s shrine, until the Reformation, was large and lavish, made of marble and alabaster and bright with gold and jewels. It was covered by an embroidered cloth; six silver bells chimed whenever this was raised. The shrine was destroyed by commissioners of Henry VIII. In stripping the structure for its wealth, however, they found rather more than they had expected. Cuthbert was discovered to still be in good condition some 852 years after his death. The only damage to the body, it is said, came from the hammer of the goldsmith who, in smashing open the coffin, broke one of the saint’s legs.


Whatever the truth of that, when the coffin was opened again in 1827, time had finally done its work: Cuthbert was bones. It was during this exhumation that the famous gold and garnet pectoral cross – now in the cathedral museum – was discovered among his robes. Henry’s men must have missed it. This cross had lain with the body for more than a thousand years; a treasure sunk in the hull of his ribs, a jewelled heart in the dark. The body was examined for a final time in 1899, one afternoon in March while the cathedral choir chanted psalms. There is no one now alive who has seen St Cuthbert dead.


The grave, since 1542, has been marked by a simple marble slab set into the floor, much worn and faded, and bearing one word in gold: CUTHBERTUS. It seems more becoming of an ascetic hermit than all that gaudy opulence. Royal and noble pilgrims once came to this place laden with curiosities and relics: the hair of Mary Magdalene, the milk of Mary the Virgin; a tooth from the jaw of St Margaret, bristle from the beard of St Godric; three griffin eggs (probably ostrich); two griffin claws (probably ibex); narwhal tusks thought at the time to be unicorn horns. These and much else, equally strange, were hung upon the shrine or displayed around it.


There was nothing like that when I visited, of course, but I did notice one simple offering. The conical shell of a limpet had been placed upon the slab. It made me think of Lindisfarne Castle rising steeply from the sea. Indeed, it is likely that it had come from the island. It is a regular thing for pilgrims to bring shells, carrying the sound of the waves to this great ship of a church, or so I had been told by Lilian Groves. The ninety-two-year-old guide is one of the cathedral’s treasures, wiser than most books, brighter than any jewel, and I was sorry to miss her. We were supposed to have met, but she was staying safe at home, awaiting vaccination.


Why don’t you come back in a few weeks, she had suggested. Around St Cuthbert’s Day, 20 March, would be ideal. ‘Normally it is a day of great celebration, but who knows what will be possible this year?’


Everything was uncertain, but it felt good to have made an appointment. I wrote ‘Lilian Groves, Durham’ in my diary and underlined the words. I had made my small pilgrimage to the cathedral. Now I wanted to see it again, this time through the eyes of someone who loves it.


I wrote to Lilian when I got back to Glasgow, telling her about the shrine at the Angel of the North, about Cuthbert’s shrine, and about that wonderful moment when I had first spied the cathedral in the distance. The rush of it; the heart leap; the way those towers looked so strong, strong as a steel angel, at a moment when we all could use a little borrowed strength.


She knew exactly what I meant.


‘Whenever I return home,’ she replied, ‘I feel a great thrill at the first sight of the Cathedral. Even after seventy-five years in the city, that joy never leaves me.’


*


BACH’S ‘AIR ON A G STRING’ drifted through the church. A nurse in a pale blue mask swayed a little to the music, never taking her eyes from the vial she held in front of her and from which she withdrew 0.5ml of clear fluid into a syringe.


‘This is the Oxford vaccine,’ she told an old lady in a plaid skirt who was sitting patiently on a chair, holding up the left sleeve of her top. ‘The sooner we get this into you, the sooner you can get back to some kind of normal.’


The lady nodded. ‘I’ve not seen anyone since Christmas.’


‘There,’ said the nurse, injecting her upper arm. ‘You go and get a nice cup of tea now.’


Morningside Parish Church in Edinburgh was one of a number of churches around the UK being used as vaccination centres. Chairs were spaced two metres apart beneath the wooden barrel-vault of the nave. In the course of this afternoon toward the end of January, around 180 men and women aged eighty and over would be given the first of two jabs. The UK government target was that 15 million of the most vulnerable people should receive their first vaccination by the middle of February.
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It had been a year ago this week that the first cases of Covid-19 were confirmed in Britain. Now, as I arrived in Edinburgh, sombre front pages reported a statistic that was hard to comprehend: we had passed 100,000 deaths. The Archbishops of Canterbury and York, acknowledging that grim milestone, had issued a joint statement. ‘In God’s kingdom,’ they wrote, ‘every tear will be wiped away.’


You might find comfort in that pretty phrase, or consider it trite, depending on your life experiences and beliefs. Either way, there was something cheering about places of worship being used for vaccination. I admired the sleeves-rolled-up pragmatism of these big empty spaces being put to use. Salisbury Cathedral, with the tallest spire in the UK, was a great hypodermic pointed at heaven. Westminster Abbey gave over Poet’s Corner for use as a clinic. It was extraordinary, said Stephen Fry, to receive his first dose of the vaccine ‘in the nation’s great seat of coronations, and in the sight of Oscar Wilde and John Dryden and Robert Browning’.


Morningside Parish Church may not be in the same league, but it is a pleasant church – douce, I suppose, would be the proper Edinburgh word – built from red sandstone in the last years of the nineteenth century. Those arriving for appointments entered through the south door, passing a stained-glass representation of St Benedict, and went out through the north, past a window dedicated to St Cuthbert, the focal point of which is a depiction of the saint’s gold and garnet cross. Both windows had been made by Crear McCartney, an artist who, for a time in the 1950s, had lived with the monks at Pluscarden and had run the abbey’s stained-glass studio. McCartney had synaesthesia, experiencing colour as sound – red for G and F, purple for D minor, and so on. Looking at his windows, at the butterflies around St Benedict, I could believe it. They seemed, as they shone, to sing.


The Very Reverend Dr Derek Browning had, a little earlier, given me the tour. A Church of Scotland minister in his fifties with a likeably irreverent manner, he had on his dog collar but not the replica St Cuthbert cross he often wears. He’d had a morning of meetings and felt the cross was perhaps a bit much for Zoom.


‘You’ve got your first customer of the day,’ he told the nurses, gesturing towards an elderly woman who had arrived on the arm of her son. ‘Just don’t let me see any needles or I’ll faint.’


He wasn’t kidding. Browning is syringe-phobic. A needle broke in his arm when he was a child and he has had a horror of them since. As we spoke in the chancel, he kept his back to the makeshift clinic and tried not to think about what was going on behind him. In any case, it was an opportunity to show me the church’s chief point of interest: the east window, designed by the Pre-Raphaelite Edward Burne-Jones. The window depicts the four evangelists. ‘Two or three of them look decidedly female, and that’s because Burne-Jones used his mistress as a model,’ Browning said. ‘Luke, particularly, is a bit fey. Matthew’s a bit more butch.’


Normally on a Sunday the church welcomes around 150 people. But all of Scotland’s places of worship had been closed to the public since Boxing Day. ‘It’s a bitter thing when a congregation isn’t allowed to congregate,’ he said. ‘Folk are missing the music, the singing, the meeting up with others. It’s not just about the worship, it’s also about the community that is created.’


He considered himself privileged to be able to come here on Sundays and live-stream services. But walking between his manse and the church, he would often see parishioners out for an aimless stroll, not knowing quite what to do with themselves. Their internal compasses pointed to the sabbath; without the anchor of church, they were lost, adrift. It was easy to understand why, in the face of such purposelessness, allowing one’s building to be used by the NHS would appeal. ‘You could over-spiritualise this,’ Browning nodded, ‘but there is a sense of ministering to people’s mind, body and soul.’


Amelia Maclagan, who is eighty-five and a long-time worshipper, told me that she found it strange to be given the vaccine in a space where she is used to praying and singing hymns. Still, she was relieved and grateful, not least because her sister Moira had died of Covid-19. ‘She went into hospital one day and was dead the next.’ Amelia had been unable to attend the funeral and, nine months later, still can’t get used to being unable to speak to Moira on the phone every night. Her name and photograph had been entered into an online book of remembrance, kept by St Paul’s Cathedral in London, for those who had died as a result of the pandemic. ‘Any man’s death diminishes me,’ wrote the poet John Donne, a former dean of St Paul’s, ‘because I am involved in mankind.’


I sat in the chancel for a while. It was a pleasure to just sit and watch people care for one another. The atmosphere was cheery, patient and gentle. A daughter helped her father rise from his seat. A nurse knelt at the side of a frail old woman, holding a piece of cotton wool to the injection site, waiting for blood to clot.


To witness the act of vaccination was an epiphany. To think of all the money, research, creative intelligence, planning, hope and fear that went into that tiny moment when steel entered flesh. Seeing it done in a church emphasised its eucharistic quality: a thing taken into the body to strengthen and save.


‘You can see their sheer delight,’ said Dr Eilis McKechanie when I asked what was her experience of vaccinating patients in the church. ‘It’s a real gift to be able to give that to someone.’


Such an occasion required a sense of proper ceremony, and this was provided by the organ: ‘Adagio For Glass Harmonica’, ‘Jesu, Joy Of Man’s Desiring’, ‘The Lord’s My Shepherd’. A very loud man in very loud tartan trews, ignoring the only-slightly-less-loud protestations of his wife, marched over to the organist Morley Whitehead.


‘Thank you very much for the music!’ he roared. ‘Most enjoyable!’


‘A pleasure,’ said Morley, and played on.


*
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THE COLOURS TOLD the season: it was spring. Lambs embroidered clifftop fields, gorse braided the coast. As the train sped between Berwick and Newcastle, Holy Island came into view, the dark castle reflected in the silver sea. I longed to be there. The magnetic pull of Lindisfarne is strong. It makes iron filings of the soul.
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