Address Preached at the 25th Anniversary of the Blessing of Stroud

by Br Brian ssf – 2nd July 2005

Today, in this place, there will be those who find themselves going down memory lane.

Twenty-five years ago on a bright winter’s day in July the monastery and the hermitage of St Bernadine where the brothers live were officially blessed. The Bishop of Newcastle of the time, Alfred Holland, went around all the buildings, splashing holy water in all directions and praying the appropriate prayers. Then came the Eucharist which had to be held out of doors at the bottom of the property, for it would have been impossible to fit the very large congregation of nearly two thousand into either of the two chapels.
At a Patteson Deanery meeting I had asked the chaplain of the Williamtown airbase what chances there would be of the RAAF lending us a large marquee in case it rained. He said, “Leave it to me”. A few days before the service a team of air force men erected the marquee in very quick time under the command of a warrant officer who directed this extraordinary ritual. Fortunately it didn’t rain on the day, yet the marquee was able to house the altar and the sanctuary party, and some of the people who needed to sit on chairs or benches rather than the ground outside. With the sides of the marquee rolled up all could see the altar. Under the direction of Max Gorton and other men of the parish all cars were parked on the oval in the town and two buses brought the people here.
The president of the Eucharist was the late Archbishop Frank Woods of Melbourne who was about to retire and who was undertaking his final act as Protector of the Three Orders of the Society of St Francis in the Pacific. Brother John Charles, who is also in episcopal orders and who was our Minister Provincial at that time, preached the sermon.

After the service people were invited to view the buildings, which you are also invited to do today. I think it was Ron Kennedy of Dungog, who has done some wizard plumbing in this place over the years, who organised a barbecue for those who were not in a hurry to go home.

Altogether it was a most memorable day. It was a day which was the climax of eighteen months of hard experimental work undertaken under the direction of one qualified builder, namely Kevin Osmund. All other workers were unqualified but happy to have a part in this endeavour. They were nicknamed ‘muddies’ and many of them camped on the property, having an urge to live very simply.
The first building to be erected was the Brothers’ house, called the Hermitage of St Bernadine of Siena. I recall the day when Trevor Robards, who worked then at a nearby sawmill and who has done so much for this place, brought a load of telegraph poles, dumped them at the top of the hill for us to roll down the hill, so they could be erected in the places where Kevin Osmund, the builder, directed. I may be wrong but I think it was a group of men from Raymond Terrace parish who undertook this task. The roof was put on and then the mud bricks were placed to provide the walls. The weight is on the pillars. I mention this because an attempt was made to cut costs when the monastery was built. In the monastery buildings pillars have not been used – the weight is on the mud bricks themselves which I believe has been a disadvantage.
The visionary behind it all was Sister Angela of the Community of St Clare. She was a well-known Australian sculptor, daughter of a medical doctor at Maitland, and was known as Wendy Solling before she became a nun in England. Her imagination and enthusiasm were almost overwhelming. It was hard to keep up with her, and because of that she was inclined to fluctuate from hearty exuberance to depression and back again. People like myself did not always understand or appreciate the mind and heart of this very talented artist.
The making of mud-bricks, however, caught the imagination of many people. Groups came from near and far to make as many as they could. Many found it a therapeutic task. Hundreds of bricks were needed. The parishes of St Luke’s Wallsend and Taree competed with each other as to which could make the larger number – I think Wallsend won. But the real accolade went to two women who came day after day, week after week to make the largest number of all – they were Gwen Robards and Peg Pettit. Altogether it was a wonderful community effort for which we can be ever grateful. The next twenty five years will reveal whether the buildings have been erected on a rock or sand (mentioned in today’s Gospel reading), for the elements are bound to take their toll.
Meanwhile the Sisters of the Community of St Clare, who had been invited to the Diocese of Newcastle from their convent at Freeland near Oxford in the United Kingdom by Bishop Ian Shevill, occupied the St John’s Rectory (which was then vacant) and another house behind the museum. They were there for a few years while this was all being planned and built. For my first year I occupied a small cottage behind the Baptist church. I would come up here most days while the brick-making was happening on a bicycle lent to me by Cliff and Elsie Godwin.

One day a truck came from Sydney loaded with doors, windows and “goodness knows what” from a building which was being demolished. Fr Eric Hampson who was Rector of Brankstown, Greta and Lochinvar managed to procure a load of red bricks from a farm building which was also demolished. They were used for the floor in the corridors of the monastery and in other places. If you go to the chapel of the monastery you will see an unusual altar, part of the trunk of a tree on a base of rocks, some small stained-glass windows, a larger window in memory of Sr Caroline Mary who died suddenly in the monastery in 1981, and a wooden carving of St Clare handing up a brick to St Francis in the rebuilding of San Damiano church in Assisi.  If you go to the chapel in the Brother’s hermitage you will find all the artwork there, done by Leonard Brown, an artist and iconographer in Brisbane. Other buildings were added later.
This building called Gunya Chiara, meaning house of healing of St Clare, which we are in now, was built much later than the rest – built about eight or nine years ago. It was really the last of Sister Angela’s visions.

But what are houses and homes without people to live in them? What is a monastery without nuns or monks, a friary without friars, a convent without religious, a hermitage without hermits? The monastery here, dedicated to the Blessed Virgin Mary, was built primarily for nuns of the Community of St Clare, which is the Second Order of the Society of Saint Francis, Sr Angela being one of them. They came from England and are an enclosed contemplative order. There were initially four or five of them offering a life of prayer and poverty for the glory of God and the needs of the church and the world. They were here in Stroud for a number of years and many people came to them to join in their prayer and to seek guidance and help in living their lives as Christians in the world. Some women came also to test a vocation to the Religious Life of a Clare. Not all stayed. Some sisters from England returned, and gradually their number dwindled.
Sister Angela had different ideas from the parent body at Freeland in England, and eventually it was suggested she should be on her own and try to develop an Australian community in her way. It was called the Clare Community, but it didn’t last long, and eventually there were no women left. One of them who was professed in the Clare Community transferred to the Community of the Holy Name in Melbourne (Sr Andrea Clare). Sister Angela, who had by now been ordained a priest, went to a group of women in the USA whose spirit and ideas enthused her. She died there in 2002, yet to the end remained a nun of the Order of St Clare. Despite her outstanding artistic and charismatic character which helped and inspired many people who came to her she was not really the person to form a stable community. That takes a lot of time and requires much perseverance. In my view some of her ideas were questionable and needed first to be shared with others and tested by them. One day, while she was in America, fire destroyed the monastery library and workshop. With hindsight that seemed to signal the impending end of a very frail community.
The Samaritans under the leadership of Cec Shevels came to the rescue of the buildings and have more recently concluded their arrangement. They have been succeeded by a group of people called “the Friends of the Monastery”, which includes a representative of the First Order (one of the Brothers) and a representative of the Third Order (a Tertiary) of the Society of St Francis. The same Cec Shevels is in the chair. With him and with Fr Peter Ashley-Brown (nephew of the late Br Charles Preston SSF, the first friar of SSF to visit Australia, New Zealand and Papua New Guinea) there is some continuity with the Samaritans (the social work arm of the Diocese of Newcastle). This group functions in association with the parish of St John’s Stroud, whose members play a significant role in the life and maintenance of the place. The Women’s Guild is responsible for the kitchen and catering.
People come to the monastery for conferences, workshops, meetings and retreats. With all of us they are on a journey of discovery – a discovery of vocation and discipleship, of the purpose of life, of prayer and of the Christ within each of us, a discovery of walking in the footsteps of Our Lord Jesus Christ, and with that a discovery of themselves, accepted and loved by God, made in His image and likeness.
Sometimes people ask – will there ever be a community residing in the monastery again? We must always be open to that possibility and I would say desirability. Yet it may be a community which might appear a little different from that which was here before. For, as Franciscans, along with others, we need continually to discern the signs of the times while always trying, under God, to be true to the Gospel. Religious, at the present time, are having to rediscover and re-adapt their life in today’s world while valuing the tradition which they have inherited.

Meanwhile the Brothers’ life of prayer and contemplative living has continued here throughout these twenty-five years. A succession of people come for retreat, spiritual direction, or just to join with them for a few days in the life of prayer, study and work. The Brothers’ life is not one of such strict enclosure as the Clares so there may be times when they are away on pastoral visits to parishes or for other suitable engagements; yet always returning. We pray that our life may be a signpost to the church and fellow disciples of abandonment to God and a prophetic witness to the love of God in Christ in today’s world.
The image of a building, a rock, a foundation stone, living stones is one which occurs throughout sacred scripture. Upon the rock of Peter’s faith in Jesus Christ the Church is built. Faith in Him must be the rock on which our lives and our church community-life must be built too. For the Epistle to the Ephesians, from which the first reading in this Eucharist was taken, assures us that as Christians of whatever race, we are members of the household of God, belonging in Christ to each other and to those people of faith who have gone before us, because we are built on the foundation of the Apostles and prophets, Jesus Christ himself being the chief corner stone.

May your coming here today, to share with us our thanksgiving for the past and for all who have contributed to the life of this place – to celebrate with us the Presence of God here and in all our lives wherever we are – and to anticipate with us the future in accordance with the will of God – be a further step on our mutual journey of discovery of eternal life in Jesus Christ our Lord.
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