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In the intellectual defence of his conversion to Catholicism, An Essay on 

the Development of Christian Doctrine, John Henry Newman wrote, ‘In a 

higher world it is otherwise, but here below to live is to change and to be 

perfect is to have changed often.’  Now, anyone who knows Newman 

will know that he was not advocating change or novelty for its own sake.  

Rather, whilst arguing that change is inevitable, he also insisted that for 

change to be good, the resulting development needed somehow to be in 

continuity with what had preceded it.  So, we might say that change is 

good if it enables adaptation to a changing environment whilst 

preserving essential values. 

 

I suppose that how we see change depends a little upon our experience 

and personalities.  Clearly, some of us will thrive on change, feeling 

somewhat stale without it, whilst others find it more of a challenge, 

perhaps even something of a threat.  But, in some ways at least, I think 

that we need to be like Newman.  Change is inevitable, especially in our 

fast-paced modern world, and we need to be ready to adapt to the ‘signs 

of the times’ (as the Second Vatican Council called them), being 

prepared to meet challenges, adopting what will be to our benefit, whilst 

preserving what is fundamental.  For us at Ampleforth, I think that this 



means we need to be ready to adapt to the circumstances in which we 

find ourselves, whilst preserving what is essential to an Ampleforth 

education. 

 

In the past year, we have seen significant change and experienced 

considerable challenge.  I recognise the substantial impact that some of 

this has had on Ampleforth families, and am grateful to you for your 

patience during this time.  I am also grateful to all those with whom I 

have worked closely during this period, and for their support.  I cannot 

name them all here, but I would like to mention in particular, Deirdre 

Rowe, Hannah Pomroy, Adrian Smerdon, David Moses, John Ridge, 

Claire Smith & the trustees, and of course Fr Gabriel and my brethren.  

I am very conscious that Ampleforth has seen more change in this short 

period of time than it has seen for a number of years, though this is not 

to say that there has not been steady change over the years, some of it 

quite radical such as the introduction of full co-education fifteen years 

ago, which has been wholly beneficial for us. 

 

I am acutely aware that the closure of St Martin’s Ampleforth has been a 

matter of considerable sadness, and for some of real distress and 

concern.  I am sorry that this has been so, and would have been pleased 

had an alternative course of action been open to us.  Realistically, the 

national decline in the popularity of boarding, especially distance 

boarding, at prep school age has had such an impact as to render the 

school no longer financially viable - despite the happiness of the school 

community, the quality of the education offered and the commitment of 



the staff.  This change in the independent boarding school market is one 

of the ‘signs of the times’ which we would ignore at our peril. 

 

The decision that Ampleforth College should become a school for 11 to 

18 year olds also reflects the changing nature of the market.  Whilst we 

must maintain a strong entry from traditional prep schools into Year 9, 

such as we will have this coming September, an increasing number of 

prep schools (often referred to as ‘junior preps’) now end after the 

conclusion of Year 6 with families looking for an 11-18 education 

without a further change of school and without the need to sit entrance 

examinations at the age of 13.  In the last few months, we have 

experienced strong interest from outside Ampleforth for Year 7 entry 

for this September, and this is clearly a market upon which we must 

capitalise.  Of course, this pattern has been common for girls for many 

years and we should work to ensure that this change at Ampleforth 

should support our increasingly strong recruitment of girls (soon to be 

40% of the school), including into the sixth form, Year 12 also being an 

important point of entry for us for both girls and boys. 

 

Among our other challenges was the Independent Inquiry into Child 

Sexual Abuse (IICSA) at which we gave evidence in November and 

December of last year.  We set ourselves the highest standards when it 

comes to the well-being and happiness of your children whom you have 

entrusted to our care, and we know our responsibilities towards them.  I 

repeat now our wholehearted apology for the errors, omissions and, 

indeed, terrible sins, of the past.   



 

The Inquiry hearings form part of the background to the Charity 

Commission investigation and the ISI inspections at both the College 

and SMA.  I wrote to you at the time of the publication the reports just 

under two weeks ago.  Never before have we been found not to be fully 

compliant, even as recently as the March 2017 inspections at both 

schools. A small number of isolated failures were identified in the most 

recent inspections, but no evidence of systemic failure.  But whatever 

the case, and whatever the reasons for the inspections, we have worked 

cooperatively with the Interim Manager appointed by the Charity 

Commission to ensure that the improvements required by the 

Independent Schools Inspectorate and the Department for Education 

have been made or form part of a robust action plan that will be 

completed in a timely manner. 

 

In some ways, then, this has been a difficult year, and I am conscious 

that a number of these issues have been difficult for parents as well as 

for staff.  I am grateful for the patience and fortitude with which these 

difficulties have been borne and also for your strong support of the 

school.  It would, of course, be easy to become so weighed down with 

such matters as to forget the very many good and excellent things that 

happen every day and every week in the school, and the very many 

achievements of your sons and daughters – such as we celebrate today in 

this prize giving.  In fact, these various changes and the challenges 

notwithstanding, your sons and daughters continue to flourish, and the 

way in which they do so reflects those things which remain essential to 



an Ampleforth education. This, I think, is a time to look to the future, 

not to the past. 

 

Our Benedictine ethos leads us to place great value upon the individual, 

and so we seek the happiness of each and every one of your sons and 

daughters whom you have entrusted to our care.  We offer them 

membership of a genuine community founded upon the Christian 

Gospel and informed by the Rule of St Benedict.  Thus, we support the life 

of faith in each of our boarding houses as well as through the school’s 

chaplaincy; we have been considerably assisted by the Manquehue 

Movement, especially the Community of St Columba who lived with us 

here for two years, and the strong participation of our students in lectio 

divina with up to half the school involved in lectio groups, a good number 

of these student led; the regular practice of the Sacrament of 

Reconciliation is, to my mind at any rate, quite remarkable, as is the 

work of our student catechists helping younger boys and girls prepare 

for Confirmation, which we celebrated as normal over the course of two 

splendid Masses earlier this term; and, of course, there was the trip to 

the Holy Land at the beginning of the Easter holiday. 

 

But, it is not simply the case that students benefit from belonging to our 

community.  Rather, they learn that they have responsibilities to 

participate in it and for the quality of its life and the happiness of its 

other members.  The service of others, whether within our community 

or outside it, is a clear practical expression of our faith and our values.  

Hence the importance of the Alban Roe Projects, the two weeks of their 



Easter holiday that a number of students spent in Zambia working with 

orphans and street children, the annual Friendship Holiday, and the 

strong student participation in the Lourdes pilgrimage. 

 

Scholarship and study have always formed an important part of the 

Benedictine life, and for us it is of fundamental importance that each of 

our students should achieve the best grades of which he or she is 

capable.  Talk of a holistic education, or a Benedictine education, is in 

no way inimical to this.  In fact, I cannot see how we can be said to be 

benefiting the boys and girls in our care if we do not do our best to 

enable them to flourish academically.  We have a broad intake, but we 

would wish for all of our students to enjoy the intellectual stimulation 

that comes from serious study, whether they will challenge for places at 

Oxbridge and the most competitive universities or whether their 

ambitions are a little more modest.  Those students capable of A* grades 

should get them and our value-added scores should put us in the top 

10% in the country.  The development of our enrichment programme 

this year is for the benefit of all of our students, and that we are now 

able to offer some BTEC courses is a sign that each student is valued for 

what he or she contributes academically, as well as in all other ways, to 

our school community. 

 

Sport, too, forms a vital dimension of life at Ampleforth.  Beyond the 

benefits that physical recreation brings, students learn the value of 

teamwork, how to win magnanimously and to lose graciously, and of 

course the spirit generated by training and playing together helps to 



strengthen our community, as well as build individual character and 

resilience. This year was the 1st XV’s most successful season in ten years 

and we made an excellent showing at the Roslyn Park VII’s, not to 

mention boys playing at both national and county level. On the basis of 

a successful hockey season, girls have played at county level and the U14 

team reached the last 32 in the country in the National Cup.  Similarly in 

netball, girls have been selected for national and county teams.  The 

boys’ 1st XI hockey team has had their third consecutive unbeaten 

season, whilst the 1st XI cricket team has seen some good team and 

individual performances, county representation also being achieved.  

Meanwhile, in athletics, the senior girls won the 4 x 100m relay at the 

HMC North of England Championships, which helped them to finish 

second overall.  

 

Music and the arts provide an important outlet for creativity and 

expression, and this year we have been blessed with a full range of 

wonderful achievements.  In addition to the regular music recitals to 

which we have become accustomed, the St Cecilia Concert was a great 

celebration of musical achievement, whilst the Faure Requiem and the 

Messiah aided our reflection upon our faith, as does the Schola’s 

contribution to our Sunday Mass – as, indeed, they did last night at the 

Exhibition Mass.  A successful collaboration between the Music 

Department and the Theatre gave us an inspired performance of Into the 

Woods; we saw also an all-female cast for Hamlet and many of you have 

seen or will see our Exhibition Play, The Wind in the Willows.  Dance has 



continued to develop with students competing for the first time in a 

dance show, our first ever Royal Ballet examinations, and the ballroom 

dancing activity attracting many boys as well as girls.  The Art 

Department, in addition to all that they normally do, instituted 

photography and postcard competitions, and have once again provided 

us with a marvellous exhibition which I hope you will all have the 

chance to see.  Meanwhile, debating has flourished, our team reaching 

the final day of the Oxford Schools’ Debating Competition, whilst our 

Young Enterprise team won the North Yorkshire Finals and compete in 

the next round in June. 

 

And, of course, there is very much more that I could say about what is 

offered to your sons and daughters here at Ampleforth and their very 

many achievements, which contribute to their proper development as 

young human beings and to their flourishing.  None of this can happen 

without the dedication of all the staff, to whom I am grateful for all that 

they give, and our partnership with you the parents of our students, but 

my main point is that underlying the various challenges we have faced 

and the changes that have been brought, there are enduring values which 

provide a continuity to an Ampleforth education, which draws upon its 

traditions in contemporary contexts to equip young people for their 

future.   

 

So, to take the words of the hymn, ‘change and decay in all around I 

see’?  I think not!  Challenges?  Yes, we have had plenty of these and no 

doubt there will be more - this is the nature of the modern world.  



Change?  Yes, of course - inevitably.  But, change must be good change, 

carefully considered change - change that equips us properly for the 

future.  Tradition, of course, is valuable, but invoking it must not lead to 

a canonisation of the past and the ossification that will inevitably follow.  

Tradition should help us to understand our past, what is valuable in it, 

and what we need to develop so as to face the future with confidence. 

 

Ampleforth will remain a beacon of outstanding education, a school 

which adapts to allow its students, your children, to flourish and to enter 

our fast-changing modern world as good people with the skills necessary 

to live life to the full and to succeed in what they undertake. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Exhibition Mass Homily 

Feast of St Bede 

 

Introduction 

 

It is a happy coincidence that we should be celebrating Mass this evening on the 

Feast of St Bede, a Benedictine monk from the North of England, a lover of God 

and a lover of learning, for whom prayer and study were complementary ways 

leading him to God.  Whose example and whose intercession could be better for 

us in our Catholic Benedictine school at Ampleforth? 

 

Homily 

 

A native of the North-East, Bede entered the monastery of Monkwearmouth-

Jarrow at the age of seven, living the life of a monk until his death at the age of 61 

or 62 in 735 AD.  As is typical of the Benedictine tradition, Bede valued study as a 

means of understanding God’s self-revelation to us in Christ, devoting himself to 

his books and to teaching as an expression of his love for God, a love also evident 

in his fervent prayer and devotion.  The Love of Learning and the Desire for God is the 

title of an important book on monastic culture, and can stand for us as a statement 

of two important and related themes that form part of the inspiration for our life 

here at Ampleforth and for an Ampleforth education. 

 

Our first reading this evening from the Book of Ecclesiasticus provides us with a 

meditation on this idea, true wisdom and moral uprightness coming from the 

encounter with God: 

 

The scholar will be filled with the spirit of understanding, 

he will shower forth words of wisdom, 



and in prayer give thanks to the Lord. 

He will grow upright in purpose and learning, 

he will ponder the Lord’s hidden mysteries. 

 

The practice of lectio divina, the slow meditative and prayerful reading of the 

Scriptures, gave rise in monasteries to a growth in those disciplines needed 

genuinely to understand the Word contained in them, this Scripture-based 

approach to study reflecting a life based upon, and formed by, a personal 

encounter with Christ the Word in the Gospels.  This lay at the heart of Bede’s life, 

as is illustrated by a contemporaneous account of his death, which recounts how 

his last two days – the culmination of his life on earth - were filled with teaching, 

scholarship and prayer in the company of his brother monks, all leading him to 

God.  As Bede said to those gathered around him, ‘I long to be dissolved and to be 

with Christ… my soul longs to see Christ my king in all his beauty.’  The account 

then concludes: 

 

And so upon the floor of his cell, singing ‘Glory be to the Father and to the 

Son and to the Holy Spirit’, he breathed his last.  And well may we believe 

without hesitation that, inasmuch as he had laboured here always in the 

praise of God, so his soul journeyed to the joys of heaven for which he 

longed. 

 

Thus, like St Benedict, whose rule of life he followed, Bede passed – as he wrote of 

others – from death to life, supported both physically and spiritually by his 

brothers. 

 

The reverence in which Bede was held by his fellow monks is a sign that for them 

he had become, as Jesus in today’s Gospel says Christians must be, the light of the 

world, making Christ known to them through the example of his life. 



 

When we meet Christ in the Scriptures, when we hear the Word, we are called to 

an ever-deeper relationship with Him, one that challenges us to recognise that 

which is sinful in our life, those other things which are peripheral, and to give 

ourselves to God, wholly and entirely.  St Bede answered this call in his search for 

God in the monastic life among his brothers, finding expression in his love of 

learning and his desire for God.  But this call is not addressed only to those who 

enter monasteries; rather, it is addressed to all of us, all of us who – in different 

ways, to be sure – share the same vocation to become holy, or as Jesus put it, to 

‘be perfect just as your heavenly Father is perfect.’  The practice of lectio divina, 

whilst characteristic of the monastic life, is by no means restricted to monks and 

nuns, but is open to all of us as a way to encounter Christ, who speaks to us in the 

Scriptures and, if we allow Him, can transform our life. 

 

In today’s Gospel, Jesus says to his disciples, ‘You are the salt of the earth.  But if 

salt becomes tasteless, what can make it salty again?’  It is the encounter with 

Christ, such as we see in the life of Bede, which gives meaning and savour to life, 

enabling us to shine forth as light to the world.  Bede’s was a life-long relationship 

with Christ, in which his love for God was matched by a yearning desire both to 

encounter and to understand Him, resulting  in deep personal conversion, which 

became the fundamental basis of his life. 

 

May the life of St Bede be for us an inspiration that can bring us to God. 

 

Fr Wulstan Peterburs OSB 
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Thank you for coming, I will be brief! It is a beautiful day and I do not 

want to delay you. You will want to see, hear, enjoy the events, displays, 

matches and performances arranged. You will also want time for friends, 

for family, for conversations. 

 

If the pupils I have met over the past year swapped notes, they should 

discover I prefer to offer food for thought. What follows are therefore 

observations and reflections in that same spirit – food for thought. They 

draw on experiences of other places, other pupils, which offer 

perspective, and points of contrast and comparison. Let me begin my 

observations. 

 

One of the gifts bestowed by Ampleforth is a solidity of faith. In times 

of turbulence and uncertainty, we do not need to struggle alone or try to 

invent our own sense of meaning. It is a gift freely given here. 

 

Seeking absolute certainty in our external world is a waste of effort. We 

can only see through a glass darkly, and have to accept a measure of 

ambiguity and confusion. We cannot control that world but we can 

contribute to shaping it: - through our gifts, our skills, our knowledge 

but also through who we are and how we live, most importantly, how 

we choose to live.   

 



Time at Ampleforth whether a term, a year, five years or ten, allows 

exploration of who we are, what we have to offer, what we have been 

given. The apprenticeship here requires acknowledgement that talent 

and potential are not sufficient. Fulfilling the promise of who we might 

be, who we might become, cannot be a solo performance. It requires the 

help of others, a willingness to practise and refine, to repeat the process 

again, to try once more, then again and again. 

 

That requirement extends to all of us. We are not perfect here: we know 

that. We seek always to improve, to offer something better without 

forgetting why we are here, why we have chosen to live, work, serve 

here. The monastic community provides the why, the justification, the 

daily reminder of the purpose of our lives here. 

 

We celebrate 15 years of girls at Ampleforth. I pay tribute to those 

invited girls to come here, those first parents who sent their daughters 

here, those pioneering girls. Listening to girls who are here now shows 

me we are creating a place where they can flourish. Looking at the 

numbers of girls who want to come here shows that we are recognised 

as creating such a place. Looking at the highly impressive women 

working here in every capacity shows that we are creating a place where 

they too are valued. 

 

We are inevitably reflecting on endings, transitions, departures, especially 

departures. One of the most celebrated Catholic authors of the 20th 

century wrote a novel about literary apprenticeship, a struggle, some 

encounters with the darker side of human motivation, with humour. 

Some would call it “Bildungsroman” in the best European tradition. The 

novel ends with a small, unlooked for moment of happiness. Walking 

past children playing, the narrator catches a ball by chance and returns it 



perfectly. She captures the happiness of the moment and talks of herself 

going on her way rejoicing. To those leaving, please remember your own 

incidents and moments of happiness, kindness, achievement, enjoyment 

and friendship. Capture them and hold them. And go on your way 

rejoicing. 

 


