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ANGLICAN CHAPLAINCY OF ALL SAINTS’ MARSEILLE 

WITH AIX-EN-PROVENCE AND THE LUBERON 

Reflection – 9th January 2022 

The Baptism of Christ 

Reader Jane Quarmby 

 

 

Today we hear from Luke about John preaching about the Messiah and the baptism 

of Christ. As he says, everyone was expecting the Messiah to come soon, and were 

eager to know if John was the Messiah. But John was very clear that he wasn’t, he 

was just the messenger. In fact he was God’s last messenger, the last one sent to 

warn the people that they needed to come back to God and how he wanted them 

to live. 

To emphasise the point of just how inferior John perceived himself to be in relation 

to the Messiah, he tells the crowds that he isn’t worthy to be his slave and untie 

the straps of his sandals. That might seem a bit odd to us, nowadays, but at that 

time only slaves, the lowest of the low, would untie sandals. There were no lovely 

tarmac roads then, no road sweepers, no little trucks ambling up and down 

pavements hosing them down after market day as we have here. People wore 

sandals to pick their way through dust and dirt, to farm and to garden, and by the 

end of the day their feet would be filthy. So no-one would want to touch those feet 

– and so it was a slave, who had no choice, who had to undo the sandals and wash 

the feet of their owners. So John is making it a huge gulf between him and the 

Messiah, which must have added to the awe and expectation of the crowds. If this 

man who preached so well and did so many great things was just like a slave, how 

much greater and more amazing would the Messiah be? 

John loses no time in giving them an example – I baptise you with water – he will 

baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire. The Old Testament prophets Joel, 

Ezekiel and Isaiah had all predicted that in the last days, God would pour out his 
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Spirit on his people. Fire is a powerful cleanser – we’ve seen so many times recently 

how fires can wipe out enormous areas of land, out of our control certainly. So this 

coming Messiah has great power. But fire is also an image of judgement, and this 

is something that we don’t really spend too much time on nowadays, the 

judgement of Christ. We focus more on his teaching, how to live good lives, 

forgiveness, all the comforting side of believing in him. But he and John were clear 

that he wasn’t just coming to heal and comfort, he was also coming to judge. Just 

as in the wheat harvest when the heads of corn are whacked to dislodge them from 

their stalks and then thrown up in the air to separate the useless outside bits which 

would blow away from the corn inside. Literally separating the wheat from the 

chaff; so the Messiah would throw humanity up in the air and separate out the 

good and useful from the bad and useless. The useless would then be burnt, 

disposed of. Which is a very sobering thought. We will be judged. What if today 

were to be the last day, the day when Christ returns to judge us? No more time to 

set to and clean up our act, to make up for the things we aren’t proud of? 

A very long time ago, when I was at school, our eventual grades would depend upon 

our results in exams. So you could amble along for a couple of years without putting 

in too much effort, providing you could swot like mad for a few weeks before the 

exams and still get straight A’s, ready for university or a good job. Then the 

academic authorities brought in continual assessment and portfolios, which meant 

that students had to consistently perform at the higher level. Much harder to do – 

to consistently work hard and perform at a high level. Which is where we are at 

with God and his judgement by Christ. We are on continual assessment – there may 

not be time to swot up and improve our grades. Some of us of course will have led 

good and Christian lives and have nothing to worry about – but perhaps we need 

to be sure of that! 

Then we have the baptism of Christ, marking the start of his ministry. On the 

surface, there is a stark contrast between the image being painted by John of the 

Messiah and how great he will be, and this 30 year old, apparently ordinary man, 

coming along with the rest of the crowds to be baptised by water. No roaring fires, 

no loud trumpets, no hordes of angels or anything at all out of the ordinary. No 

special treatment. Just one more man coming to John, to be dunked in the river. 

He humbly presents himself, and prays.  All the way through the gospels, we are 

told of Jesus praying, praying hard and long. He prays constantly, talking to his 
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Father, asking for guidance, for help. It’s certainly an object lesson to me, that if 

Christ himself, the Messiah, put so much effort into praying, shouldn’t I be doing 

the same? It makes me think that rather than getting all bound up in my small 

everyday doings, perhaps I should be thinking about doing it alongside Christ, 

inviting him to be my companion along the way. 

I do wonder what Jesus was praying for though? This is the start of his ministry. 

He’s had 30 years of normal human life, living with his family, taking on the role of 

head of the family after Joseph died, caring for his mother and siblings, working, 

spending time with friends, all the usual things. And now he’s being baptised and 

is going to enter the final lap of his earthly life. Does he know how it’s going to 

progress? Where it’s going to end? He’s going to take a path which will take him 

away from his family and trade to a life of wandering around the region, preaching, 

healing, performing astonishing miracles, getting into trouble with the authorities. 

Does he know about that – is he praying for help with that, or guidance, or is he 

rather dreading it, nervous and needing support? Is he full of trepidation? Or is he 

looking forward to it? Is he like so many after him, feeling the call of God to serve 

Him, not at all sure it’s the right thing for him but finding it an irresistible call? 

We’ll never know, we humans can only think how we would be feeling. But 

reassurance and confirmation come as the Holy Spirit in bodily form, descends 

upon him like a dove. I wonder about that image – does it mean the Holy Spirit 

looked like a dove, or does it mean it fluttered down and landed as gently as a bird 

lands on your hand? Either way, he is filled with the Holy Spirit. And then comes 

the voice from heaven, confirming Jesus as God’s dearly loved Son, bringing Him 

great joy. So whatever doubts and dilemmas Jesus may have been facing, he is now 

identified as the Messiah, as God’s Son and he knows that he is doing God’s will 

and pleasing him. His life has changed forever.  

And thanks to him, so have our lives, and all the millions who have believed in him 

and done their best to honour him and obey his commands over the centuries.  

Amen. 
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ANGLICAN CHAPLAINCY OF ALL SAINTS’ MARSEILLE 

WITH AIX-EN-PROVENCE AND THE LUBERON 

Reflection – 3rd Sunday of Epiphany – 23rd January 2022 

Reader Christine Portman 

 

 

Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be acceptable in your 

sight, O Lord, my strength and my redeemer.  How often have you heard those 

words at the start of a sermon or a reflection?  Taken from this morning’s psalm, 

of course they’re not just words for preachers!  They’re a potent reminder that 

God’s Law should underpin our speech and thoughts so that everything we say and 

even think is acceptable in God’s sight.  His glory is revealed in so many ways and 

our lives should reflect what we have been shown. 

Throughout Epiphany the readings have focussed on revelation and proclamation, 
the telling and re-telling of God’s glory.  Today we’ve heard about the prophet Ezra 
reading the scriptures at the Water Gate in such a way that the people listened with 
understanding.  Then we saw Paul explaining to the Christians at Corinth how God 
is working his purpose out through the combined efforts of the very different 
people called into his church.  In the gospel we see Jesus reading from Isaiah, 
declaring: Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing as he proclaims the 
start of his public ministry.  And in today’s psalm, the heavens themselves are 
telling the glory of God, the firmament proclaiming his handiwork.  Each day we live 
pours out its song to the next, each night unfolds knowledge to another. 

The Word is alive, at work everywhere, never confined to scripture, to worship in 
church or to private prayer.  God is waiting to reveal himself at all times - if only 
we, like Ezra’s people, are attentive, open to listen and to be moved.  There’s a 
symbolism surrounding the place that Ezra chose to read the Law.  The Water Gate 
was the source of life-giving water for the newly re-occupied Jerusalem.  It was also 
the place where justice was administered and oaths were taken. The people, 
returned from Exile, are thirsty for a fresh start.  On the first day of the month they 
have asked Ezra to stand before them in a place where they find justice and 
refreshment.  The entire community listens for hours, deeply moved to worship 
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and ready to act on his words.  In the Book of Ezra, we’re told that when the people 
re-built the city, they didn’t start with the defensive walls.  Their first act was to put 
back the altar on its original foundations, the next to reconstruct the Temple.   

In his commentary on this reading, Hugo Bouter points out: We may set up the 
Lord's Table, and gather to His name alone in the acknowledgement of His authority 
and of the liberty of the Holy Spirit.  We may try to rebuild the house of God and the 
city of God, the temple of the living God, so that others see what the Church should 
be like.  But will it be to our benefit, if at the same time, we do not have this intense 
desire to hear the Word of God and to act accordingly?  For that is what 
characterizes a true spiritual awakening.   

The people are experiencing renewal, rebuilding their community with God’s Word 
at its heart.  Though they are moved to tears, Ezra tells them do not be grieved, for 
the joy of the Lord is your strength.  The psalmist likewise tells us that The statutes 
of the Lord are right and rejoice the heart; the commandment of the Lord is pure 
and gives light to the eyes.  This is the light of revelation.   

Throughout these weeks of Epiphany we have heard of many different ways in 
which God has revealed his nature: the Christ-child drawing the Magi to him, the 
voice from the heavens and the Holy Spirit descending at his baptism, the 
transformation of water into wine causing the disciples to recognise who Jesus 
really is.  Next week we’ll hear about Simeon and Anna at the Temple – in their 
advanced age recognising God in the baby Jesus.  Those of us who are getting on in 
years should take heart!  And all of us should be aware that we may encounter God 
in many forms.  We might meet him in an act of kindness, a sudden insight as we 
read scripture or poetry, in the beauty of music or the natural world.  But to feel 
God with us we need to stay attentive.  Recently, when I was in Kenya, someone 
made me smile when he asked me what busy meant.  He said it stood for Burdened 
Under Satan’s Yoke!   

We need to make space in our busy lives.  Today’s reading from Luke comes 
immediately after the Holy Spirit has led Jesus into the desert where he resists the 
temptations of the devil.  Time and again he turns to the quietness of prayer to 
reconnect with the Father.  Like Jesus, we too need to refuel – our spiritual life 
cannot run on empty!  Notice how, after his ordeal, again it’s the Holy Spirit who 
leads Jesus filled with the power of the Spirit back to his home town, back to his 
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roots in Nazareth where he will announce to an astonished synagogue that he is 
the anointed one through whom the prophecy of Isaiah will be fulfilled. 

None of these wonderful revelations of God at work is an isolated incident from 
the history of our faith.  All are signs of the Holy Spirit actively at work among us.  
In today’s Collect we prayed: Almighty God, whose Son revealed in signs and 
miracles the wonder of your saving presence: renew your people with your heavenly 
grace, and in all our weakness sustain us by your mighty power.  But where do we 
find that sustenance if we find ourselves in a lonely desert of discouragement or 
when we’re faced with situations we know we should resist?  How do we persevere 
when the going gets tough?  We know we’re called to use our God-given gifts to 
continue to be his hands at work in the world today, but we’re not all apostles, 
prophets, teachers, miracle workers or healers and sometimes we can feel pretty 
inadequate!   
 
But as St Paul reminds us, each one of us equally, despite our diversity, still has 
access to the greater gifts.  In this Week of Prayer for Christian Unity, his message 
about the Body of Christ is very timely!  Next week Roxana may talk about those 
greater gifts and the still more excellent way that St Paul writes about so beautifully 
in 1 Corinthians 13.  The way of Love is a road back to clear sightedness, a way that 
frees us from oppression, loosens the bonds that tie down our spirits.   
 
Keeping our hearts and minds open to that Love is key.  It’s quite fashionable now 
to be seen to be always busy, but St Bernard of Clairvaux once warned: Excessive 
busyness leads to spiritual suffering, loss of intelligence and the loss of grace.  Even 
God needed time to rest on the seventh day!  Our current Archbishop took some 
time for a sabbatical last year and wisely commented in an interview: I think I would 
want to say to clergy . . . and to laity: We can only do what God enables us to do, 
and the rest is his problem.  God needs our time – and space.  Busy minds don’t 
offer the Holy Spirit a place to stop and stay – nor do minds that are closed.   
 
In the synagogue, all eyes are fixed on Jesus and there’s a certain pride that this 
son of Joseph, one of their own, has become such a powerful preacher.  But very 
soon, when they realise that they will have no special favours, and that like Elijah 
and Elisha his work is to be much wider, the citizens of Nazareth drive him out of 
town, furious that he’s talked about a mission beyond his hometown and even 
beyond the Jewish people.  Blinded by their expectations, they’re receptive neither 
to his message nor his love.  Let us pray to free ourselves from being too sure of 
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our view of the world to recognise where God is at work, or too BUSY to find time 
to see what he wants to reveal.  And let us make a receptive space where the Spirit 
can find and use us. 
 
Amen. 
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Chaplaincy of All Saints’ Marseille 
with Aix-en-Provence 

and the Luberon 
 

30th January 2022 
Presentation of Christ in the Temple 

Candlemas 
Reflection 
 
If you do not live in France, you might miss some of the excitement of the Candlemas feast. 
Perhaps you see it only as the last festival related to the birth of Christ, bringing the Christmas 
celebration to a close. Christmas decorations should be put away, as well as the church’s 
white and gold stoles and altar cloths. 
 
Here in France, every child could explain, with twinkling eyes, that this is “la fête des crêpes”, 
Pancake Day. After gorging ourselves on “kings’ cakes” throughout the month of January, we 
embark on several weeks of pancake flipping “en famille”. The shape and colour of the 
pancake evokes the sun’s light returning, at last, after the long winter gloom, and the pancake 
tradition goes back to the 5th century, when the famished pilgrims who gathered in Rome to 
celebrate the Presentation of Christ in the Temple, with torch-lit processions, could feed on 
pancakes.  
 
In Marseille, there is even more excitement: people gather at the Vieux Port at 5 o’clock 
before dawn to welcome the Gospel which is brought ashore on a boat, thus re-enacting the 
beginning of the evangelisation of Provence, with the legendary arrival of Lazarus and other 
disciples of Jesus. The Gospel and a wooden statue of Mary, holding the Christ child on her 
lap, which was discovered in the 13th century on the shore, are then taken in procession to 
the abbey of Saint Victor, where green candles are blessed and distributed, as well as biscuits 
in the shape of a boat, the “navettes”.  
 
Wherever we are, we can celebrate today a joyful and meaningful festival. The many names 
by which this day has been known throughout Christian history lay out its richness: the 
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Purification of the Virgin Mary, the Presentation of Jesus in the Temple, Candlemas (with the 
blessing of candles), the Meeting of the Lord or the Great Encounter, as the Eastern churches 
call it. These names highlight some of the many themes that run through today’s Gospel 
reading: purification, presentation, light, encounter.  
 
Luke’s story of the Christ Child being revealed in the Temple calls for thoughtful and patient 
reading, to allow it to unfold its many layers of meaning. In a very Jewish scene, of a family 
who faithfully fulfils the practices of their faith, the evangelist has woven many contrasts and 
interplays: law and grace, age and youth, celebration and judgement, keeping faith with the 
past and breaking new ground.  
 
At the centre of all this is the Child. Substantial words are spoken about someone so tiny. A 
child born in poverty is brought to the place of God’s dwelling and recognised to be the One 
who will embody God’s consolation and salvation, recognised as the Light that will enlighten 
the Gentiles, and as the glorious Presence of God for his people. This Light will reveal the 
inner thoughts of many. The windows into the soul will be thrown wide open. 
 
The Presentation of Jesus in the Temple is marked by the extraordinary witness of Simeon 
and Anna, who persevere in piety and in the service of the Lord, even as they are getting on 
in years (Lk 1.7). 
 
Even if Luke makes no mention of Simeon’s age, the tradition has provided a portrait which 
the poet T S Eliot is faithful to: Simeon is ‘one who has eighty years and no tomorrow’ (A Song 
for Simeon). As for Anna, her age is worth mentioning and remarkable for her days – even 
more extraordinary is that she has spent more than 60 years incessantly worshipping in the 
Temple.  
 
Simeon is one of ‘those who have clean hands and a pure heart, who have not lifted up their 
soul to an idol, nor sworn an oath to a lie’. He can, therefore, expect ‘to receive a blessing 
from the Lord, a just reward from God’, to quote today’s Psalm. After a life of prayer, Simeon 
is inspired by the Spirit to grasp the moment and to do what his life, so far, has been leading 
to: to recognise the Messiah. 
 
Anna is a woman of great hope and expectation, aware that there are things yet to be 
accomplished and fulfilled, aware of the need for the coming redemption. Seeing the Child, 
she turns to praise: God has come to bring about the return of his people from exile. 
 
Anna and Simeon are not the only wonderful examples the Scriptures provide of people who 
responded to God’s call in later life: Noah, Abraham, Moses, Joshua – like Anna and Simeon, 
they all opened to a new vision of God’s purpose for them. God has a special calling for those 
who, in later life, with a wealth of experience, learning and gifts, have fruitful years ahead. 
God summons anyone at any time to service. 
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Anna and Simeon have awaited all their lives, we are told, the intrusion of a faithful God. In 
our age of instant gratification, we cannot even imagine what it means to wait such a long 
time. They can now witness to the arrival of peace on earth. It was their long experience of 
constant and committed prayer and contemplation that enabled Simeon and Anna to 
recognise the Christ when he came to the Temple. Their faithfulness and trust are richly 
rewarded: they are granted to see the new beginning which God had long been preparing for 
Israel. The dawn of a new covenant is breaking. This Child, whom they behold, would bring 
light, not only to Israel, the chosen people, but to all the nations. The joy and peace of God, 
which had been announced at Christmas to the shepherds, is now confirmed by Simeon to 
be a gift to every human being. 
 
Having seen the Christ and spoken the words of the Spirit, Simeon and Anna are liberated to 
“go in peace”. 
 
I would like to challenge the tradition that sees Simeon as asking to be allowed to die in peace, 
the very moment after encountering the Saviour he has been so eagerly waiting to see.    
 
Of course, many of you are familiar with Simeon’s Song, or the Nunc Dimittis, either from our 
Compline services on Wednesday night, as an expression of our confidence in God at the end 
of the day, or perhaps from funeral services, when it whispers our hopes of eternal life: “Lord, 
now lettest thou thy servant depart in peace according to thy word.” 
 
You may not be familiar with the Lutheran tradition of reading or singing the Nunc Dimittis 
after the congregation has received communion. Today, we, too, will listen to it, for in the 
Eucharist, like Simeon, we see and touch God’s promise of eternal life. 
 
I encourage you to read again the Song of Simeon, and I hope you will recognise its language 
of freedom, rather than a desire of liberating death. Simeon is describing his own experience 
as one of being released from bondage, an experience of profound liberation that happened 
when he realised that God could come to us devoid of all majesty and could allow himself to 
be held in our eager hands. It is an experience of liberation and purification. There is now 
place for the faithful God to bring to birth something new in Simeon’s life. When God touches 
our lives, we can be sure that the best is yet to come, wherever we are on our life journey. 
Like Simeon, we, too, can receive the freedom to fully live a life surrendered to God.  
 
The Song of Simeon is an affirmation of life, that overcomes doubts, that cuts the ties the 
world keeps us enslaved with. It is a dismissal, as well: we are sent out into the world in peace, 
to live as those who are beginning to know God’s salvation; to kindle our candles from the 
light which Simeon has testified to; to be filled with the light of Christ’s love and let shine its 
truth in the world. We are sent on a journey within God’s time of light and peace. 
 
God is the journey and the journey’s end. 
Amen.   The Revd Roxana Tenea Teleman, Curate 
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ANGLICAN CHAPLAINCY OF ALL SAINTS’ MARSEILLE 

WITH AIX-EN-PROVENCE AND THE LUBERON 

Reflection – Second Sunday before Lent – 20th February 2022 

Reader Jane Quarmby 

 

 

Our readings today all emphasise the power of God shown in creation.  Genesis, 

whilst it might conflict with modern day understanding of the immense timescales 

inherent in how this beautiful planet of ours in all its diversity and balance, its 

miraculous symmetry and ability to regenerate despite our abuse of it, came into 

being, does have important points to make to us.  We may think we are masters of 

the universe, but nature has her secrets and immense power which we don’t fully 

understand.  For example, research is now showing that trees have an underground 

communication and pastoral care system.  They can alert neighbours to attacks 

from insects and birds, telling them to produce toxins, channel nutrients to sick 

trees, and work together for the good of the forest.  Whales, the Bible’s Leviathans, 

sing to each other across vast distances. 

One of the lessons from Genesis is that God, having created a beautiful fertile 

Garden, in Eden, placed the man that he had made into the garden to tend and 

watch over it.  As I know only too well, gardens don’t stand still, they are constantly 

changing and need a lot of hard work to keep them looking good.  And that was the 

job God gave the man.  I have a little sign that a friend gave me saying “you are 

closer to God in a garden” and that works for me.  To be outside in the fresh air, 

listening to the birds singing, nurturing plants so that they will reward us with 

colour, beauty and scent, or good things to eat, is a real pleasure.  Even at this time 

of year, when it’s all about cutting back dead growth and hauling wheelbarrows of 

manure to spread on my flower beds, I get an enormous amount of satisfaction 

seeing order come from the mess left over from last year; and from seeing the 

spring bulbs pushing through heralding the flowers soon to burst forth, catching 

the scent of the winter honeysuckle, and seeing seeds germinate in the glasshouse.  

It’s also a good reminder to me that I am just the caretaker – I don’t control the 
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weather, I can’t make a seed germinate or a bulb put up new leaves and buds.  And 

Adam, that first man, couldn’t either. 

But he did have a very close and personal relationship with God.  God brought him 

the animals to name, giving him responsibility; the Garden was a holy sanctuary 

where God walked with Adam, he talked to him directly and was concerned that 

Adam had no helper that was just right for him.  This God who had created all 

things, was worried.  That is so like a parent, isn’t it – to worry that your child is 

lonely and doesn’t have a partner?  So God not only created woman to be at Adam’s 

side in his life and work, but also created the first marriage and binding covenant – 

he gives a bride to Adam, and Genesis explains that this is why when a man marries, 

he leaves his parents and becomes one with his wife. 

So Adam and his wife are both custodians of the Garden for God. 

The point which is made in Genesis about God the Creator is picked up again in our 

psalm today.  It sings of how God made the mountains, quieted the raging oceans, 

and continues to take care of the earth, watering it, making it rich and fertile (I’m 

still waiting for that particular miracle in our garden), sending rain, and blessings of 

wonderful harvests and flocks of sheep.  It’s a real song of praise for God the 

Creator, and very respectful of the power inherent in all that God does.  With God 

doing all the hard work, it then begs the question: what are we doing as his 

custodians? 

Why are we polluting our world with toxic gases, heating it to the point of no return 

if we don’t get a grip right now, doing so much damage that fires rage across 

hundreds of kilometres, chopping down or digging up the very plants which give us 

our oxygen and enable us to breathe?  The Amazon was deforested more in January 

this year than any month previously.  Storms batter every part of the world, fiercer 

and more frequent, glaciers and the Arctic are melting, extreme heat is being 

endured in Canada of all places.  From my tranquil garden I can see a band of 

pollution if I look towards Marseille.  What sort of gardeners are we?  Is God happy 

with us?  How will he judge us?  How will our children and grandchildren judge our 

generation? 

It's tempting to see our Gospel reading as telling us not to worry, God will make it 

all ok in the end.  This short story about faith has an undercurrent of showing just 

how powerful God is.  The disciples are in a boat on the Sea of Galilee which is 
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surrounded by high hills so when the wind gets up it can really whistle through 

creating dangerous storms.  It wasn’t a tiny rowing boat, but it was in danger of 

sinking.  Some of the disciples on board were fishermen, sailors who knew these 

waters and for them to panic then they really were in trouble.  Whilst they are 

dashing about bailing out and trying to save the boat and those in it, Jesus is curled 

up having a well-earned nap.  He’s been preaching and healing, and that takes a lot 

of energy, even for the Son of God.  I would love to know what the disciples were 

hoping for when they woke him up.  Was it as a last resort, or to make sure he was 

awake and could help in some way save the boat?  Or for a final blessing before 

they all drowned?  What they got wasn’t what they expected – they received a 

telling off for not having faith in him.  He calmly rebuked the waves and the wind, 

and the storm stopped.  All was calm.  Did he then go back to sleep as in all in a 

day’s work?  Leaving the disciples to work it out for themselves as to what had just 

happened.  Did they pinch themselves to see if it hadn’t all been a horrible 

nightmare?  Or did they suddenly grasp that this was no ordinary man.  This really 

was God in human form because no other explanation would fit.  Only God could 

have done this, only God has such power over creation. 

We humans can use the power of wind and waves, but we can’t control it.  Garry 

and I could only watch aghast as our newly installed and heavily weighted solar 

panels gracefully blew flat on their faces in the recent Mistral.  Nothing we could 

do about it.  A reminder of just how powerless we humans are in the face of the 

natural world. 

But the disciples’ reaction is only too common in the face of impending 

catastrophe.  All too often we leave it too late to ask for God’s help and 

intervention, we muddle along relying on ourselves – it doesn’t occur to us that 

whilst we don’t have the power to resolve a crisis, God does.  Jesus told us just to 

ask in his name and it will be granted.  But to do that means keeping him fully in 

mind and alongside us, not trusting in our own capabilities.  If the ship is sinking 

then only God can prevent it, regardless of how much bailing out we do.  Faith 

should be at the forefront of our minds, not a last resort. 

But we also need to keep in mind that in the words of St Teresa of Avila “Christ has 

no hands, no feet on earth but yours.  Yours are the eyes with which he looks with 

compassion on this world.  Christ has no body on earth but yours.”  So we do all 
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need to do our bit in times of crisis – and to be good custodians of this wonderful, 

beautiful planet on which we live, with God’s help and direction.   

Amen 
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ANGLICAN CHAPLAINCY OF ALL SAINTS’ MARSEILLE 

WITH AIX-EN-PROVENCE AND THE LUBERON 

Reflection – Sunday next before Lent – 27th February 2022 

Canon David Pickering 

 

 

Suddenly they saw two men, Moses and Elijah, talking to him. They appeared in 

glory and were speaking of his departure, which he was about to accomplish in 

Jerusalem. Luke 9.30 &31. 

I feel these are very appropriate words for the Sunday before the beginning of Lent, 

which descends on us this coming Wednesday.  I hope they will also help us in our 

reflections and prayers following the dreadful events in the Ukraine this week. 

But, as seems to be a bit of a habit with me, may I first indulge in a moment of 

nostalgia! 

As some may remember, the three Sundays before Ash Wednesday, had interesting 

and majestic names: Septuagesima, Sexagesima, and today, Quinquagesima.  

These names were introduced in Rome in the seventh century, and were retained 

by Cranmer in the Book of Common Prayer, which many of us probably grew up 

with.  Sadly these intriguing titles have no place in Common Worship.  They were 

probably introduced to encourage a long term view or focus on Easter.  

Unfortunately Septuagesima, and Sexagesima were wrong calculations, but today 

is accurately the fiftieth day before Easter.  As a theological student, this was a 

comforting day, as it meant only fifty days to the end of term. But of course we 

needed to get through Lent first. 

By contrast Common Worship names them the Sundays before Lent: the focus has 

been moved back from Easter to Lent.  We need to remember that Lent is primarily 

a preparation for celebrating the resurrection.  It helps us to explore the meaning 

of the resurrection in our living out the Christian life.  It encourages us to rise to a 

new life. 



2 
 

So today, here on the Sunday before Lent, what are we looking forward to?  We 

may no longer have the three majestic titles for the Sundays before Lent, but on 

this day, in all three years of our liturgical calendar, we have the grand event of the 

Transfiguration.  What can be more majestic than the account of an experience of 

the glory of God? 

Today’s Old Testament reading tells of how Moses’ countenance was so changed 

after his experience of the glory of God that he had to cover his face when in public 

view.  Saint Paul takes this up in our New Testament reading, talking of a symbolic 

veil that prevented his fellow Jews from seeing the truth of Christ.  Indeed, to this 

very day, when they hear the reading of the old covenant, that same veil is still 

there, since only in Christ is it set aside. (2 Corinthians 3.14).  Perhaps, in the same 

way we often need to unveil our thoughts, hearts and minds to see the ways of 

God, even to become aware of his glory. 

Some may say, that in the light of this week’s tragic events, ‘Glory’ is something 

that should be put on the back plate for the time being. But when we lose sight of 

the glory of God, we are in danger of losing all sight of hope. It’s perhaps a 

fortuitous choice that as we move towards Easter, this year’s Lent groups will be 

discussing Teresa White’s Hope and the Nearness of God.  We should note that at 

the very moment of Jesus’ Transfiguration in this morning’s gospel, Moses and 

Elijah foreshadow the forthcoming tragic events: They appeared in glory and were 

speaking of his departure, which he was about to accomplish in Jerusalem. (vs 31).  

From this point on the gospel story moves steadily forward to Good Friday. 

The Gospel reading concluded with what seems to be an unrelated event; an 

encounter with a man and his highly-deranged son.  The disciples can do nothing 

to help - this seems to be an absolutely hopeless situation.  But into their darkness, 

Jesus brings a moment of glory.  Jesus rebuked the unclean spirit, healed the boy, 

and gave him back to his father. And all were astounded at the greatness of God. 

Luke 9. 42b & 43.  Here we can read the glory of God. 

When he went up the mountain to pray, Jesus took with him his three closest 

disciples, Peter, John and James.  And, just like Moses, while he was praying, the 

appearance of his face changed. Luke 9.29.  Prayer is the starting point where we 

can begin to experience and understand the glory of God. Lent gives us the focus 

we need to spend more time in prayer, so that when, on Easter morning, we sing 
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that wonderful hymn, Thine be the glory, risen conquering Son, endless is the victory 

thou o’er death hast won, we have a fuller understanding of the glory of God 

present in the Risen Lord in our own lives. 

The current dire situation very much needs this.  Without confidence in the glory 

of God there can be no hope, and hope is not only essential in the present crisis, 

but also in the many other critical situations ruining so many lives throughout the 

world today: the hungry and homeless, the poor, refugees and those deprived of 

their human rights and dignity.  All need our prayers, all need the hope of God’s 

glory.  Today in our liturgical and private prayers we especially hold the present 

calamity before God, but we do so in the knowledge that his glory will prevail in the 

end.  Unless we believe this there can be no hope. In this or any other perilous 

situation we may not even see our way through, but our faith calls us to put our 

trust in God.  We must pray that he will guide us and all involved to find the way 

forward to his ultimate glory. 

Thine be the glory, risen conquering Son, endless is the victory thou o’er death hast 

won.   

Amen. 
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ANGLICAN CHAPLAINCY OF ALL SAINTS’ MARSEILLE 

WITH AIX-EN-PROVENCE AND THE LUBERON 

Reflection – 3rd Sunday of Lent – 20th March 2022 

 

Jane Quarmby, Reader 

 

 

When we moved into our house here in Provence, one of the things that came with 

us was a small fig tree, an offshoot of a venerable old tree planted on top of a wall 

in a courtyard in England. We duly planted it against another wall here and left it 

to its own devices. It’s now a respectable size and gives us baskets of fruit every 

year. Others have sowed themselves where they wished to and with no 

intervention from us are busy growing and giving us lovely black sweet figs every 

year. So, when I read the gospel reading for today with my gardener’s hat on, I 

found it rather odd that a lovingly tended fig tree wasn’t giving fruit. Was it because 

it had no other fig trees nearby to pollinate the fruit? No, because figs self-pollinate 

- they don’t need others to bear fruit. Was it lack of water? I doubt it – we don’t 

water ours – they have long roots so they can find water. Was the soil too poor? 

Well, fig trees will only fruit if the growing conditions are tough – too much good 

soil and all you’ll get are leaves, no fruit. 

So why, I wondered, still with my literal and gardeners’ hat on, would a gardener 

who presumably knew his stuff, want to water, and manure a tree not bearing 

fruit? Better by far to leave it alone surely. 

Or was it that the gardener was fond of the old tree and couldn’t bear to see it 

chopped down, so he pleaded for one last chance, regardless of whether it gave 

fruit or not? Perhaps he ate his lunch under its shade, perhaps he had grown it from 

seed, or he just liked the shape. Or it is it, because this is one of Jesus’s teaching 

parables, that the fig tree is in fact Israel. He is saying that unless the nation of Israel 

produced the fruit of repentance, then it will face judgement and destruction. It 

will be chopped down and destroyed. All through the Bible, Israel is often referred 

to as a vineyard or a fig tree that God will judge and find lacking. 
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To see the stump of a tree is I think very sad – it symbolises destruction, and to see 

a bare hillside which has been felled and cleared is horrible. I know that in time the 

seeds buried in the ground by birds and other animals will sprout and new trees 

will grow, but the very act of felling a tree is a deeply upsetting sight, as it crashes 

to the floor, branches breaking off and leaving a huge gap in the forest.  

Jesus loves Israel and knows that although he is doing all he can to turn things 

around, to bring the people back to God; if they don’t understand and act on his 

words, then they too will be felled, come crashing down and leave nothing but a 

bare stump. As of course does happen when some decades later, Rome finally loses 

all patience, turns on Israel and inflicts mass destruction and death. Israel and its 

leaders stubbornly keep going in the wrong direction, looking for war against the 

Romans rather than taking note of the new commandments that Jesus has brought 

– love God and love one another. Don’t focus on the fruit of today, on consuming 

and buying “stuff”, on amassing money, on ignoring the problems and hardship of 

your neighbour, on continuing on your own self-centred way, on taking the route 

of violence. 

Just before Jesus tells the parable of the fig tree, he’s told about Pilate ordering the 

murder of some pilgrims from Galilee as they were offering sacrifices in the temple. 

This was so shocking – as though the local prefecture had murdered one of our 

congregations in one of our worship centres on a Sunday. At the time, it was 

commonly believed that bad things happened to bad people, so the pilgrims must 

have been bad people and deserved what happened to them. Jesus firmly debunks 

that idea, along with the example of a tower falling on 18 people in Siloam and 

killing them. They weren’t the worst sinners, that’s not why they suffered, they 

weren’t punished by God in these ways at all. In his view, everyone needs to repent, 

to turn away from evil and back to God, otherwise they’ll all perish. 

This dire warning is echoed by Paul in his letter to the Corinthians, reminding us of 

the things that happened on the way out of Egypt in the Exodus. Whilst the people 

believed in God and kept to his Commandments, all was well. God made the 

Egyptians set them free, parted the waters of the Red Sea, gave them food and 

drink in the wilderness. But left to their own devices, the people relapsed, 

grumbling and worshipping statues they’d made themselves, having wild parties 

and were destroyed for their sins. God can take away as well as give. Paul says 
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“these things happened to them as examples for us. They were written down to 

warn us….” And so, it goes on, reminding us that God cares for his people but will 

judge those who rebel against him, who don’t believe in him. It’s common theme 

throughout the Bible, one long plea for humanity to follow God, to practise good, 

not evil. Only then will we all find heaven, the kingdom of God, here on earth. 

Going back to the story of the fig tree – does Jesus mean that he is the gardener, 

or is he the vineyard owner? Whether he means he is the gardener, sent by God to 

sort out the vineyard and is pleading for one last chance before the fig tree is cut 

down, or whether he is the owner, looking for signs of health and fruit, it doesn’t 

really make a difference. Either way, he knows at this point that the people he 

wants to save, to turn around to live better lives, to save themselves from 

destruction, aren’t really listening to him. He has some who follow him, but they 

don’t really understand what he is or what he’s about. How must he have felt? 

Perhaps it’s telling that in his story the gardener says finally that he’ll give it one 

last try and if it doesn’t work, then the tree can be cut down. 

It’s the case in any good productive garden that a plant that doesn’t perform is 

weeded out. God’s garden is no different. The message hasn’t changed over the 

centuries since Jesus’s time. People haven’t changed. On the one hand we have 

war in so many countries, including in Europe now, hatred spilling out into violence, 

more powerful people abusing the weak, hunger, homelessness, refugees, poverty, 

squalor and hardship are still with us, caused by the choices made by those with 

power to put things right. As a species we are close to wiping ourselves out through 

the damage we are doing to the planet on which we live. On the other hand we 

have people working hard to bring help to those who need it most – working on 

the ground to dig wells, find better ways of growing food, cleaning up the oceans 

of plastic, giving refugees homes, sending convoys of aid to war zones, risking their 

lives to bring out women and children from Ukraine, developing new ways to heat 

and power our homes, battling against infection and disease on a daily basis. Small 

acts of kindness every day. It’s easy to focus on the bad because that makes 

headlines, but there’s a balance to be had. 

It’s up to us whether we want to be a weed or a cherished plant in God’s garden. 

I certainly don’t want to end up on the bonfire in the autumn! 

Amen.   
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ANGLICAN CHAPLAINCY OF ALL SAINTS’ MARSEILLE 

WITH AIX-EN-PROVENCE AND THE LUBERON 

Reflection – Fourth Sunday of Lent – 27th March 2022 

Christine Portman, Reader 

 

 

When we put together the service sheets for a Sunday service, I usually prefer the 

older Collect, but not today.  Of the two alternatives given, the one in more modern 

and direct language seemed best to hit the mark: 

Merciful Lord, you know our struggle to serve you: when sin spoils our lives 

and overshadows our hearts, come to our aid and turn us back to you again; 

through Jesus Christ our Lord. 

I know we are living in uncertain times, but the last thing I want to do today is to 

give a reflection that’s full of doom and gloom – we are in Lent and looking forward 

with hope to Easter.  Our reading for the Lent course this year has been Hope and 

the Nearness of God.  What an inspired choice that turned out to be, Jamie!  Yet 

unfortunately, there are people who don’t like Lent.  It can smack of personal 

privation, lack of flowers in church, an awkward time when we’re encouraged to 

focus on deeper self-examination.  The word many don’t like at all is sin – but like 

so many of the Lent readings, again today’s invite us to think about where we fail 

to follow God’s way, and what it means to acknowledge that we are all sinners.   

Now I’m sure the vast majority of people are essentially good-hearted.  Most of us 

want the best for our friends, our families, our neighbours and our world.  Usually 

we humans don’t set out to make life hard for others.  But just because we might 

not actively commit many sinful deeds, that doesn’t mean to say that our words 

never cause harm.  And our thoughts?  Hmmm, those uncharitable judgements we 

pass on people who don’t behave or think as we believe they should?  I’ll leave you 

to think about which of those three ways of sinning is the most likely!  

Today’s Collect gets to the heart of what every one of the readings has to say about 

our capacity for making life complicated.  Despite all his advantages, what a total 

mess the Prodigal Son made of his!  Although Jesus has told us that his burden is 
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easy and his yoke is light, many of us seem to have no difficulty in making burdens 

and yokes for ourselves.  As the Collect says, we can struggle to serve God, and 

when sin spoils our lives it overshadows our hearts. 

Yet many people nowadays are extremely uncomfortable with, and actually deny 

the concept of sin.  Satan, sin and wickedness we’re told are notions that belong to 

a past age.  We’re supposed to have moved on from such medieval ideas.  These 

days one has issues that grow from one’s upbringing and culture.  Now I’d never 

want to minimise the effect that our past has upon our behaviour: modern 

psychiatry has given us excellent insights into how our minds work.  But so does 

ancient scripture.  We read in in the Old Testament the Lord will by no means clear 

the guilty, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children to the third and the 

fourth generations.’  Our ancestors knew as well as us that unless resolved, violence 

and abuse inside the family and in the wider world can persist for generations. 

Sin does exist – and it’s not only out there in a world plagued by violence and 

selfishness.  We possess that potential too and unless we grow in consciousness of 

the wrongs we have done and continue to do, we can’t turn back to God.  We have 

to acknowledge that in chasing our own desires we often miss the mark.  

Sometimes, as with the Prodigal Son, we have to hit really hard times before we’re 

ready to admit that we were on the wrong path.  But once we do (and this is the 

good news we find in all today’s readings) God is always there, ever-generous, to 

welcome us back with open arms.  Turning back to walk with God, repentance, 

recognising that we do err and stray, clears the way to hear God’s voice again.  Sin 

may keep us away from that abundant loving kindness of God but Lent invites us to 

find the time and space to draw closer to him and to discern his will for us.  Like the 

loving father in today’s Gospel reading, God is always waiting with open arms to 

welcome us back. 

Throughout the Old Testament we hear how the Israelites struggle as they turn 
away from him.  In today’s reading from Joshua, at last they seem to have left the 
disgrace of Egypt behind them.  God no longer needs to feed them manna.  From 
then on they ate the produce of the land.  For with God there is always hope – the 
hope of thy kingdom come, if only we’d let his will be done, if only we’d let him 
guide us there.  The psalmist rightly says that we’re often like horse and mule which 
have no understanding, but God never abandons us, he preserves us from trouble 
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and says:  I will instruct you and teach you in the way that you should go.  Do we 
want to take the guidance?  If we do, we need to be listening out for his voice.   

In these weeks of Lent he offers us an opportunity.  We can make a conscious 
decision to take that up, in quiet, in prayer, in looking again at difficult scripture 
where we may find it hard to grasp the meaning.  The simple, heartfelt prayer of St 
Richard of Chichester may help to focus our minds:  

May I know you more clearly, 
Love you more dearly, 
Follow you more nearly, 
Day by day. 

We are always invited to knock on the door.  It will always be opened for us.  As St 

Paul says¸ if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has passed 

away; see, everything has become new!  This must be one of the most hopeful 

verses in the Bible! 

But Jesus gives a good warning in today’s gospel too.  I suppose most of us think 

that the Prodigal Son is the dissolute young man who throws away his father’s 

inheritance on drink and loose women.  The one who disregards all the rules in the 

book.  The one with whom we don’t identify?  But what if the real Prodigal turns 

out to be the older brother, the good son who had always done his father’s bidding?  

Lent calls us to examine ourselves with a critical eye – which is precisely what the 

older brother was unable to do.  He’s furious at the lavish welcome given by his 

father.  What had he got for all his hard work?  Absolutely nothing!  He’s angry and 

jealous, judgemental, unloving and unwelcoming.  And he hates not only his 

brother, but his father too – simply for their goodness.  Doing his father’s will has, 

it seems, taught him nothing.  Blinded by self-righteousness, he fails to see the truth 

of his situation: by staying with his father all the time he has always had everything 

he needs.  We can read these gifts as the riches of God’s grace towards us, but in 

his jealousy, the older brother is unable to value what he already has. 

God save us all from self-righteousness! 

Amen.   
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ANGLICAN CHAPLAINCY OF ALL SAINTS’ MARSEILLE 

WITH AIX-EN-PROVENCE AND THE LUBERON 

Reflections on the Cross 

Good Friday - 15th April 2022 

All Saints’ Marseille 

The Revd Jamie Johnston, Chaplain 

 

Address 1 – Crown of thorns 

The context in which we gather this year needs no introduction.  It is just over 
seven weeks since we woke to the news that Russia had invaded Ukraine, after 
days of denial that this was its intention.  Grim sights not seen on this continent 
for more than seventy-five years have reminded an older generation, and taught 
a new one, of the suffering and the horror and the futility of war.  When the 
suburb of Bucha was liberated a few weeks ago, a protestant pastor wearing 
army fatigues was interviewed as he walked through its streets, strewn with 
unburied bodies, contemplating the destruction of an entire community.  He 
turned to the camera and said: ‘How could this be happening in Europe in the 
twenty-first century?’   

How indeed?  How did we forget, allow the hard won peace of the last 75 years 
to slip through our fingers?  When I drive past the entrance to the 
Commonwealth War Graves Cemetery on the outskirts of Marseille, with its 
rows of gravestones commemorating those who died in two World Wars, the 
majority of them aged 19, 20, 21, sometimes as old as 35, it is as if a cry goes up 
echoing the words from the Book of Lamentations:  ‘Is it nothing to you, all you 
who pass by?’  We held within our grasp a peaceable post War order in Europe 
based on mutual cooperation, shared values and respect for human rights and 
freedoms, yet we watch as populist politicians across the continent speak the 
language of hatred, xenophobia and scapegoating as if the lessons of history had 
simply been forgotten.  Treating ‘the Other’ as an ‘it’ and not a ‘you’, dismissing 
our common humanity.   

‘Is it nothing to you?’, ask the people of Ukraine.  As we gather here in safety to 
contemplate the Cross on which Jesus died, is there anything we could possibly 
have to say to them, huddled in basements, weeping beside roadside graves, 
crying out in pain?   




