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I wonder when we look back at the past what are the things that we remember. In our lives we often 
think that it is words which are most important. What we say, the arguments we use, how we 
persuade or convince- the clever things that are spoken. But actually when you look back at your 
past you realise that a lot of your memory is bodily memory, memory of the senses and actually 
actions often speak louder than words.  I wonder what memories you have stored away and how 
many of those memories are visual or sense memories, memories carried in the whole of your body? 

 

When someone dies we often find that those sense memories become very vivid. One of the greatly 
loved members of this congregation is a man called Brian Mears. He passed away in a hospice last 
Friday in Penarth in Wales. I was a fortunate enough to be able to visit him there one week before 
he died. When I remember this meeting, I can remember every detail. Brian’s composure, his 
matter of fact understated manner. Him sitting there on his bed, with his face slightly flushed and 
swollen by the medication and me facing him on the chair.  We celebrated the Eucharist together- a 
tiny piece of bread shared, and wine, no more than a thimble full held in a tiny chalice. Then the 
cross on his forehead in oil. Today’s symbols speaking across time and into eternity.  I pushed him 
in his wheel chair, we found a door leading into the back garden overlooking the sea- at the bottom 
of the garden a gate “shall we escape” I asked Brian chuckled. “Yes” said Brian “I had the same idea, 
let’s escape”. I pushed his wheel chair along the hill both of us looking out to the vast sea, both of us 
aware of the vast unknown that Brian was so close to meeting with such courage and grace. Back in 
his bedroom Brian said “When you go back to St Martin’s,” he said “I don’t want people making a 
fuss. I mean I am 86 year old. What more could I ask. And dying is part of life.” A simple meeting 
but the details of the encounter etched on my memory. 

 

I wonder what memories of life and death you carry with you. I wonder what memories can bring 
life out of death. I wonder what lives on.  What do I remember about my father, he was a vicar too, 
but I don’t remember his sermons apart from a line or two. I remember his beautiful handwriting, 
the letters he wrote to me, my name on the envelope, and in the same handwriting written on the 
first page of the Bible he gave me which I still have. I remember watching him do up a parcel so 
meticulously, remember watching him shave, and the sound the razor made as it cut through the 
stubble. He was ill for about five years- losing his mobility. I remember his hand writing becoming 
wobbly.  I remember his slippers still neatly placed at the side of his bed.  When he died I remember 
the touch of his coffin it was covered in soft fabric, I remember putting the side of my face against 
it, so I could feel close. Two years after his death I was walking down the road and I saw a woman 
trying to help her husband out of the car. She was struggling so I stopped to help her- easing the 
frail man to his feet, careful that his head did not hit against the roof of the car, or that he did not 
lose his footing and trip on the curb. The wife thanked me but as I walked away I could feel my 
whole body shaking and tears were running down my face. My body had remember the hundred 
times I had performed this same action for my own father. That is what a sacrament is the outward 
visible action or sign which holds within it the mystery of love and grace.  

 

Tonight we also are called upon to remember- these are primordial memories. The memories of our 
own Christian community and how it was formed. Memories that have formed us and called us 
deep within our bodies to become Christ’s body. They are bodily memories, remembered not as 
formulas, or dogmas, or dead traditions but remembered through each one of our senses and the 
community that has passed those memories on from generation to generation. These memories are 
precious and when we give them attention they are forever disclosing to us new meaning and new 



depth. You see these memories are soul memories, soul encounters- they come from the deepest 
experiences of our humanity. In these next few days each of those memories will be revisited and 
meditated upon or lived again in our experience.  They are memories that we go on unpacking and 
exploring, and trying to understand not just with our heads but with our hearts. Think of some of 
those memories- a donkey entering Jerusalem, palm branches, the Temple tables overturned, a 
group of friends gathering in an upper room that has been prepared and then Jesus taking off his 
outer garments and washing his disciples feet, bread and wine shared, prayers in a garden, a kiss 
that becomes a betrayal, an arrest, a trial, torture, the wooden cross, the nails, the two thieves on 
either side, the cries, the blood and water, the borrowed grave. Each of those signs a story we will 
tell again and again- each of those strangely becoming a deep memory within our own lives. 

 

Tonight those memories speak as powerfully as ever. And once again we must allow them to 
astonish us. Think of the brutality that Jesus is just about to suffer. Think of that brutality not just 
then but now, the violence that humanity is capable of. We do not need to look far to find examples 
that continue to horrify us. And what is God’s reply to that horror of betrayal?  Jesus washes his 
disciples’ feet- the simplest, most tender of actions- set against all that destruction humanity is 
capable washing feet and sharing and wine around a table. The most seemingly inconsequential 
actions which change the world. As St Francis de Sales wrote “Nothing is so gentle as God’s power 
and nothing is so powerful as God’s gentleness.” Here in complete humility we glimpse the love 
which is capable of transforming our humanity. The simplest food become the expression of God’s 
love, God’s presence with us and in us.  

 

Over this period of Lent we have been following the story of Abraham. And one of the parts of that 
story that we have most grappled with is the whole idea of how God could have demanded that 
Abraham sacrifice his son. In fact we get so tangled up in our judgment of God and the characters 
involved that we can forget that actually the story is not about the sacrifice of a child but of the 
discovery that God does not want our sacrifice but wants mercy. Mercy. Last Sunday those who 
were here saw the Passion Story of Jesus acted out around this altar and beneath this window. Our 
Jesus was a young man and refugee from Afghanistan and his disciples were refugees from different 
countries. When they took Christ’s body down from the cross they held him with great gentleness. 
They laid him on this altar. One of them held him in his arms as though he were indeed holding the 
with huge compassion and gentleness the body of one who had died, and carefully laying him to 
rest- and my thoughts and body was flooded with memories- of the points of conflict in our world- 
the points of violence be it Aleppo, or the village of Khan Sheikhoun, or Westminster Bridge, or St 
Thomas’ Hospital, or a Hospice in Penarth or helping my father out of the car. It is God’s mercy that 
saves the world. The altar of sacrifice can be transformed by Christ into the place of devotion and 
mercy and tenderness. It is not bombs that are going to convert us. It is God’s mercy that will 
transform a cross into a sign of hope and an empty tomb into the sign of resurrection. Christ has 
not abandoned the world. He is there, just as he was then, washing away the dirt, sharing the bread 
of life- transforming the place of abandonment into the very place of his unconditional love. And 
we, we are the ones who carry in our bodies the death of Jesus Christ so that his life may be 
revealed in us 


