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Preface 

 

One of the huge privileges of being a priest is to be able to 

speak, on a regular basis, to congregations.  Whenever I do so, I find 

myself conscious that a church service is not usually the best place to 

have a debate – however contentious the ideas are that I may be trying 

to get across.   

Being conscious of these challenges, I have for some years been 

publishing a large portion of my sermons, meditations, stories and 

other thoughts online (at www.tomkennar.com).  Often that has led 

my listeners to engage with the thoughts being expressed.  Sometimes 

we’ve argued and debated online.  Sometimes my own thinking has 

been shaped by the contributions or responses of others.  Sometimes, 

I hope I have been able to do the same for them. 
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However, it has become increasingly clear in recent years that 

easy access to the Internet is a luxury that not many members of my 

congregations have.  I have therefore endeavoured to make this 

collection of assorted scribblings available in book form – in the 

sincere hope that it might enable others who don’t (or can’t) use the 

Internet, to be able to participate in the ongoing conversation about 

God. (More information about how to converse with me is available 

in the Epilogue.) 

The collection of scribblings included here span a period of 

about eleven years – from around 2009 to the beginning of 2020.  

They include stories, meditations, sermons and a travel-log of one of 

my recent forays into Ghana.   

First, under the general heading of ‘Living in the Light’, I have 

included some talks and meditations which I hope will get readers 

thinking about what it means to be today’s followers of Jesus Christ.  

These also include various sermons preached at key turning-points of 

the Christian year, in the hope that readers will have the chance to 

reflect on some of the possible meanings of these great events. 

The second section of the book includes some original stories.  

I am a great believer in the power of story to open our minds up to 

new possibilities.  They are often more helpful than a polemical blast 

from a pulpit.   

The third section is a journal I made during my 2012 visit to 

Ghana.  I hope that the arm-chair travellers among my readers will 

enjoy spending time with me in Africa, and gain some insights not just 

into my own mind, but also the challenges of the very much 

missionary faith of the Church in Ghana. 

Finally, I have included a few pages of ‘last words’ – these are 

‘thoughts for the week’ which I have published from time to time in 

our parish newsletter (over the last couple of years). 

My hope is that these ‘scribblings’ will offer food for thought, 

no more than that.  I claim no expertise as a theologian (except in the 

sense that we are all called to be those who at least try to think about 

God). Some of my more erudite colleagues will doubtless find errors 

of theology here, and I certainly don’t insist that anyone should take 

my own ruminations as authoritative. I am a parish priest who tries to 

speak into the lives of the people he serves; nothing more. But, by 

presenting these thoughts in this format, I hope that those who find 
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them will think about them. And perhaps make a personal journey a 

step closer to God. 

A few words of thanks are certainly in order.  First, my most 

sincere gratitude must go to my ever-patient wife and daughter, Clare 

and Emily.  They have had to sit through many of these talks and 

meditations when they were delivered orally, and they are sometimes 

the butt of humorous anecdotes (it’s part of the sacrifice of being a 

priest’s family!).  Without their loving encouragement, and the time 

they have generously allowed me away from family duties of all 

kinds, most of the thoughts I have had about God and God’s world 

would simply have been lost to the ether.  Their gifts of time and 

encouragement to me are more appreciated than they can imagine. 

Secondly I want to thank the people of the two parishes I have 

served in the last decade, the North End Portsmouth Team Ministry, 

and my present parish of Havant, St Faith with St Nicholas, 

Langstone. By listening and responding to these thoughts over the 

years we’ve been together, they have shaped my thinking and honed 

my ideas.  I hope I have done a little shaping in return. 

Finally, it is only right to acknowledge that many of the 

thoughts in these pages have been inspired or suggested by the 

writings of others.  In terms of living authors, I owe a debt of gratitude 

to the minds of Rowan Williams, Richard Rohr, Rob Bell, Jonathan 

Sacks, Tom Wright, Brian McLaren, Rosalind Brown, Alistair Begg, 

and the contributors to the many biblical commentaries on my shelves.   

Sermons and meditations are not generally the place to make 

academic references to where ideas have come from.  When possible, 

I have tried to do so, without unduly altering the rhythm of the 

speaking-moment.  But the occasional resonant phrase or idea, 

originating from one or more of these authors has often crept into a 

sermon or meditation without such acknowledgement being overtly 

made. Often I have no memory from whence they came – only that 

their resonance spoke to me, stayed with me, so that my own thinking 

was nourished by them.  For such occasions as I have failed to give 

due acknowledgement in the following pages, I apologise to their 

authors, and humbly beg forgiveness. 

 

Tom Kennar.   

May 2020 
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Living in the Light 

 

A collection of sermons, meditations and talks about being a Christian 

today. 
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Just ordinary, spiritual people. 

 

Reading: John 11.17-44.  First preached in 2009 

 

One of the joys of having a computer is the receiving of  'round 

robin' emails, which people constantly send me.  One particular email 

which arrives routinely, every few weeks or so, is one which lists 

alleged bloopers from Parish Magazines.  I have to admit, some 

bloopers from parish magazines are priceless.  Here's a small selection 

of my favourites: 

 "Ladies, don't forget the rummage sale. It's a chance to get rid of 

those things not worth keeping around the house. Don't forget your 

husbands". 

 "Today the Vicar will preach his farewell sermon after which the 

choir will sing 'Break Forth into Joy' " 

 Notice in the kitchen of a Church Hall: "Ladies, when you have 

emptied the teapot, please stand upside down in the sink". 

 And here's a special favourite of mine:  "During the Easter Sunday 

service, Mrs Williams of the Mother's Union will lay an egg on the 

Altar" 

Speaking of eggs - it’s nearly Easter, so this seems as good a 

time as any to think about them.  Eggs, of course, remind us of new 

life...and Jesus rose from the tomb in a similar way that new born 

chicks emerge from an egg.  This year, there has been a campaign to 

produce a Real Easter Egg - chocolate eggs which actually have the 

story of the Resurrection printed on the side...to try to help an 

uneducated public make the connection between chocolate eggs and 

Jesus. 

But there is another way in which we can use the image of the 

egg to contemplate Easter. 

In a book called ‘Hope Against Darkness’, the Franciscan priest 

Richard Rohr invites us to use the egg to understand something 

perhaps even more profound than the image of an empty tomb.   He 

suggests that these three elements of the egg - yolk, white and shell, 

can provide an image for our growth as children of God.  The three 

elements can be thought of as three stories...there is my story, then 

there is our story, then there is the story.  Rohr suggests that true, 

biblical religion (and especially true, biblical Christianity) honours 
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and integrates these three stories.  He calls that process of integration 

a 'Cosmic Egg of Meaning'. 

Let me try to explain Rohr’s ideas, especially in relation to our 

life together as a parish. 

The first level at which we all exist is at the level of the 

individual.  This is my story...the essential being that I am.  At this 

level, I live as a private individual - I make my own choices.  I decide 

what I will believe, about God, or about the world.  I am the one who 

has the free will to live a creative life, or to vegetate my days away in 

front of the television.  This is the level of individualism - which is a 

concept that has really taken hold in recent years... especially in the 

Western world.  This is the level at which we embrace concepts like 

celebrity... where we become fascinated with the intricate detail of 

individual lives.  Hello Magazine is the herald of the individual. 

Consumerism is its life-blood. Strictly Come Dancing and the X-

Factor are all about the small life of individuals, raised for a moment 

of fame above the normal boredom of human, individualism. 

But on its own, being an individual is a very small stage indeed.  

It's the little stage where I do my own dance and where the sort of 

questions we ask ourselves are "Who is watching me?  How do I feel? 

What do I believe?  What makes me unique?"   

Each of us is, of course, an individual - a loved, beautifully 

created, individual child of God.  But doing 'life' by ourselves is not 

the solution to a happy and fulfilled existence.  Unless we draw from 

something greater than our mere selves, we are doomed to an endless 

self-critical, or self-deluding individualism... and we will wither and 

die.  Jesus calls us to something greater, something bigger than mere 

individualism.  In John 15, verse 5, he warns that 'the branch which is 

cut off from the Vine is useless'.  And in today's Gospel, he reminds 

us that he is both the Resurrection and the Life.  Life, in all its fullness 

cannot be attained by an individual alone.   

And so we move to the second part of the egg...to the 'white' if 

you like. If the yolk symbolises 'my story', the white symbolises 'our 

story'.  This is where the life of the individual becomes integrated into 

the life of a community.  ‘I’ becomes 'we'.  This is where we find our 

group... our community, perhaps, or our country, perhaps our 

nationality, or our ethnic group.  For many people, the concept of 'us' 

is often caught up with the kind of music they listen to, or what gang 
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they belong to.  We feel protected inside the group.  We might be 

members of a Rotary club, or a jam-making club.  We might be 

supporters of a football team - and gain a sense of purpose by waving 

flags and signs around.  Now we no longer have to be great by 

ourselves; our greatness is found by belonging to a larger group, 

whose greatness ‘rubs off’ on us. 

All of us belong to many groups.  It is necessary for our growth 

as human beings to move beyond the yolk, into the 'white' - beyond 

individualism, and into the group.  For Christians, of course, one of 

the groups that we choose to belong to is the 'Christian Club' - or as 

we call it, the Church.  Here, with other Christians, we find group 

identity, and group purpose.  Together we identify what we need to 

fight for, and fight against.   

For us, in this parish, our mission is enshrined in our Five Year 

Plan. In that plan, we committed ourselves together, as a group, to 

being a praying, learning, serving, visible church that is diverse and 

all-inclusive.  That is, in a nutshell... or an egg-shell!  It’s our group 

identity. 

In that endeavour, we have been prolific together.  We have 

ministered to the sick, and to the lonely, to the bereaved, and to the 

families of baptised children, and to couples preparing for marriage.  

We have provided community activities for our neighbours to meet 

one another (and to migrate from being individuals to being members 

of a life-giving group).  We have maintained our church buildings, so 

that the Kingdom is seen in bricks and mortar... as well as in lives.  

We have raised funds, and supported mission in other places.  We 

have sung, we have prayed, we have laughed and we have celebrated.  

We have danced.  We've been together in pubs, and in schools, at quiz 

nights and concerts.   

But we need to go broader and deeper still.  If all we are is a 

group who like doing things together... then we've missed the point 

entirely.  Groups can be wonderfully nurturing places... essential for 

our growth away from the smallness of individualism.  But groups can 

also be dangerous places.  Just think how many people have thrown 

away their lives for causes which were all about ‘group 

identity’…everyone from the Crusaders to the Nazis.  If we are not 

careful, our group can become our God.  We can end up worshipping 

the Vine, instead of the source of the Vine's life.  We can end up 
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worshipping our Church, rather than the God who gives his life to the 

Church, just as Jesus gave life to Lazarus. 

How can we escape from that trap?  How can we go deeper and 

broader, beyond the life of our group, our parish, into the very heart 

of God? 

That is the third part of the egg...the shell.  If the yolk is 'my 

Story' and the white is 'our Story'...then the shell, which binds it all 

together is 'the Story'.... the sacred story of a God who creates all life 

and all possibilities, and holds them in his hands.  The way to avoid 

our group becoming the reason for our existence is to go deeper... into 

the Divine Life, into that which transcends our individualism and our 

particular group - and which opens us up to the incredible potential of 

life to the full...or 'eternal life' as Jesus called it.   

"I am the Resurrection and the Life....and everyone who 

believes in me will never die".  Or as Jesus is quoted in John 4.14, he 

is the Living Water:  "anyone who drinks of me will never be thirsty 

again." 

The challenge of Richard Rohr's Cosmic Egg is that we should 

learn to live with all three of its parts.  Not content with individualism, 

we embrace the group.  Not content with the group, we embrace the 

whole... the transcendent reality which is God, in Jesus Christ.  

Richard Rohr gives some examples of the kind of people who have 

managed to become like that… people whose sense of themselves and 

the groups they belong to are enlarged by their connection to the 

Divine Life.  He lists people like Mahatma Gandhi, and Martin Luther 

King, Mothers Teresa and Julian of Norwich.   

But how?  How do we do this? 

I used to get a great deal of ribbing as I drove around our 

Diocese and Deanery.  I got teased mercilessly by my colleagues in 

clerical collars because, for a while, I insisted on driving around in a 

car which had stickers on the door. One of my colleague vicars kept 

turning my stickers upside down, from the day he discovered that they 

were magnetic!  

What did those stickers say?  Basically, just four simple 

words...words we agreed some time ago would be our motto as a 

parish..."Just Ordinary, Spiritual People".   

Because that's what we are...or at least, what we aspire to be.  

On the one hand, we are ordinary people.  We are individuals, who 



13 

 

like many individuals have discovered something of the joy and the 

challenge of living together in community.  In our case, we live as part 

of a group we call our Parish.  Like other ordinary people, we care 

about our buildings, and our social programmes.  Like other ordinary 

people, who belong to other ordinary clubs, we sing in choirs and 

bands, we run table top sales and fayres, we paint, we dig, we polish, 

we maintain.   

But that is all, basically, the stuff of ordinary people.  

Essentially, on that level, there is little difference between what we do 

and what most community clubs do.  Go into the local Community 

Centre, or the local community choir, or any charity shop and you will 

find people who are just as committed, just as passionate about what 

their organisation, their group, is doing for the community around 

them. And rightly so.  And many of our members are members of 

these other clubs and groups too. 

But we aspire to more.  We are ordinary yet spiritual people.  

That's what we claim about ourselves.  We claim that our inspiration 

comes from a greater, wider, deeper, broader root than pure group 

identity.  We claim to be people who are spiritual. We are those whose 

lives are caught up not just with each other, but with the source of all 

life...the transcendent reality of God.  By our simple claim to be 'just 

ordinary spiritual people' we claim to be in touch with the whole of 

the Cosmic Egg...yolk, white, and shell.  We claim to be people whose 

lives are rooted in the Lord who is the Resurrection and the Life. 

So here is our challenge for years ahead. We have laid some 

strong foundations together in the last few years.  Our buildings are 

better maintained than they have been for some time.  Our 

congregation numbers are rising, and our income is holding steady, 

despite the economic hardships of our age.  But now, we need to go 

deeper.  Now we need to discover more of what it means to be people 

who are spiritual beings – those in whom the Holy Spirit makes His 

dwelling. 

What would it mean for us to be truly spiritual people? Could 

there come a time when anyone who visits any of our churches finds 

only unconditional love and acceptance?  Sometimes I think we’re 

nearly there.  Could there come a time when we truly begin to see 

ourselves as intimately connected not just with each other and God, 

but with a whole world outside our doors…a world which is 
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desperately lost in the lies of consumerism and individualism?  Could 

there come a time when we give as much money to alleviate poverty 

as we currently give to maintain our church buildings?   

That’s the kind of vision that I want to hold before you today.  

It’s just not enough for us to be just three churches who happen to 

have a presence in this area.  God calls us to something greater, wider, 

deeper, and much more spiritual.  God calls us to be salt and light to 

our neighbours.  God calls us to become the spiritual heart of this 

community…the first place that anyone turns, when they begin to 

glimpse that there is more to life than just individualism alone.   

We are called to be those who understand the full implications 

of the Cosmic Egg.  We are called to be those who model what it 

means to be ordinary, yet deeply spiritual people.   
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Walker under water 

Ghana and Togo Journal 

 

August and September 2012 

 

During 2012, I spent 3 weeks in Ghana and Togo, establishing 

the basis of a link between my home deanery in Portsmouth and the 

Diocese of Ho in Ghana.   

 

By visiting www.tomkennar.com it is possible to see many 

photos of the trip, and a short video.  However, for those without 

access to the Internet, I hope that the following account will be 

interesting and thought provoking. Travel with me, from your 

armchair and in your imagination… 

 

27th to 28th August 2012  

 

After rather squashed flight (and a slightly sore bottom!) I 

arrived in Accra last night at around 8.30pm.  It never ceases to amaze 

me that airlines seem unable to improve the standard of their seats.  I 

travelled Economy class, of course.  But even Economy class makes 

claims about the comfort of the seats, and the 'amazing' inflight 

entertainment.  The seats are, frankly awful for someone of my size 

and weight.  My head sticks over the top of the seat, making any kind 

of head-rest a mere illusion.  The seats themselves are designed 

appallingly, resulting in constant shifting to try to find a more 

comfortable position.  The in-flight entertainment was reasonable, in 

theory, containing a few very up to date movies...but the sound system 

is appalling.  No matter how much I tweaked the volume controls, or 

fiddled with the headphones, it was impossible to hear any dialogue 

at all. 

Rant over.  Flying is a necessary evil for those who don't have 

time to take a leisurely boat-trip.  I just wish the air-line companies 

would get their act together.  (I wonder how often their executives 

travel in Economy class, just to understand the horror of the 

experience for their customers). 

Anyway, having arrived at Kotoka (Accra), I was warmly 

greeted by Bishop Matthias, who had travelled by bus from to collect 
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me.  (His car had been in Accra for repairs...repairs which we were to 

discover on the journey back to Ho had not been completed). 

I offered to drive because Matthias is suffering with immense 

neck pain at the moment, and finds driving very hard.  We set off for 

Ho around 9.30pm, and arrived three hours later, in the middle of the 

night.  It's been a long time since I've driven on country roads in the 

pitch black night, with cars and lorries coming in the opposite 

direction (mostly with their lights on full beam, while one’s own lights 

are giving out only the power of a couple of candles).  But we made 

it without any incidents, for which we thanked God on our arrival. 

One real challenge of Ghanaian roads is that the majority of 

towns and villages along the route try to slow down the traffic by 

placing 'sleeping policemen' in the road.  These are horizontal ridges, 

around 3 inches tall, which tend to shake the car to pieces if not spotted 

in time.  Few of them are signposted, and only a very few are painted 

with white paint (and one is often being blinded by traffic coming 

from the other direction).  So one tends to spend a fair percentage of 

the journey praying that the last 'sleeping policeman', just passed over 

at speed, has not shaken loose something vital to the car's operation! 

Unfortunately, the Bishop's ancient Toyota Land-ranger has 

definitely seen better days.  The engine makes a rather worrying 

knocking-sound if one tries to accelerate beyond a snail's-pace.  In 

addition, the driver's window (needed for frequent toll-road payments) 

can only be opened by squeezing two bare wires together with one's 

fingers.  I initially found the experience of electrical sparks between 

my fingers to be a bit disconcerting...but soon got used to getting a 

mild electric shock every time we needed to wind the window down! 

On arrival at Ho, the Bishop directed me to a local Hotel, 

insisting that honoured guests stay in hotels, not in homes.  I had said 

that I was more than happy to sleep on a floor in his home to save 

money, but Matthias insisted that this is the Ghanaian way.  It is a 

matter of pride, he tells me; guests should be given every possible 

comfort and convenience. 

The Hotel is a large complex, and even has a swimming pool.  

(I wish I'd brought my swimming trunks!).  The rooms are clean and 

air-conditioned.  So I spent a very pleasant first night.  Looking to the 

future, when I hope to bring a group from my Deanery, the hotel 

would seem to have the makings of a very suitable base. 
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After a reasonable night's sleep, I breakfasted on egg, bacon, 

beans and 'butter-bread' - a Ghanaian sweet-bread which I am rather 

partial to.  I then had a couple of hours to kill before the arranged 

meeting time with Matthias, so went for a stroll around the streets near 

the hotel, just to get a feel for Ho as a place. 

Ho seems similar to other towns I have visited in Uganda and 

Ghana.  Small enterprises line the streets, selling all manner of goods.  

Everything can be bought here, from second hand electrical items to 

food, clothes and hardware.  Ho does strike me as slightly more 

ordered than some towns I've seen, at least in this quarter.  The people 

are friendly, and tend to smile as they pass you on the street.  The taxis 

are slightly less aggressive at trying to get you into their car than those 

I've encountered in Cape Coast. 

Matthias arrived around 10am, and we made our way to his 

house via a tour of the major educational institutions of Ho.   

The City is well known throughout Ghana for the high quality 

of its secondary and vocational education, including a large and 

successful polytechnic.  The Roman Catholic Church has a vast 

complex of schools, as does the Presbyterian Church.  Both have long, 

historic foundations in Ho, having been established during the 

colonial era when this part of the country was under German 

administration.  As a consequence, the Catholic and Presbyterian 

churches are strong and powerful in the area. 

In contrast, the Anglican Church is tiny.  The Cathedral of Ho 

is a very small church indeed, in the grounds of a church-owned 

primary school.  One is almost tempted to wonder why the Anglican 

Church does not simply retreat from Ho, and leave the task of the 

Gospel to the other, vastly stronger churches.  However, as Bishop 

Matthias himself said this morning, “Our task is to preach the Gospel 

and we do it in partnership with the other churches”.  Matthias has 

also said that despite the size of the cathedral and congregation, it is 

very important for the Anglican Church to have an active presence in 

Ho.  This is the administrative capital of the Volta region, and here is 

where all the politicians of influence in the area have their homes and 

offices.  Matthias’ engagement with such people and institutions 

means that the Anglican Church is well thought of in the area, and 

definitely ‘punches above its weight’.  Matthias has been the chair of 

the regional education committee, and is sought-after for many other 



18 

 

influential committees.  The Church, then, acts as salt and light to the 

secular institutions. 

On arrival at Matthias’ modest house (known as Bishopscourt) 

I set about unpacking my bulging suitcases.  I had brought various 

electronic gadgets for Matthias, to aid him in his ministry – including 

a battery powered loudspeaker system which will help him to continue 

preaching even when the power goes off!  We then spent a bit of time 

trying to sort out some of the knocking noises coming from Matthias’ 

engine (without much success!), before having a tour of the Cathedral 

and surrounding school.  

This afternoon, after a lunch of delicious home-cooked food 

from Lucy (Matthias’ wife) we headed off to Worawora, and to the 

retreat centre where I would be leading the pre-ordination retreat for 

Ho’s new ordinands. 

Our journey to the retreat house took around three hours.  We 

have definitely ‘retreated’ from civilization as I know it!  The last hour 

of the journey was over unmade roads, made treacherous by recent 

rains, with giant pot-holes ready to swallow our vehicle’s tyres!  I now 

understand, without any difficulty whatsoever, why a large ‘4 by 4’ 

car is essential for Matthias’ ministry.  Some of the roads I have driven 

along today could simply not have been passed in a normal car! 

The Retreat Centre is called the ‘Foyer de Charitie’.  It is a 

Roman Catholic establishment, which nestles in the middle of a 

valley, surrounded by tall mountains, and with a rushing stream 

flowing through the centre and then over a dramatic waterfall.  The 

Sisters who live here gave us a very warm welcome, despite the fact 

that the electricity has failed.  This journal is being typed by candle-

light, using my computer’s battery!  A charming mixture of the old 

world and the new.   

I confess to having felt a little nervous about meeting the 

ordinands, and leading their retreat.  Coming from another culture 

altogether, I wonder what I can offer them by way of inspiration.  It 

was also rather interesting to meet four young men with whom I’m 

going to spend the next four/five days in the dark (as there is only the 

occasional hour or two of power from the National Grid!).  However, 

they are a charming bunch, and they have quickly made me feel at 

home.  We sat in the light of a single candle, sharing brief life-stories 

with each other.  I won’t share their stories here, because what passed 
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between us is confidential.  Suffice to say that I have met Selin, 

Macarphuy, Angelo and Dennis and already think of them as friends.   

I go to bed, by candlelight, looking forward to celebrating the 

Mass with my new friends in the morning, and to spending more time 

listening to their stories and sharing mine. 

 

29th August to 1st September 2012 

 

The last few days have had a gentle and predictable rhythm 

which has been very soothing for the soul.  We have lived, effectively, 

as a monastic community.  We have had five services per day 

(morning, midday, evening and night prayers, plus a Mass every mid-

morning).  Around that structure, plus meals of traditional Ghanaian 

food, we have met to talk about the life and role of deacons and priests.  

Together we have considered strategies for mission, and how to 

sustain the ordinands’ ministries, and their membership of the 

worldwide church.  It’s been a wonderful few days, of deepening 

friendships and sustaining patterns of worship.  One could almost 

wish to live like this every day.  But, the ‘real world’ calls us back. 

 

Sunday 2nd September 2012 

 

 

 

…..to read on, please donate to the production costs of this book 

at the following link:  https://cafdonate.cafonline.org/13251  
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