
Reception Homily during Evening Prayer for Francis Kemsley, O.Carm. 
25th October 2023 

 
Dear Friends, as we gather this evening to welcome our brother home, we couldn’t 
be in a better place. For most of the friars of the British Province of Carmelites, 
Aylesford will be our resting place, and for Francis there couldn’t be a better place. 
Aylesford has been a major part of Francis’ life since his childhood, when he would 
come here regularly with his parents, living just up the road in Chatham. When I first 
met Francis in 2005, he had just moved back to Aylesford to become prior (as he would 
say, “for the first time”), and I had moved to Aylesford to begin my Carmelite life in 
the novitiate. I have been fortunate to have Francis as my prior again, for the last six 
years, until this August and have had the privilege to minister alongside him in this 
wonderful place, which he dearly loved. 

In the second psalm of our Evening Prayer, Psalm 129, we have just prayed: ‘Because 
with the Lord there is mercy and fullness of redemption. Israel indeed he will redeem 
from all its iniquity.’ The psalmist speaks of God’s abundant mercy and God’s 
redemptive power for all who believe. As we gather in the [Relic] chapel, we pray that 
Francis, who always spoke of and fervently believed in a merciful God, is experiencing 
the fullness of God’s love, mercy and redemption now. As I was reflecting on Francis’ 
latter years, I was drawn to the Way of the Cross ceramics of Adam Kossowski and 
how Francis courageously bore his illness always with a great determination to get 
well. Francis was the greatest promoter of the art of Aylesford that I knew. He was 
passionate about what Aylesford had to offer the country in the realm of modern 
Christian religious art. I can remember many a homily given by Francis in our chapels, 
where he would use the art as his all-important visual aid.  
 
One of the memorable ones for me was his story of the artist, Kossowski, and how he 
was interned in a slave labour camp in Siberia during the Second World War, and how 
he made a personal promise that, if he survived, he would devote his life to creating 
art for the glory of God. He met Fr Malachy Lynch, the first prior of the restored priory, 
and as you say the rest is Aylesford history. In this chapel Francis would, on a number 
of occasions, refer to the Thirteenth Station of Jesus being taken down from the cross 
and likened it to Kossowski’s own Pietá. I am sure we’re all familiar with 
Michelangelo’s Pietá in St Peter’s of Mary comforting the body of Jesus after he had 
been taken down from the cross. Well, Francis had a great devotion to our very own 
smaller ‘Aylesford Pietá’. In this artwork we see Mary, as a grieving Mother, very gently 
lovingly holding her son as his body is removed from the cross. As we gather here for 
these days to remember and celebrate Francis’ life and Carmelite ministry, let our 
prayer be that the Blessed Virgin Mary, whom Francis had such a great devotion to, is 
now tenderly holding Francis, as he is welcomed into the Father’s House through the 
victory of our Lord Jesus Christ. 
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