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Funeral Homily for Fr Francis Kemsley, O.Carm. 

26th October 2023 
 

Francis has done me one last kindness by his choice of readings and hymns, 

which he left for me in an envelope in his office. Admittedly, those choices only 

give us the briefest of glimpses into the person he was. Those of us who knew 

him well could say so much more and still do little more than scratch the 

surface of the person we commend to God today. In our First Reading, from 

the Prophet Isaiah (25:6-10), we see foretold a time when Jerusalem will be 

vindicated, exalted to new heights, and receive the fulness of God’s bounty. 

This is the garden of Eden reimagined as a holy city, in which everything lost 

is not only restored but surpassed. This is not a promise for one people only, 

but through that people, a blessing extended to all nations. The ‘fine-strained 

wines’ of which Isaiah speak, of course, refer to celebration – the end of labour 

and joyful fellowship of all who are welcome at the table. 
 

In his preaching, Francis often commented on this banquet motif, which is so 

much more than simply a celebratory meal. In this context, of the prophet’s 

words, we have what we call ‘messianic overtones’, we have the end of that toil 

to which Adam is set after his Fall and the advent of that endless Sabbath where 

human and divine are together at rest. It is joyful because in this meal God will 

satisfy the deepest hunger of the human spirit. We could say, in a sense, that 

the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge is now given freely – to quote Saint Paul, 

“we shall know as surely as well as we are known” and alongside it, finally, 

the fruit of the Tree of Life is offered, so that Death itself is swallowed up by 

God’s hunger to give us salvation. One of Jesus’ own practices was to call 

people of all kinds to a meal, to demonstrate God’s universal call. In the story 

of Matthew the tax-collector, for example, we see a clear process of call, 

conversion, reconciliation, and restoration, culminating in the celebratory meal 

– that intimate sharing of what one has. This then becomes a foreshadowing of 

the Eucharist, in which Christ, offered once and for all, is set before us (inviting 

us in himself) to celebrate – joy with him, our Risen Lord. As a member of the 

Church Francis saw this as the centre of his spiritual life and as a diligent priest 

presiding at this sacred offering on behalf of God’s People. In turning to 

Francis’s choice of Psalm (22(23) – very familiar to us all, of course – we see 

some more of those salvation motifs: rest; refreshment; deliverance; and 

vindication. The Psalmist expresses great trust in God, who, as a faithful 

shepherd, has the power to protect and nourish the sheep in his care. 
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William Blake’s mystical poem ‘Jerusalem’ (which we’ll hear sung later; of 

course; a great favourite at the Last Night of the Proms; and, unsurprisingly, 

something the patriotic Francis never failed to see), presents us with the idea 

that human endeavour can bring God into even the most seemingly godless of 

places. We work with God to transform the world around us. Though I think 

that Francis’s native Chatham, despite (due to some figures released a few 

years ago) being the second most dangerous town among Kent’s 331 towns 

and villages, cannot be equated with Blake’s ‘dark Satanic Mills.’ Francis 

would be gratified that I managed to work in what he called ‘a funny’ – 

something he liked to do himself. But I digress. 
 

Now, not as dramatic as comparing Chatham to ‘dark Satanic mills’, I note that 

the Medway Towns are the setting for Charles Dickens’s Great Expectations, for 

which Francis had a great fondness. He knew well the place where young Pip 

encountered Magwitch, the escaped convict. I imagine sometimes he must 

have thought he himself was in a Dickens’ novel. He was an only child, born 

of humble stock – he would say – but who had exceeded the expectations of all 

those around him. And much like a character in one of those novels, sadly, 

Francis did suffer throughout his life. No one would welcome needless 

suffering and not be thought strange, but those things we cannot avoid have 

the power to teach us lessons about ourselves and others – not least about God. 
 

Francis would admit that he was not perfect, he was also rather sensitive to the 

criticism from others. I remember a young friar once declaring in exasperation 

“Francis, you’re an overqualified wind-up merchant” and Francis recalling it 

periodically ever after, for quite a number of years hence. He did find it difficult 

to let things go. I wonder, therefore, if he would resonate with Estella’s words 

to Pip in the final paragraph of Dickens’ celebrated novel: ‘I have been bent 

and broken, but – I hope – into a better shape’ (Ch 59). Indeed so. For in the 

many tributes that have been sent in, the same three words come up. Francis 

was described, again and again, as welcoming, kind, and compassionate – all 

of which we affirm are the fruits of those who, in their vulnerability, suffer with 

Christ. 
 

Whether in Isaiah’s vison of Jerusalem as an ‘urban paradise’ or the psalmist’s 

green pastures, the generous-hearted God will provide for those who trust – 

for those who seek. But nothing is quite that simple and certainly not that 

straightforward. Embracing the journey to that ‘sublime rest’ requires great 

determination – often in the face of obstacles of various kinds. A key element 
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to equip us for that pilgrim path of faith is what Isaiah calls the ‘ear that listens 

like a disciple’ (50:7). Francis responded to the call of Carmel a few months 

short of his nineteenth birthday. Like Elijah the Prophet, he wanted to listen 

like a disciple and learn to overcome all the things around him and within his 

own heart and mind, which could distract him from hearing God’s ‘still small 

voice of calm’. 
 

The Carmelites do not have a monopoly on the theology of the spiritual life but 

we have produced a number of saints whose well-regarded works have helped 

countless people to embark on that journey to meet God. Francis was one of 

them. He was initially attracted to Carmel, of course, through Aylesford and 

although in the Province his brothers would perhaps describe him as ‘an 

Aylesford Carmelite’, his vision extended beyond this place and its history, to 

the riches of our shared spiritual heritage, within which he paid particular 

attention to the Blessed Virgin Mary – both in the Scriptures and in Carmelite 

tradition – gaining an MA in Marian Studies. He not only preached about Mary 

but tried earnestly to take her as a model and guide. In Mary he found the one 

who offered to God a pure and undivided heart, always listening, always 

attentive, always faithful and fruitful. 
 

Francis had a great fondness for the striking image of Mary in the shrine. He 

was instrumental in getting it restored. In the depiction, this is not the lowly 

maiden of Nazareth, but the woman of the book of the Apocalypse, clothed 

with the sun, with the moon beneath her feet, and crowned with twelve stars 

– Maria Assumpta. Some might say that depiction is ‘otherworldly’ and 

therefore unrelatable but for Francis this was a helpful image of what we all 

can be if, like Mary, we take a risk and say ‘yes’ to God. We, like Mary, are 

called to undertake a journey of faith that will culminate in our exaltation – to 

share the glory of God through the resurrection of Jesus Christ, the Risen Lord. 
 

In Minnie Haskins’ reflection (which Fr Martin will read as a post-communion 

reflection for us later; a poem that was used, famously, by King George VI in 

his Christmas broadcast of 1939), Francis found something that not only 

reflected his own strong royalist sympathies, but a moving piece of poetry, 

rooted in that journey of faith. Haskins invites us to ‘put [our] hand into the 

hand of God. [For] that shall be to you better than light and safer than a known 

way.’ God will give us the wisdom to discover the path of life and grace to 

remain there in his love. 
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Indeed, Francis’s appreciation for the biblical motifs of light and dark are 

known to many of our local worshipping community. His choice of Gospel 

passage for his funeral was a particular favourite (Jn 20:1–10), and it is an 

embarrassment to me as a person who’s got a doctorate in biblical studies, to 

have put the wrong reference number (Jn 20:11–18), so don’t tell me afterwards 

that it was wrong – I already know. Anyway, light and dark. This gospel 

passage, it begins with darkness, symbolizing ignorance, and leads to the 

dawn, which is the bright light of faith. Francis made a point of drawing out 

this significance each Easter Sunday, from which this extract is taken. Indeed, 

he went further, and linked the resurrection account to the prologue of John’s 

Gospel (1:1–18): The eternal Word is the light of the world through whom all 

things were made and who brings forth grace and truth. Christ is that divine 

illumination, which enables a right relationship with God and opens the way 

to salvation – even as he scatters the darkness of ignorance and sin.  
 

Born into our world according to the flesh as a helpless babe, the Word of God, 

Christ, is empty of all power but by surrendering himself to death he reigns 

through the Cross as the Servant King. For Francis, the call to serve was a 

strong one – he heard it first when he went to work at Leybourne Grange caring 

for those with special needs and he continued to do so as a Carmelite friar and 

priest, through the many pastoral opportunities that came his way. It seems 

that his attraction to Graham Kendrick’s popular hymn, that we’ll hear later, 

was quite uncomplicated – enthrone Christ in your heart and then serve him 

in those you meet. 
 

Francis’s choice of Second Reading – the First Letter of St John (3:1–2) – sets the 

challenge of discipleship within the broader context of the Father’s loving-

kindness, which makes us children of God. Lest we falter and just give up 

trying to be faithful to our calling, we need that reassurance – we are the 

children of God – along with the promise of something bigger and better even 

than that to come. This text affirms the dignity of the human person, which is 

ordained by God and is inviolate. Love is the fulcrum on which our lives must 

turn – love of God and love of neighbour. It is a Golden Rule that Francis tried 

to follow, even in difficult circumstances. 
 

One of his other favourite hymns presents us with those Easter themes, which 

were the hallmark of his own life and ministry. ‘Now the green blade riseth’ 

celebrates faith in the unconquerable love of God in both the resurrection of 

Jesus and in the heart of a believer, that opens itself to the Lord and bears the 
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fruitfulness of the Kingdom. As someone who offered spiritual 

accompaniment and guided retreats to many – especially those who were 

studying for the priesthood and the diaconate – Francis tried to help his 

directees to see how God was working in their lives and discover for 

themselves new ways of being fruitful in the way of divine love. 
 

Francis, your day is done, but Love unfailing dwells ever here; shadows fall, 

but hope prevailing calms every fear. Your work is done. All you have suffered 

over the years is at an end: May the Countenance Divine shine forth upon you; 

may you see Love’s endless light in that New Jerusalem, and share in that 

banquet for which you have laboured and so-long desired. Amen. 

Michael D. Cox, O.Carm.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Divine_countenance

