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The call in action

Dear friends,
Sour-sweet days
“All my sour-sweet days I will lament and love.” So ends George
Herbert’s poem Bitter-Sweet. These days feel more sour than sweet.
We lament the human cost of the COVID-19 pandemic across the
world and especially in Britain. Being far from home doesn’t spare us
the sadness and at times anger you must also feel. In our impotence
we watch and wait and offer those affected to the Lord – we lament.
Here in Madagascar, we are thankful that the numbers infected
so far are small. The first cases were announced on 20 March. This
led to immediate restrictions: schools and churches were closed, air
travel stopped and road travel was greatly reduced. Now in the middle
of May, the number of cases is around 332 with only one reported
death, though the disease has spread to four major cities. Recently
restrictions have begun to be eased and churches are reopening
along with school exam classes. Here in Toliara in the far south, there
were two or three early cases but these were contained and there
have been none since. We personally take careful precautions and
we are well. But we carry with us a constant low level anxiety, not so
much for ourselves, but for the local Malagasy people, for what might
happen if….
Alongside your prayers for those you love in the UK, can you pray for the
protection of the Malagasy people?
Herbert writes of sour-sweet days. Curiously in these difficult days,
we relish the sweetness that in more normal times we take for
granted. The sweetness of a daily morning walk together. Soon
after sunrise, we leave our compound and head into the sun. At
once we are in the countryside and the freedom of open spaces.
We admire the light on the distant hills and are fascinated by the
strange trees adapted for our semi-arid climate. We pass at a
respectful distance a few children on their way to school and even
the odd ox-cart goes by – almost unchanged for centuries. It’s a
start to the day to savour.
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And these days of restricted movement and reduced activity
have given us the opportunity to spend more time with those
living close by. So twice a week, you would see Jane and Neny
Holy (wife of assistant bishop Samy) sitting 2–3 metres apart
on our veranda for Neny Holy’s English lessons. Not only is Neny
Holy keen to improve her English but it’s also a precious time of
sharing experiences and growing friendship, which we trust will
outlast our stay in Madagascar.
Next on the veranda are Derek and Zafy, one of our first
friends in Toliara. Zafy is normally away in Tana studying for
ordination. But the university is closed, giving an opportunity
for conversation about discipleship. We share our life stories,
our present patterns of prayer and study, and we pray together.
Thankfully our discipleship colleague Florent lives not far
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away and joins us once a week. We discuss plans for Rooted in Jesus. With
the limitations of travel, what can we do now to train leaders across the
diocese? We share thoughts about discipleship training once we leave
sometime this year and Florent takes over.
Then there is a weekly Bible study. Up to eight of us, including the
normally too busy Bishop Samy, meet each Saturday to study Philippians.
This letter, penned in prison by Saint Paul under the threat of death, yet
so full of affection, joy and Jesus, seems so relevant.
In these sour-sweet days please thank God for these sweet opportunities
and pray for Neny Holy, Zafy and Florent.
Herbert’s poem concludes,“I will love and lament.” What can we
do to show our love for people here? How can lament overflow into
love? We have been working with Neny Holy to educate people about
COVID-19 and especially how they can keep their families safe. We
began by visiting the families on our compound and showing them
ten simple actions to protect themselves. We extended our teaching
to all who work on our compound. But how to reach the wider diocese?
Facebook is the only widely used social media here, so Neny Holy made
twelve short videos and we posted them on the diocesan Facebook
page. We followed this up with posters and fliers to be distributed
by clergy and evangelists in their parishes. Has our effort changed
practices? Very little, as COVID-19 seems too unreal for most people
here at the moment. Out hope is that if the diocese is not spared this
virus, some will remember and act.
Herbert probably had love for God uppermost in his mind in the last
word of his poem. How can we encourage Christians in this young diocese
to grow in their relationship with God, especially if they can’t meet
together? We produced a short form of daily prayer which can be used
by families and led by anyone who can read. Once again it went out on
Facebook and in paper form. Our hope is that Christians here are learning
to read the Bible and pray together – and include their neighbours too –
and that this continues long after COVID-19 has become a memory.
These little opportunities seem a long way from our
programme of travelling to each parish to train leaders
of discipleship groups. But we offer them to the Lord. We
encourage you to do the same. Life is tough. But there is
sweetness alongside the sour, and there are opportunities for
love alongside lament.
With our love in Christ,
Derek and Jane
Bitter-Sweet by George Herbert
Ah, my dear angry Lord,
Since thou dost love, yet
strike;
Cast down, yet help afford;
Sure I will do the like.

I will complain, yet praise;
I will bewail, approve;
And all my sour-sweet
days
I will lament and love.
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