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Prayer Vigil Reflection for 
Fr. Bernard de Margerie 

Sunday, March 17, 2024 

 
Texts: Eph. 4:1-7; John 17:1-6, 20-23             Sts. Martyrs Canadiens Parish, Saskatoon 
 

Thank you so much, Father Daniel, for inviting me to share in this time of prayer. Thanks, also, to all who 
planned this vigil for our beloved Father Bernard, who now rests in the arms of Jesus, Saviour. As we 
prepare to reflect on the words of scripture we have just heard, let us pray:  
 
Gracious God, as we gather around your word, soften our hearts and open our ears to hear good news of 
grace and faith. We pray in the name of Jesus, whose cross and rising bring us life eternal. Amen. 
 
Well, friends, it is good to be together. To pray, of course, and also to remember. Each of us here I am 
sure has personal memories of Fr. Bernard. Those of you who were very close to him will have hearts full 
of moments and stories. But whether we knew him well, or only a little, our lives were all touched by 
Bernard in some meaningful and hopeful way, weren’t they? I must confess that one of my precious 
memories might surprise or even shock you. Fr Bernard and I met together many times over the years 
through our common work for Christian unity. Sometimes – not all the time – but sometimes, he would 
greet me with the words: “Sandra! How’s my favourite heretic?” Now, that sort of greeting could be off-
putting. But with Fr. Bernard, it was something different. For it was always accompanied by a gentle hug 
and that famous warm yet impish smile, a gesture of playfulness, the kind of teasing shared in happy 
families and genuine friendships, where affection can overturn and disarm divisive or hurtful language. 
So, I felt honoured by this mischievous greeting, even as I had a hunch that I was not alone, that Fr 
Bernard perhaps had a number of “favourite heretics” in his ecumenical life. 
 
So, indeed, we have our memories, and tonight we have scripture texts, chosen by Fr. Emile and Fr 
Bernard’s sister Jacynthe, to help shape our remembrance and our prayer. Both texts, from the Letter to 
the Ephesians, and from the Gospel of John, reflect beautifully, I believe, the life of Fr. Bernard. Both 
emerge from the fragile but resilient communities of the earliest Christians. The first hearers of these 
words were likely poor, often enslaved. Their faith in Jesus put them into tenuous relationships with the 
authorities, sometimes with their own families, and even with each other. And both texts sought to help 
these little bands of Jesus-followers to navigate the challenges, to find their place in the faith 
community, and to find their way in the world. 
 
The letter to the Ephesians is sometimes called a love letter to the church. It has a big heart, a big vision. 
The body of Christ is not simply your little gathering, it says; it is a church universal, where the eternal 
purpose of God will be made known through Christ, its head. But if all that sounds overwhelming to 
communities of humble means, don’t worry, the text states: there is a way to handle this glorious 
responsibility. I think of tonight’s reading, from Ephesians 4, as a kind of blueprint for the Christian 
community, a way to order its call and its responsibilities. Make every effort, it says, to maintain the 
unity of the Spirit in the peace that chains you to one another. For there is only one Lord, one faith, one 
baptism. And it goes on to explain ways to fulfill that high calling: through the gifts of leaders who will 
equip the saints for building up the body of Christ.  
 
  



Page 2 of 2 
 

IF this text was a blueprint for the early church, it text seems to me to have been also the blueprint for 
Fr Bernard’s Christian walk, the script for his life and vocation. Did he not call us, relentlessly, to 
maintain the unity of the Spirit in the peace that chains us to one another? Did he not pour his whole 
being into equipping the saints for this task? He did, and he also recognized that this is not an easy walk.  
 
Ephesians 4 begins with the words, “Moi, qui sui en prison à cause du Seigneur. I, who am a prisoner in 
the Lord.” For all its exalted expectations, this ancient letter reminds its hearers that this calling, to 
maintain the unity of the Spirit, involves humility, patience, and even suffering. When Fr Bernard gently 
teased me as a “heretic,” he was quietly acknowledging the painful divisions that have wracked the 
Body of Christ, and still do. One of his many wonderful prayers for unity says simply: “Lord Jesus, help 
me to make my own, your prayer for the unity of your followers – and let this prayer be costly to me.” Fr 
Bernard knew the sheer joy of the unity Jesus prayed for, the unity he helped to foster among us, and he 
knew it would never come cheap or easy. 
 
If Ephesians 4 provided Bernard’s life script, the prayer of Jesus in the Gospel of John was surely his 
warrant, the reason for every breath he took throughout his long and gifted ministry. In this text Jesus 
prays – not only for his friends, but for all who would come to faith through their witness. He prays “that 
they may all be one.” This phrase became the calling card of the ecumenical movement. It found its way 
in 1925 onto the logo of my own “union” denomination, the United Church of Canada, and then onto 
the logos of the Church of South India and the United Church of Christ in the USA, and perhaps others. 
We repeat it again and again. And Fr Bernard lived it. He knew its cost, but he knew its depth: the 
oneness Jesus prays for in this text is the oneness Jesus shares with his Abba, the perfect unity of Father 
and Son. Jesus prays that his followers will not just get along with each other but will be so entwined in 
the life of the Trinity that there will be no going back.  
 
Perhaps most importantly, Fr. Bernard knew why any of this matters at all. We hear it in the final verse 
of our Gospel reading. Why should Jesus’ followers be one? “So that the world may know,” prays Jesus,  
“that you have sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me.” It matters because God loves 
the world, Jesus claims, the whole world, this whole beautiful and troubled mass of created energy and 
life. The Church, for all its eternal glory, is not for itself. It is for love, an expansive love that Bernard 
knew reached to all humanity, indeed, to the cosmos itself. It is to that love that Fr Bernard committed 
his very being. 
 
Yes, it is good to be together tonight, gathered in loving memory of a wonderful brother, uncle, priest, 
colleague, friend, child of God. And yet, ironically, Fr Bernard never wanted us to devote ourselves to 
him, did he? He called us not to admire him, but to perform a profound and costly unity so that we 
might be the love the world needs. We honour his memory best, then, when we put that call into action 
in our own lives and communities. “All is grace,” Fr. Bernard assured us. He loved us. He equipped us. 
And now, we take up his mantle. In the words of another of Bernard’s prayers, “As we grow into a 
reconciling and uniting community, may it be so, Brother Jesus, may it be so!” 

 


