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When you embark upon a long-term relationship – and certainly into a marriage – it is 

inevitable, and I would hazard a guess at desirable also, that you begin to share with the 

other certain loves and passions that you have. Whether the other shares that love is not 

always so clear. Sometimes you may go some way towards it, but you may not embrace it 

with quite so much enthusiasm. For Anna and I, the debate of Star Trek or Star Wars (and 

by this I focus almost entirely on the original and classic trilogy) still lingers on and I fear will 

never be resolved. Although, I have an open mind and I have definitely learnt to appreciate – 

even enjoy - Star Trek. But one passion of Anna’s that she has recently introduced me too 

that I can immediately see the wonder of and want to listen to more of is that of Leonard 

Cohen. The dark, broken and beautiful poetry suits both of our dramatic souls. Last week 

we spent some time listening to several of his songs and one in particular spoke to me. And 

when I looked at the readings we have for this Sunday, I could see a wonderful connection 

between them.  

 

The song that I am referring to, and some of you may know it, is called Suzanne. Now, who 

Suzanne is, is up for discussion and it will speak differently to different people. But this is a 

very spiritual song and it makes reference to Jesus, and I am just going to pull out part of 

what Leonard Cohen writes. You will have to forgive me that I do not have the beautiful 

chords in the background or that wonderfully low and gravelly voice, but I will do my best. 

And I will read it twice, as often this helps in grasping any kind of meaning. The 4 lines I am 

picking out go like this: 

 

And Jesus was a sailor when he walked upon the water 

And he spent a long time watching from his lonely wooden tower 

And when he knew for certain only drowning men could see him 

He said all men will be sailors then until the sea shall free them 

 

(Pause) 

 

I’ll read it again: 

 



And Jesus was a sailor when he walked upon the water 

And he spent a long time watching from his lonely wooden tower 

And when he knew for certain only drowning men could see him 

He said all men will be sailors then until the sea shall free them 

 

Personally, I love the imagery of this. You may have had an image come into your head. For 

me, I see Jesus walking upon a dark and stormy sea, looking down into the water, where 

there are men, people, I don’t see their faces, reaching up with their arms, begging to be 

seen. And of course, Jesus sees them. As I continue to refer to this song throughout, I will 

be using Cohen’s lyrics, which refer to “men”, simply to continue the poetry. But know that 

this is for that purpose only. We are talking about all peoples here, as I shall go on to say.   

 

The first time I heard this I loved it for the sense of ministry that came across. That message 

we hear again and again that Jesus is there for the vulnerable, not for the strong. We hear 

this in the Bible. He came for sinners. They are the people that need him. And you can 

define the term “sinner” in a number of ways. Personally, I don’t think it helps to 

inextricably link it with guilt and wrongdoing as so often happens. Or even, as these lines 

might imply, with the need to be rescued. More that guidance and care and a sense of being 

held and not being allowed to go under is there.  

 

In our Hebrews reading today Paul states that Jesus came to “free those who all their lives 

were held in slavery by the fear of death. For it is clear that he did not come to help the 

angels, but the descendants of Abraham.” In a similar way, in our Gospel today we have the 

Nunc Dimittis spoken by Simeon: 

 

Master, now you are dismissing your servant in peace 

According to your word; 

For my eyes have seen your salvation, 

Which you have prepared in the presence of all peoples, 

A light for revelation to the Gentiles  

And for glory to your people Israel 

 



Note that in both these cases, the focus is on ordinary people. Jesus is not coming for the 

angels.  And although he may be coming for the people of Israel, he is also to be a light for 

revelation for the Gentiles. This is to be someone who does not distinguish between the 

worthy and unworthy in the earthly definition of those words. He is there for everyone. In 

fact, the main discernment you may get is reflected in those Leonard Cohen lyrics – it is the 

drowning man he is there for. Given that this is Candlemas, you could continue that imagery 

of Jesus walking on the water on a dark stormy night, with men drowning, to see him there 

with a lantern in his hand, showing those men the way. Showing them the light that they can 

follow.  

 

Now when I was discussing this song with a couple of people an interesting question arose. 

Ok, so Jesus is there for those men – or people – who are metaphorically drowning. But 

drowning can feel like an extreme metaphor. Do we have to be drowning in order to be 

noticed? In other words, is it wrong to feel strong? When we talk about strength and 

humility in the church, especially in a 21st century, Western context, I do think we can tie 

ourselves in knots rather. There is great encouragement in our everyday lives to be strong. 

And we know, especially with the thankfully wider acknowledgement of mental wellbeing, 

that this is not always possible. So, there is also a sense that we should be recognising when 

we need to stop and give ourselves a break. But add into this the pressure sometime 

exerted to be both humble, not thinking too much of yourself, whilst also acknowledging 

that many people are worse off than you, so you should be grateful for your situation, which 

could be a lot worse. It can all be rather confusing. I think this has become even more 

relevant in the light of the pandemic. People seem to be desperately assessing how 

vulnerable they are allowed to be. You only have to put the news on to see how tough it is 

for some people, and then the guilt can set in and so, again, you try to be – in simple terms 

– strong.  

 

I suppose when I think of this, I do not think of a binary situation. I do not think that the 

drowning men are necessarily doomed before Jesus arrives. To continue the metaphor, they 

may be strong swimmers and have a good amount of life left in them. They may be able to 

hold on to each other for a while to keep themselves afloat. In other words, I don’t think 

that the people who see Jesus have to be so wretched, but what they are – what we are, 

what we need to be – is vulnerable. Vulnerable in the best sense of that word. Vulnerable in 



the way that can include great strength. I think the drowning men are those who are not 

standing on the shore simply watching it all happen. There are people in the world who do 

this. I am sure that we can think of some now. Those who so often have power that they 

abuse. They stand on the shore and watch the men drowning and feel strong. But have no 

willingness to use that strength and reach out to those who are drowning. They will never 

be the sailors that the song speaks of. And because of that, they can also not see the guiding 

light that Jesus is shining. They simply see those below them and assume that they are on 

top.  If they were to put their toe in the water and step out, as some do, that can change.  

 

Those who are drowning do not have to stay there. They can become sailors. In other 

words, their strength can build. But they may stay in the water to make sure no one else 

goes under. And I think that’s what we need to focus on when we are shown through these 

readings today that Jesus came for all peoples. That there is no discrimination – we are all 

worthy of his love. And whether we really do feel that we are going under, or whether we 

feel that we are strong enough to hold on to others and share the strength that our faith 

provides, the result is the same. Jesus stays with us, shining his light, holding our hand, 

stopping us from drowning.  

 

Anne Padget 

 

 


