
Every Day Faith 

 My name is John Haines, British citizen but having lived in France since 

1967, working first in Paris with the Organisation for Economic 

Cooperation and Development (OECD), then seconded to the UN System, 

initially to the newly established United Nations Environment 

Programme (UNEP) and then in Geneva from 1983 to the World Health 

Organisation (WHO) with the International Programme on Chemical 

Safety. Since retirement, I have been appointed to a non-remunerative 

position as Associated Fellow with the United Nations Institute for 

Training and Research (UNITAR), advising in the field of health and 

environmental protection related to chemicals and waste, aimed at 

strengthening capacity of developing countries to safely manage chemicals and waste.  

With a paternal grandmother of Huguenot origin, a grandfather from a line of pillars of the Baptist 

church and a reasonably well-known Scottish theologian on my maternal side, it is not surprising that I 

was brought up in the non-Conformist Congregationalist tradition of the United Reform Church in the 

UK. Consequently, I became associated with the French United Reformed Church since living in France. 

My international experience has led me to be broadly ecumenical. With the Divonne French Protestant 

church shared with La Côte Anglican church, I try to associate myself with the La Côte community, 

where feasible and build a bridge between the two church communities. 

The Covid-19 lockdown and the subsequent gradual de-confinement have had their inevitable impacts, 

albeit that I am very privileged living in a sizable house and having a spacious garden, as well as 

sympathetic neighbours ready to help. My last UN mission was in January to the DRC (Kinshasa) where, 

apart from controlling temperature on arrival, there were no restrictions. I was home in time for the La 

Côte annual community day, ‘Inspiring Faith in Changing Times’, led by Revd Dave Tomlinson, which set an 

appropriate attitude towards facing the coming lockdown.  A few days later I left for a month in India with 

Anand Tiwari and, after the Khajuraho dance festival, we explored the rarely-visited area of the Indian North-

east (frontier with Nepal, Tibet , Myanmar and Bangladesh). A few COVID-19 cases were discovered, mainly 

in the Indian large cities and I was impressed that, in Assam, health teams were already systematically 

visiting hotels and residences where there were foreigners.  We left the Sikkim the day a case was 

discovered and the border was immediately closed to non-Indians. I flew from Delhi the day the border 

was closed to foreigners and found myself in Europe a day before confinement and the closure of the 

border between France and Switzerland. I managed to fill the car with petrol (which lasted three-and-

a-half months) and stock up with groceries. 

Perhaps one should start with the positive aspects, but I will list first those impacts for me where I 

need to face the realities and be ready to change: 

• Although fairly used to living as an isolated individual, I felt the lack of direct physical contact 

and regular social life, being able to go to the cinema, a concert, the opera and even not 

meeting regularly in church bible study, lectio divina and church worship. The latter was 



compensated through the IT replacement activities, which both church communities organised 

admirably.   

• I would normally travel at least once a month and that has not been possible since the   

lockdown: moreover, my sister and family as well as close friends, such as Anand and Vajira, 

could not visit me and be part of my life. Not being able to travel did not appear to have the 

same impact on me as not having my close friends able to visit. 

• Little by little, the well-planned events of the year have been terminated or postponed: the 

annual scientific toxicology congresses planned this year for Estonia and India, the music 

festivals of Aix-en-Provence, Montperreux, Bregenz, Bayreuth, the Cello-arte of the Pays de Gex  

and Wexford and the annual reunion events in Oxford and Cambridge Universities.   

• An unexpected psychological impact is that I suddenly became quite lethargic and lacked the 

energy to do the evident daily chores, let alone be creative. I usually write an account with 

photos of my voyages and started the account of the trip to NE India, but could not have the 

determination to finish it! I have been asked to contribute a chapter to a technical book and 

not yet been able to start drafting. A looming deadline will probably be the spur to action!! 

• The unfortunate death of Eve Haines, a second cousin in Australia, meant that not even Eve's 

daughter (who lives in New Zealand ) could go to the funeral. However, a celebratory memorial 

is planned for October, when hopefully travel will be feasible. 

The positive impacts have been more significant and outbalanced any possible negative. I was not 

afraid of contamination and recognised the need for sensible prevention measures, while realising that 

nothing we do in life is without risk. We live in an area where there have been relatively few cases of 

COVID-19 and few deaths. 

• Time to communicate and reflect. Each morning I start with the passage and commentary from 

Pastor Hyun-Seok (Daniel) OH;  then later in the day the reflections ("Dossier d’enrichissement 

spirituel") from the secretary of the GROG Evelyn Zuber, with a biblical passage and prayer. 

• I value the IT connections which have enabled both real-time zoom contact and independent 

participation in worship and spiritual matters. Bible study, lectio divina have continued and I 

have had the privilege of following worship each Sunday in both French and English. Since 

services have resumed at the French Protestant community, I have not been able to follow the 

Anglican service at the same time on zoom, but there is always the pre-recorded version from 

both churches. 

• Life has become more peaceful without the sound of planes and less traffic (until the border 

with  Switzerland was opened); regular sound of only the variety of birds. No queues at the 

supermarket etc. 

• People have been more open and one gets to know neighbours better: one is of Rumania 

Orthodox faith (old believers) and I was invited to their festivals held in their garden. 

• During three months of confinement with little exercise, I tended to eat one main meal a day  

(usually brunch), a light evening meal and rarely any wine, as I try not drink alone. As a 

consequence, I lost some 5 to 6 kg in weight.   



• Since de-confinement, I have started organising meals and social events in the garden where  

there is ample room for social distancing.  

My view is the longer-term consequences are going to be more significant than the immediate health 

impacts, serious enough as they are: 

• Economic impacts, starting with our local communities (even neighbours were 3 months 

without a job), but much wider and particularly in the developing world: many people live from 

hand to mouth on a daily basis and confinement is a real burden; small businesses are closed, 

but people have to pay the rent as well as find resources on which to live. I try to help people in 

need at this time. 

• Developing countries often do not have the social security cushion western economies have in 

place: long term poverty is likely to be exacerbated.  

• For many countries, tourism is a key economic factor and, even when the COVID-19 disruption 

is over, it will take a long time before tourism returns as it has been before the crisis. It may be 

an opportunity for a more ecological approach to tourism, but it will take time for local 

populations to benefit. 

• Social, cultural and economic aspects of life are partners and this has not been taken properly 

into consideration in the stop-go and over-reaction of many governments. 

As Christians (and we are not alone - other faiths are also concerned), we need to be actively involved. 

Prayer is a key tool that we have to help God lead us to right and effective action. The Grace of God is 

always there and has gone before us. Prayer should principally be to change ourselves and to align 

ourselves with his will. As my theologian ancestor observed, "Prayer is a weapon, a mighty weapon in a 

terrible conflict. Our prayers are to be a continual, conscious, earnest effort of battle, the battle 

against whatever is not God's will" and "Prayer is, paradoxically, both a gift and a conquest, a grace 

and a duty. Does that not mean, is it not a special case of the truth, that all duty is a gift, every call on 

us a blessing, and that the task we often find a burden is really a boon?".  

The COVID-19 virus will not disappear and we will learn to live with it as with other viral diseases, 

finding more effective means of treatment and prophylaxis.  As Paul wrote to the Romans  "In all these 

things we are more than conquerors through Him who loved us. 38 For I am persuaded that neither 

death nor life, neither angels nor principalities nor powers, neither things present nor things to 

come, 39 neither height nor depth, nor any other created thing, shall be able to separate us from the 

love of God, which is in Christ Jesus our Lord". 


