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Holy Trinity, White Rock, October 26, 2014 

Matthew 22:34-46 

When the Pharisees heard that Jesus had silenced the Sadducees, they gathered together, and 
one of them, a lawyer, asked him a question to test him ."Teacher, which commandment in 
the law is the greatest?" He said to him, "`You shall love the Lord your God with all your 
heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.' This is the greatest and first 
commandment. And a second is like it: `You shall love your neighbor as yourself.' On these 
two commandments hang all the law and the prophets." 
 
Now while the Pharisees were gathered together, Jesus asked them this question: "What do 
you think of the Messiah? Whose son is he?" They said to him, "The son of David." He said 
to them, "How is it then that David by the Spirit calls him Lord, saying, 
`The Lord said to my Lord, 
"Sit at my right hand, 
until I put your enemies under your feet"'? 
 
If David thus calls him Lord, how can he be his son?" No one was able to give him an 
answer, nor from that day did anyone dare to ask him any more questions. 
_________________________________________________________________ 

I want to start this Sunday by sharing a short poem with you by the poet Philip Larkin.  
Though the poem is about the death of one of God’s small creatures, I believe it has much 
to offer us this morning in view of the events of these last few weeks. 
 
“The Mower” by Philip Larkin 

The mower stalled, twice; kneeling, I found  
A hedgehog jammed up against the blades,  
Killed. It had been in the long grass.  
 
I had seen it before, and even fed it, once.  
Now I had mauled its unobtrusive world  
Unmendably. Burial was no help:  
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Next morning I got up and it did not.  
The first day after a death, the new absence  
Is always the same; we should be careful  
 
Of each other, we should be kind  
While there is still time. 
 
Like me, you’ve probably spent time over the last few days tuning into television or radio or 
online to learn more about the shooting in Ottawa this last week and to learn more about the 
young soldier, Nathan Cirillo, who died in Ottawa and Patrice Vincent who died in 
Montreal. As an American recently come to Canada, these events sadly familiar for me but 
somehow all the more poignant because they happened on Canadian soil and to Canadian 
soldiers. Sadly, in the US, people have almost developed an expectation that senseless violent 
acts by the mentally ill or wrong-headed extremists will occur. But in Canada?  And so I was 
shocked by what happened and shaken up, as if I were experiencing something like this for 
the first time, as if I were experiencing something like this for the first time. 
 
The little poem I just read to you, the poem about the haphazard death of one of God’s 
creatures, tries to get at this—tries to get at how senseless death makes us feel. And so today, 
we, like the anonymous mower in Larkin’s poem, may feel a kind of vacant numbness after 
the news in Montreal and in Ottawa. We may feel a kind of vacant numbness, but just as in 
the poem, this vacant numbness should not lead either to passivity or to paralysis. Rather, 
senseless violence that leads to senseless death, must bring us a new resolve: “we should be 
careful of each other,” the poet says, “we should be kind while there is still time.” 
 
And, of course, this resolve is nothing new. For in our Gospel for today the Pharisees who 
are trying to test Jesus through asking him yet one more difficult question, get Jesus’ own 
take on what we as human beings should commit ourselves to. “Of all the 613 separate laws 
in the Torah,” they ask, “which is the most important?” Another way to phrase this might be 
“Of all the things that we might be committed to, we might devote our time and energy to, 
we might have some resolve about, which should be at the top of the list?” 
 
Jesus, being Jesus, of course, does not settle on just one but instead replies that there are two 
interrelated commandments, two interrelated things to spend out time and energy on, two 
interrelated resolves that are paramount—we must love God with everything we have within 
us (everything!), and we must love our neighbors as we would love ourselves (we must treat 
them with the loving kindness that we ourselves long for). 
 
And so, as the Christian folk, in the face of senseless violence that leads to senseless death, it 
is not the most important thing to focus on and build up our security so that this can never 
happen again.  It is not the most important thing to verbally attack the groups that we would 
like to hold responsible for this happening. It is not the most important thing to get revenge 
on the individual or group we hold responsible.  Rather, it is the most important thing to 
love God with everything that is in us (everything!) and to love our neighbors as we would 
ourselves, that is, to treat our neighbors with the loving kindness that we ourselves long for. 
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This and only this is the antidote to our own passivity and paralysis in the face of senseless 
violence that leads to senseless death. This and only this is a kind of medicine for the world: 
a fire in the midst of the cold, a rope let down to the lost, bread in the pockets of the 
hungry.  
 
Loving God with everything we’ve got (everything!) and loving our neighbors as ourselves, 
that is with the loving kindness that we ourselves long for. We must do both of these things 
daily, persistently and locally. 
 
About the first I would say this—pray to God without editing or prettying things up. Love 
God with everything you are and everything you have by sharing with God all the things on 
your mind and in your heart in the same way you would with your closest friend, your most 
trusted companion. Do it daily, beginning your day with an honest laying out how you feel, 
what you want, what your regrets are, what your needs are. Give God everything you have in 
terms of yourself and then listen, listen, listen. Notice where your prayers go and what is set 
loose as you pray, and then listen for what God sends your way. 
 
And about the second, about loving our neighbour as ourselves and doing this daily, 
persistently and locally, that is, in the situations right before you let me tell you two stories-
one from the US and one from last week here in Canada. 
 
A Rector of a neighbouring Episcopal parish in Seattle, tells the story about being in the 
church one day when he heard the church bell being rung. The bell at the parish was outside, 
right next to the high school parking lot, so it’s often rung by passersby. 
 
On this day, those ringing the bell were three children of a Somali family that lived in the 
neighborhood: three children, ages 9-11. All of them were taking turns ringing the bell.  All 
of them wore big smiles on their faces as they did this. 
 
Upon seeing them, the rector got up and went out to them, reassuring them that it was just 
fine to be ringing the bell.  They then told Peter that they were Muslim, and asked him “Is it 
still OK to ring the bell?”   
 
“Yes,” he told them.  
 
What followed was a conversation between the rector and the three children about Islam 
and then, upon their own request, a tour of the church. As they were coming back outside 
they told him something else: a white man in their neighborhood walked by their house 
every day, spit in their yard, and yelled for them to go home. 
 
“That isn’t the way it is here,” he told the children. “You can ring this bell anytime.  You can 
come here anytime.” 
 
And the second story is this:  
 
Lawyer Barbara Winters was headed to a meeting Wednesday near her office at the Canada 
Revenue Agency when she passed the National War Memorial, stopping to snap a few 
pictures of the two honour guards standing at attention there. Moments later, after passing 
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by she heard four shots. For Winters, a former member of the Canadian Forces Naval 
Reserve, the sounds were unmistakable. Turning around, she began to run — not towards 
safety, but towards the shots, and the wounded soldier lying at the foot of the memorial. 
 
As she reached the memorial, Winters saw four people bending over a fallen soldier. She 
dropped her purse and briefcase on the steps and began to help. A nurse who had been on 
her way to work, was there pressing her hands to a wound on Cpl. Nathan Cirillo’s left side. 
Another corporal was there on Cirillo’s right side, pressing his hands to a wound. Another 
soldier was there bent over Cirillo’s head, talking to him. “You’re doing good, you’re doing 
good, buddy,” he told Cirillo. “You’re breathing — keep breathing.” 
 
The group began calling for an ambulance, and for police. Winters began to pray, reciting 
the Lord’s Prayer. She talked to Cirillo. He was conscious; his eyes were open, and he was 
staring straight ahead. She felt that he could hear her. “You’re a good man, you’re a brave 
man,” she told him. 
 
Someone — Winters can’t remember who — said the soldier had stopped breathing, and so  
they began trying to find a pulse, one feeling his neck, one his wrist. Remarkably, everyone 
on the scene had First Aid or medical training. Instinctively, they began operating as a team, 
talking and encouraging one another. 
 
They began CPR: mouth-to-mouth respiration and chest compressions while Winters kept 
talking to Cirillo and comforting him: “You are loved.”  She said. “Your family loves you. 
You’re a good man. Your parents are so proud of you. Your military family loves you. All 
the people here, we’re working so hard for you. Everybody loves you.” 
 
Sirens signalled the arrival of the paramedics who did their best, but despite all their good 
efforts, Cirillo had died surrounded by a group of strangers working hard to keep him alive. 
 
Winters, speaking of all those who helped said this: “No one was hysterical. Everyone was 
so calm. Everyone was entirely focused on the soldier and on helping him…..When you are 
dying, you need to be told how loved you are.” 
 
___________________________________________________________________ 
 
The account of Cpl. Nathan Cirillo’s death and the others who assisted him is taken at times 
verbatim from an article in The Hamilton Spectator by Laura Eggerston 


