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Tears of grief, confession, and resolve
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A Sermon preached by the Senior Minister of Collins Street Baptist Church, the Revd Dr Simon Holt,
at a Memorial Service for the Victims of the Orlando Massacre:
We have heard read to us tonight two sacred texts, one from the Hebrew Scriptures, the words of
Jeremiah the great prophet of Israel. They are words of grief and consolation, magnificent words that
meet us in our deepest sorrow and bewilderment and remind us of hope. The second text comes from
the Christian faith, words from St Paul spoken to the church of Rome. These are words of exhortation,
words that challenge our actions and call us to a new way of living. Tonight we hear both of these
words – consolation and challenge – and we need both.
“Rachel is weeping,” Jeremiah says, “she refuses to be comforted for her children, because they are
no more.” We meet tonight to weep, to mourn, to name the sadness that we bear and to stand with
those who grieve most deeply. On days like this one – in moments of tragedy of which there are too
many – what else can we do but weep? Before we judge, before we speak words of blame or cry out
for justice, we weep. We weep for those in Orlando whose lives have been cut short. Their names we
have heard tonight but their stories we do not know. We weep for those who grieve the loss of their
loved ones and whose pain runs deep; we weep for the LGBTQI community reminded yet again of its
struggle to be free; we weep for those so bound up in narratives of fear that their only course of action
is violence. We weep. We weep, too, for ourselves; we weep for the failings of our own hearts, for the
failure of our communities, our institutions and our leaders to tell a different story, to model a different
way of being community. We weep tears of confession for our preoccupation with borders and
boundaries that keep the other at bay and render the stranger an enemy. We weep.
It is right that we begin with tears. For if we do not begin here, with tears of grief and tears of
confession, we do not even begin a journey of change. Unless we allow ourselves to go to that
deepest place of pain and desperation, that place where we confront the failure of the human heart,
our ways forward remain shallow and momentary. It is in the humility of tears and the deep sadness
of loss that we understand afresh that we are one people. We weep together. We bleed together.
Whatever our faith, whatever the colour of our skin, whatever our sexuality, whatever our language or
political alliance, in these moments of loss and grief we are one. And we weep.
But tonight we also hear words of exhortation. The challenge of every tragedy, this one no less, is that
we are compelled by our tears, we are urged by the searing grief of others to live differently from this
day on. “Let our love be genuine,” St Paul says, “hold fast to what is good.” We must take our tears
with us into the communities, neighbourhoods and institutions we inhabit. We must allow the weeping
of today to inform our relationships, our decision-making, our politics, our priorities and our
commitments. Churches like mine must allow the tears of today to speak into our debates on the
issues of sexuality and inclusion. Civic and political leaders must allow the tears of today to inform
their policy making on issues of border control, religious diversity, and our treatment of the world’s
most vulnerable. And ordinary people living in ordinary neighbourhoods, people like you and me right
across this city and beyond must allow the tears of today to change the way we relate to the people
who live next door. Our tears are powerful. They can become food for resentment and revenge,
fostering attitudes of self-protection and self-interest. Or we choose to let them be the compost out of
which life and love flourish. Tears and resolve are not two different things but deeply connected, and
we have choices to make.
We meet tonight in a fine cathedral, a beautiful and sacred place. We parade in our robes and with
our titles, and it is grand. But never let us forget that here in the heart of this place is the image of a
lone and naked man crucified on a cross. At the very foundations of this cathedral is the story of the
one who said, “I have come to lay down my life that others might live.” Religious faith, of whatever
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brand, does not only lift us to places of beauty. It calls us to walk through the valley of the shadows of
death, knowing that only through sacrifice and self-giving do we find life that is worth living.
So on this day of tears, on this day of weeping, may the comfort and consolation of God be ours. May
those who grieve most deeply find strength for the way ahead. May our leaders know conviction and
resolve. May those of diverse sexualities find renewed courage and hope. And may each of us be
inspired to live differently because of our tears. Amen.
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