SERMON
A time to plant, a time to love: Giving thanks for Sir Ninian Stephen
8th November 2017

A sermon preached by the Dean of Melbourne, the Very Revd Dr Andreas Loewe, at St Paul’s
Cathedral at the State Funeral of Sir Ninian Stephen KG, AK, GCMG, GCVO, KBE, KStJ, QC (15
June 1923–29 October 2017), Twentieth Governor General of Australia, at St Paul’s Cathedral, 8
November 2017
We have reflected on Sir Ninian’s many and great accomplishments during the course of his long life,
the many successes and the lives and institutions, and indeed the nation, that he changed for the
better. What inspired his extraordinary life was not ambition, nor a sense of duty, but rather a deep
and abiding love. It is a cliché to speak of a departed person as a loving husband and father, a loving
son, and yet for Sir Ninian this was profoundly true. That love was the ‘seal upon his heart’ of our
second lesson, and the call at his ‘heart’s deep core’ of our first. In asking his family about Sir Ninian, I
have been struck by the unusual extent to which they reflected on love: his love for them and theirs for
him, the love of his mother for him as a boy and how he passed that love on to his children in turn, the
way his love for his wife and five daughters led his devotion to the causes which took up his working
life.
To hear the Prime Minister read from the Song of Solomon, perfectly encapsulates this congruence
between the personal core, the inner sentiment, of the man who loved his wife for 70 years and died
holding her hand, and the public devotion of the man who handed back the ownership of Uluru to the
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Anangu people; the man who, as ambassador for the environment, negotiated keeping Antarctica
from mining; the man who was part of peace and reconciliation negotiations in Northern Ireland, in
Rwanda, the former Yugoslavia, East Timor and Bangladesh. Love is not only an inner feeling or
warm sentiment, it is also strong; it is not only comforting, it is also radically generous.
The Governor General read to us from the Book Ecclesiastes. As Governor General, Sir Ninian made
the role an international one for the first time, just as Australia was reaching its Bicentenary and
growing fully into its leadership role in the Asia-Pacific region. For Sir Ninian, his home and work life
was always ‘a time for healing’, ‘a time for building’, ‘a time for planting’. The seeds he planted rarely
came to fruition while he remained in any of his roles: while he was the Chair of the Mark Fitzpatrick
Trust in 1990, providing financial assistance to families affected by HIV, for instance, it seemed
almost inconceivable that medical treatment for the epidemic might be developed. But today, Australia
is likely very soon to reach the UNAIDS target of a zero deaths from AIDS, and will have reached a
50% reduction in new transmissions of HIV this year. Sir Ninian was involved at the early stages of
the 1990s peace process in Ireland, and he did not feel he was particularly effectual in that role, but
within a decade the Good Friday agreement ushered in a time of peace and prosperity for North and
South in Ireland; a circumstance, incidentally, that the poet of our first reading and Irish Senator
William Butler Yeats dreamed of and worked towards nearly a century before. In our own country,
many of the projects that Sir Ninian worked on so ceaselessly remain works in progress: and it is now
our turn to strive towards a safe environment, to take the next steps on the journey to Indigenous
recognition and full reconciliation, and to work for a more secure world, and peace between our
nations.
Sir Ninian’s daughter has read from the poem by William Butler Yeats, The Lake Isle of Innisfree. A
poem that expresses the deep peace that can be found away from the bustle of (for Yeats) London or
(for Sir Ninian, in his cottage in Echucha) of Melbourne. Yeats’ poem expresses his deep love for his
country, his love for the natural world, and his satisfaction in building something with his own hands.
And the poem also describes a mood of ‘extraordinary lack of anxiety and trouble about himself’,
being ‘utterly relaxed’, a ‘domestic’ moment with the speaker engaged in handyman duties, not being
judgemental, or ambitious, or hurried. And this is an excellent description of Sir Ninian at home, and
also of Sir Ninian at work: a man whom people found very easy to talk to, and whom people found
easy to engage in his turn; a man always ready to turn his hand to the task ahead; a man who was
always ready to serve others.
The love that Sir Ninian knew so well, our reading from the Song of Solomon assures us, is stronger
than death itself, endures beyond the grave. It is far more precious than all our accomplishments.
Indeed, ‘if a man would give all the substance of his house for love, it would be utterly scorned’. Sir
Ninian’s accomplishments were extraordinary. We have remembered him as a caring father,
celebrated his achievements as a judge, Head of State and, in the final two decades of his working
life, as an ambassador for the environment and advocate for the reconciliation between nations and
peoples. And yet, our readings suggests, the only legacy that will truly endure when death separates
us from those we love is Love itself. Love defined who Sir Ninian grew to be, and love is the enduring
fruit of his life. Love gave him his gentle, sweet disposition, and freed him from anxiety about how to
live his life. Love taught him not to trouble too much about himself, nor take himself too seriously, and
enabled him to approach others with an open mind, fully relaxed and at ease with himself. Love gave
him the security to be who he was, and love gives us the certainty that we can remember him,
whenever we continue to share in that same love.
Christians believe that Love is at the heart of our being. Love was expressed at its most profound,
Christians know, when Love became human to live among us it, and was shown at its most perfect in
the life of a man from Nazareth who died on a cross so that Love might be perfected, and all fear cast
out. That God-given Love, Christians believe, gives and shapes lives, and calls us to love. That Love
lasts, is strong as death, cannot be quenched by floods or fire, and is more precious than all we have
or can be. That Love, Christians believe, enables those we love to live on – forever – if only we keep
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on loving. There is no doubt that throughout his life, Sir Ninian experienced that profound call of Love.
‘Rise up, my love’, Love called, and Sir Ninian followed to share the work of love.
We give thanks for the gift of Love in Sir Ninian’s life and for the many ways in which Love has been
shown forth through him. And as we give thanks for his life, and mourn his death, I pray that we may
indeed find that it is true that ‘love is strong as death’, because God’s Love has overcome death to
win for us life forever. I pray that we may be comforted by that God-given Love, and be given strength
to share that Love with one another and those who share in our loss. Above all, I pray that we, too,
may hear the insistent call of God’s Love in our own lives, and that we, too, may become people in
whom his Love has made its home.
And now to God the Father, who loved us and made us accepted in the Beloved: To God the Son,
who loved us, and gave us life in abundance: To God the Holy Spirit, who sheds the love of God
abroad in our hearts: To the one true God be all love and all glory for time and for eternity. Amen.
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