
13 June 2021 

  

Dear Friends of Elmwood, 

  

          If the nightly news were a soundtrack, its music would be played in a 

minor key. Its melodies would bring a tear to the eye and a lump in the throat. 

First, there was grim news from Kamloops. The bodies of 215 indigenous 

children were found in unmarked graves on the grounds of a former residential 

school. Our nation bowed its head in solemn grief and profound remorse. Again. 

Then here, in our own city, we witnessed a sickening atrocity. 

Last Sunday, as they strolled together on a lovely, late-spring evening, the 

Afzaal family were deliberately mowed down by one of those monstrously 

mammoth trucks that tower like tanks over pedestrians. 

Four of them were killed: a father (Salman), a mother (Madiha), a daughter 

(Yumna) and a grandmother whose name has been withheld as a mark of 

respect. The youngest boy, Fayez, survived. He’s just nine years old. When he 

finally recovers from his dire injuries and returns home – and we fervently pray 

that he will – his family will not be there. 

This is unspeakably sad. 

  

Who let YOU in here? 

Unless our ancestry is indigenous, we’re all immigrants to this country. 

Some of us were born elsewhere. We chose to come here, or our parents did 

when we were children. We held their hands nervously then.  

But many of us were born in Canada. If we were, though, it’s because some 

ancestors higher up the family tree were not born here. They were immigrants 

too. This is why the question, “Where are you from?” is a complex one. 

My ancestors trace their lineage to Scotland and Ireland. Someone, at some 

point, in each branch of my family tree, heaved a heavy sigh, boarded a ship, and 

crossed the North Atlantic. 

They came in dribs and drabs in the century before the last one. They 

didn’t come because they were rich. They came because they were dirt poor and 

landless. They left their homeland knowing they’d never see it again, and they 

never did. I can barely conceive what their first winters in Canada must have 

been like. 
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A few decades ago, I learned that one of my distant ancestors was a United 

Empire Loyalist. He’d fought on the losing side in the American Revolution. His 

property was confiscated by the fledgling government of the United States of 

America. He hid aboard a ship in New York harbour, escaped arrest, and landed 

in Nova Scotia as a refugee. One of his many descendants was my great 

grandmother, who died when my grandfather was still an infant. 

I’m not telling you this because the story behind my presence in Canada is 

unique. It’s not at all unique. It’s not even unusual. It’s entirely typical, even 

today. Unless our ancestry is indigenous, the story of your presence and mine in 

this country is due to the larger, longer story of immigration to Canada. And that 

story has never ceased. 

  

The Anatomy of Hate 

The Afzaal family immigrated to Canada about fourteen years ago. They 

worked very hard. They cared for each other. Fayez was born here. They quickly 

became productive members of this society. 

They contributed so much to the community we all share. This included 

the rich aspects of the beautiful culture they’d come from. They brought that 

with them too, their language, modes of dress, customs, cuisine, and their religion. 

Why shouldn’t they? And why shouldn’t they want to share it with us? And why 

shouldn’t we be glad of that? 

They respected their new culture, but how strange our Canadian customs 

must have seemed to them, and how weird our way of life. But they accepted it, 

adopted it, and adapted themselves to it. Still, they treasured everything about 

the culture they’d come from, including the religion that nurtured them, Islam.  

We may never know exactly why the troubled young man who committed 

this atrocity did what he did. Though they’re not in a position to share the 

evidence, the police were confident enough to say this: his motive was hatred. 

“There is a time to love and a time to hate,” says the Book of Ecclesiastes. 

But hatred is never pleasant. So, why does the Bible have to say this about it? 

Why can’t all its words be pleasant ones? The Bible says this because every last 

one of us has, from time to time, felt hatred for someone or something. It says this 

because it’s real. 

We know what hatred feels like. It burns like a hot fire inside us. We know 

what hatred feels like when it’s aimed straight at us, too. It’s a flame-thrower that 

scorches us painfully. 
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Every emotion lives within every one of us: hatred, fear, anger, remorse, 

sadness, pleasure, joy, and love. We can’t remove the ‘hatred circuit’ from our 

psyches the way we remove the ‘graphics card’ from a computer. Hatred and 

anger and fear, those troubling ‘negative’ emotions, will always be ‘in there’, 

running their little programs behind the scenes. 

The wise way to live is not to deny our ‘negative’ emotions, but to 

acknowledge them, and then learn how to live with them. It means learning how 

to lessen hatred’s ferocity. It means learning to discern, soberly, when we’ve 

foisted our hatred on people and things who do not deserve its scorching fire. 

It means learning to put our hatred down before it becomes a vicious 

weapon, the way a policeman re-holsters his firearm. Like sticks of dynamite, our 

‘negative’ emotions can be employed carefully for prescribed purposes. But they 

can also be lit and recklessly thrown at the objects of our fear, hatred, and anger, 

wreaking horror on someone, even death. No one ‘deserves’ this. Ever. 

The projection of irrational hatred upon people who are different, just 

because they are different, is demonic. We all know that. It’s good that we tell 

this to each other from time to time. But rushing to be the first one to say it 

doesn’t make us more virtuous. 

Must differences threaten us? Or can they make us curious to know more? 

Coming to know more about someone who is different, in the context of a 

personal relationship, almost inevitably softens our irrational fear. 

A close friend of Salman Afzaal said this about him: “He was a very kind-

hearted and forgiving individual.” 

That describes the state of being we should all want to arrive at when, in 

the face of unspeakable sorrow and devastating atrocity, we pass through our 

gamut of ‘negative’ emotions: fear, anger, and hatred. 

Jesus, whom Muslims know and respect through their knowledge of the 

Qur’an, insisted that this was possible. He showed us that, by the working of 

God’s grace, we have it within us even to love our enemy. Peace be upon him. 

  

Lamenting in London 

The other tragic story our society must turn to, in due course, is why this 

young man – this immature boy, really – never learned to discipline his 

emotions, never learned to temper his hatred, and never learned to quell his fear 

of people who are different by turning it into curiosity. 



 4 

But that is not our most urgent task. Not right now. St Paul tells us what 

the Gospel asks of us in moments like this. “Weep with those who weep.” 

So simple, and yet so hard. 

If we had not been living through this damn pandemic, I would have 

thrown open the doors to our little sanctuary at Elmwood. We might have 

gathered there before sunset to keep a solemn and sorrowful vigil, to light a 

candle, to sit in silence, and to lament. 

It would not have been a time to talk loudly and stridently, to stand on 

political soap boxes, or to outdo each other in premature diagnoses of who’s to 

blame and what the right solutions are “so that this never happens again.” 

For one thing, it will happen again, somewhere, sometime. But more than 

that, loud venting would have short-circuited lamenting. And we need 

lamenting. 

To everything there is a season. Our calling is “to weep with those who 

weep”. Let tears, not anger, cleanse our vision. 

  

In other news 

          I’m sorry to report that June Howse, the mother of Juel Howse-McLean, 

died earlier this week. We extend our condolences to Juel and Malcolm, and the 

entire Howse family. We join them in sorrow for this loss. 

          Along with this week’s worship service, I’m attaching a letter sent to the 

Mosques of London by the Co-Moderators of the Presbytery of London. 

And here, for free, is another prayer you may want to use this week. It 

comes from the World Council of Churches several decades ago. But, as in all 

good prayers, and all good poems for that matter, its words speak across time. 

“Eternal God, whose image lies in the hearts of all people, we live among peoples 

whose ways are different from ours, whose faiths are foreign to us, whose tongues are 

unintelligible to us. Help us to remember that you love all people with your great love, 

that all religion is an attempt to respond to you, that the yearnings of other hearts are 

much like our own and are known to you. Help us to recognise you in the words of truth, 

the things of beauty, the actions of love about us. We pray through Christ who is a 

stranger to no one land more than another, and to every land no less than to another. 

Amen” 

 

Yours in the faith, 

            Andrew  
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