
Third Sunday of Lent 
 
Dear Parishioners, 
 
When one hears news such as that of the mass shooting at two mosques in Christchurch, 
or of the huge loss of life in Mozambique thanks to the tropical rainstorms, one is 
overcome by the sheer loss of life, of the number of people who have died.  In the case of 
Mozambique the cause was an act of nature, what the insurance companies in days gone by 
termed an act of God, as if God were to blame and they were not required to pay up; while 
in the case of Christchurch it was obvious to all that the death was perpetrated by one 
depraved youngish man.  The latter loss of life was the more shocking even if the scale of 
the loss – fifty and an equal number of injuries, some of them serious – was a good deal 
smaller than in Mozambique.  What immediately struck me as I absorbed the news from 
New Zealand was not only all those fifty lives cut short but the life-stories that came to 
such a sudden and unexpected end.  Many were stories of people whose lives were 
incredibly tough to start with, who had suffered civic conflict in Syria, poverty in Pakistan, 
or abuse within complex family dynastic settings in the Gulf States. 
 
I was particularly struck to see that this week’s The Economist, in an ingenuous act of 
solidarity with the New Zealand victims, devoted its obituary column to just one of the 
victims.  Atta Elayyan was a software engineer aged thirty-three, married and father of a 
two-year-old daughter, whose Muslim parents had migrated from the USA to New 
Zealand.  Atta had been born in Kuwait but was of Palestinian origin through his father, 
and he had grown up in Oregon and thus absorbed many of the cultural aspirations of 
those who grow up in contemporary America.  A thoroughly modern young man with a 
passion and interests shared with millions of like-minded women and men across the 
world.  And clearly his faith mattered enough for him to attend Friday prayers at the Al-
Noor mosque on the ides of March.  May Atta (and the forty nine others) rest in peace. 
 
I mention the singular attention given by The Economist to Atta because, from time to time, 
I look down at my congregation of four hundred week-end Mass goers and think, as I get 
to know them that little better, of their life journey, their place of birth, the parents who 
reared them, the nuns who taught them, the Inter-Rail passes many of them had used to 
travel the continent, the sweethearts they had met, parted with or stayed with, the homes 
they created (some of which I have visited) and the dreams they still cherish from 
themselves and those they love.  And I think that I am responsible for making God known 
to them, for enriching the religious dimension of their journey, for walking at least a few 
steps of their pilgrim way with them.  And just as Atta was one among fifty, each of them 
is one among four hundred, living one immensely complex, rich life stories of success and 
failure, some crowned with happiness, some clouded by the shadow of sadness.  And 
recognising and coming to terms with the individuality of each individual is an awesome 
task! 
 
Father Patrick 
 


