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50th Wedding Anniversary of Peter & Helen Murray 

Homily by Andrew Murray, Anniversary Mass, 20 February 1999 
 

 

Intuitively we celebrate fifty years of marriage, 

and we hope to do it well; but what is it that we 

celebrate? 

Is it long life?  It is in part, because long life is a 

gift.  It is the gift wished for by Tobias and Sarah in 

today‟s first reading (Tobit 8: 5-10).  It is not so 

much an achievement as a product of luck and of 

circumstance with a little help from medical 

science.  It is rare that two people who have 

married both live that long, and so we give thanks. 

Is it hope?  Not really.  The marriage began 

with hope, and the golden wedding anniversary is a 

kind of mirror image of that beginning.  Although 

the marriage will persevere to death and through 

death into eternal life, a half century is a good time 

to pause and to acknowledge the fulfilment of those 

hopes. 

And so, perhaps, that is what we do celebrate on 

a golden anniversary - the fulfilment of the hopes, 

promises, commitments and beliefs of fifty years 

ago.  We celebrate not only their fulfilment but also 

the qualities of character, the learning and the 

endurance that have enabled that fulfilment.  We, 

who gathered around the marriage have been part 

of its story, celebrate, too, what we have received 

from it and take pride in the way we have helped it. 

To understand what Mum and Dad have 

achieved, we have to go back to what they thought 

when they covenanted themselves to one another.  

In order to know what they thought, we had best 

ask what they learnt.  Helen and Peter were very 

committed to the Church, and what they learnt 

before their marriage can be found in two 

encyclicals published before their wedding day. 

In 1880, Pope Leo XIII, in his encyclical 

Arcanum, said “Matrimony is a sacrament because 

it is a sacred and efficacious sign of grace and the 

image of the mystical marriage of Christ with the 

Church.”  (#24)  Two further points can be 

understood as central following Pius XI‟s 1930 

encyclical, Casti Conubi, which developed the 

thinking of Leo XIII.  First, the end and first 

blessing of marriage is children.  Second, marriage 

is divinely instituted and indissoluble.  What we 

praise today is that Mum and Dad have lived these 

ideals so long and so well. 

What were the qualities of life that made this 

possible?  We can think of their individual 

qualities, and we might mention that Dad was 

provident, fair and patient and that Mum was 

perceptive, responsive to necessity and faith-filled.  

We would, in fact, all have our own lists.  But the 

primary quality was love.  In the Gospel (John 

15:9-12) that they chose for the mass, Jesus tells us 

to “love one another, as I have loved you.”  The 

Father has loved Jesus, and Jesus has loved us, so 

that in turn we can love the Father and become 

involved in the very life of the Trinity. 

It has not always been easy.  They lost two 

children - one at birth, and one in the prime of life.  

What might the first have become?  How could the 

second be replaced? 

As well, both Mum and Dad have strong 

characters and it is a rare opinion that is not 

strongly held.  I sometimes wonder whether some 

of the discussions that drew them together in 

student days have yet to be resolved. 

But more than anything else we can think of the 

difficulty of raising such a large family.  There is 

the natural difficulty of coping with numbers.  

When Steve was born, I said to Dad, “Three more 

and we‟ll be ahead of the girls”.  Years later my 

god-father told me that I would never understand 

how alarming my words had been.  How could one 

even feed that many mouths?  Yet when two more 

did come, they were accepted lovingly as gifts from 

God.  There is a further difficulty faced by all large 

Catholic post-war families.  The ideal was unity, 

yet the culture called for diversity and individuality 

of thought.  Tension was inevitable. 

The answer to these difficulties was love and, 

indeed, practical love.  We heard in the second 

reading (Col 3:12-17) “Bear with one another, 

forgive each other as soon as a quarrel begins.”  

This is far from a kind of idealised love, which 

expects that there will be no difficulties. 

Perhaps, then, at the heart of our celebration is 

the recognition that fifty years ago Peter and Helen 

made a commitment to one another that they would 

work out their happiness together, and that is what 

they have done.  This is the happiness of two lives 

lived together; of difficulties surmounted together; 

of joys shared together; of two characters blended 

to find their own harmony together. 

After all of this, in whom else could they find 

their peace but in each other and in the God who 

first blessed their marriage and in whom they 

trusted. 

Well done, Mum and Dad! 
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Dad on his Eightieth Birthday 

Birthday Speech for Peter Murray by Andrew Murray, 2 April 2005 
 

 

It is a great pleasure to wish Dad a very happy 

80
th

 birthday and hope with him that the years 

remaining to him will be pleasant and peaceful.  

This is a happy day, and it is wonderful that we are 

all here to celebrate it with him. 

It is fair to ask, however, what is it that we 

celebrate? 

Do we celebrate an achievement?  No.  Dad 

was blessed with a very strong constitution; he has 

had a lot of good luck; and advances in medical 

science have very much involved in keeping him 

alive. 

Do we celebrate the attainment of a goal or 

objective?  No.  Part of the mystery of life is to not 

know how long we will live.  In a managerial age, 

it may seem that it would be helpful to know when 

we were going to die, so as to be able to plan 

investments and the like; but not knowing the time 

of our death, which we know to be inevitable, gives 

moral edge to our lives.  We have to live as if we 

will be living with the same people for a long time 

and at the same time as if we might meet our 

Creator tomorrow.  It lifts the tone of all we do. 

There is a clue to what we celebrate in the 

blessing given to Patriarchs in the Old Testament.  

Faithful to the Covenant with Yahweh, they were 

promised to live for four score years and to see 

their children‟s children to the third and fourth 

generations.  The third generation is here today.  

And so, what we are celebrating today is a blessing 

and a gift – the gift not only of that most precious 

gift, life, but also of long life which makes many 

things possible – to see life itself go on in new 

generations and to have time for reconciliation. 

Virtue 
On occasions like this, it is customary to list the 

more prominent virtues of the person whose life is 

being celebrated.  On reflection, however, I have to 

say that my father is not a man of virtue.  Perhaps, I 

need to explain what I mean.  Virtue speaks of 

moderation, of balance, of the ability to find the 

mean when confronted by choice of action in 

complex circumstances.  Dad is rather a man of 

extremes. He is driven by passion, even if it is often 

expressed rationally. It is passion that gives rise to 

enthusiasm and that leads to action. 

Am I saying that he is not a good man?  No, 

because Dad has lived a morality that is formed by 

rules, moral rules and church rules.  He has been 

remarkably consistent in his adherence to these 

rules throughout his life.  The rules limit and bound 

what passion and enthusiasm might arouse. 

This is a morality found in Irish Catholicism of 

the 19
th

 century, the culture of an oppressed people 

living in small villages.  It can be glimpsed today in 

the movie, „The Waking of Ned Devine‟.  This 

culture was transplanted to Australia in the middle 

of the nineteenth century.  Dad is a third generation 

Irish-Australian, and, as is common, it was the third 

generation that held most strongly to those roots.  

With this Irish culture, came also a great sense of 

mischief. 

That Australian Irish Catholic Culture was lost 

to the fourth generation despite great efforts to 

retain it, such as the St Patrick‟s Day marches of 

our school years and much else besides.  This was 

in part due to the Second Vatican Council and to 

the social revolutions of the sixties and seventies.  

But, indeed, it had served its time. 

Dad‟s life, therefore, can be understood as a 

dialectic between passion and enthusiasm, strong 

binding rules and mischief always on the bubble.  

This has meant that it has been difficult to 

understand his actions.  It is fair, for instance, to 

say that he has been generous, but it is not always 

so easy to know whether that generosity springs 

from rules: „help those in trouble‟; „support good 

causes‟; „distribute material goods‟; or whether it 

springs from passion: a sudden impulse or strong 

sentiment of some kind. 

Stages of Life 
We are celebrating an 80

th
 birthday, and that 

suggests to us that we think about the stages of life.  

There are different ways of dividing life into 

stages, but I think that Dad‟s life falls easily into 

four stages. 

From birth to 25 was the period of his youth.  I 

do not know much about it, and his longevity 

means that there are not many people around who 

are familiar with it.  Two things however stand out.  

The first is his education by the Marist Brothers at 

Mosman and Darlinghurst.  This is where he learnt 

many of the rules by which he has lived and he 

often mentioned Br Quentin who taught him in his 

last year.  The second is that his father was an 

imposing, if gregarious man, who as a general in 

the army was often away from home due to war or 

to other preoccupations. 

The years 25 to 60 were years of necessity, 

years of work and of child-raising.  Mum and Dad 

bore nine children.  Elizabeth died at birth, and 

Michael died just a few years ago.  These years 

were not easy, but I think that they were good.  

There were always hungry mouths to be filled and 

an endless amount of activity.  Dad and Mum 

divided their labour in the classic way of the day.  

Dad was the bread winner and worked more hours 

than was reasonable in the coal mines.  Mum was 

the home maker and work more hours than was 

reasonable in the home. 
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Despite working such long hours and many 

other involvements, Dad played his part in the 

home.  Tthree brief stories will illustrate this. 

We all went through the common childhood 

diseases (mumps, chicken pox, measles), usually 

catching them three days after the last child fell ill, 

so that we could all be quarantined for a couple of 

weeks.  At these times, all the beds were moved 

into a long dormitory-style room and when he got 

home from work, Dad would tell stories to us.  We 

got to know Brer Bear and Brer Rabbit, Winnie the 

Pooh, and the other characters of children‟s stories 

very well. 

Mum usually looked after discipline, but when 

things got too difficult, Dad would step in.  One 

memorable experience, which I feel was repeated a 

number of times, was on a trip to Sydney, 

travelling by the old highway.  We set out from 

Teralba with eight children in the back of the 

Volkswagen bus.  By Belmont there was a little 

noise.  At Swansea there was a disagreement 

because somebody wanted everybody to be silent 

as the tyres made a noise going over the metal grate 

of the bridge.  Something contentious blew up at 

Doyalson and by Wyong things were getting noisy.  

Dad would not normally have bothered, but Mum 

was getting tense and in the middle of the long 

stretch of straight road between Wyong Creek and 

Tuggerah Station, the car began to slow and to pull 

to the left.  It was absolute; no amount of promises 

to be good could change it.  Everybody was 

ordered out of the car and then told to get back in 

one by one as a very big hand was planted firmly 

on their bottoms.  Some of the passers-by may also 

remember the scene. 

I also remember Sunday lunch-time barbecues, 

when Dad would cook the meat on a blazing fire in 

a half forty-four gallon drum covered with steel 

mesh.  They were pleasant days and we ran around 

the yard enjoying the freedom and the family day 

together. 

I can say very surely that were well provided 

for.  We had enough to eat and we had the things 

that we needed.  Mum and Dad were also very 

committed to our education, and each of us was 

given every opportunity to make our way in life. 

The years 60 to 80 were years of choice.  Dad 

was retrenched when Millers were taken over by 

another company and many of the staff were made 

redundant.  I wrote to him on his 65
th

 birthday to 

explain to him that he was now living it a time of 

choice, with difficulties of the time of child-rearing 

behind him, and with material needs largely taken 

care of.  It is instructive to see how he lived.  His 

first passion has been coal mining, and Tony 

Lawrence will speak about this later.  His second 

passion has been the Church, and Alan Hart will 

speak about this.  His third passion has been 

involvement in a number of political societies, all 

of which have something do to with the business 

community‟s response to the effects of the 

environmental movement.  One of my sisters has 

irreverently referred to these collectively as „the flat 

earth society‟. 

Necessity never recedes totally into the distance 

and well into their 70s, Mum and Dad have cared at 

various times for their adult children, who were 

sick or somehow lost for the moment.  This was 

done not through a careful exercise of prudence but 

according to the rule, „the door is always open‟. 

The Eighties 
Dad and Mum, you are now into your eighties, 

and again a time of necessity.  The necessity that 

faces you now is not the need of material things but 

rather that of declining energies and diminishing 

capabilities.  As children, we say thank you for the 

gift of life and for the means to live it well.  We 

wish you well for these latter years and offer you 

the support that you will need. 
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Mum on Her Eightieth Birthday 

Birthday Speech for Helen Murray by Andrew Murray, 13 November 2005 
 

 

A few months ago I asked Mum how she felt as 

she was approaching her 80
th

 birthday.  She replied, 

„Oh! I‟ve had a good life.  My family has been my 

main thing.‟  A few simple words but so much  is 

contained in them. 

At the outset, let‟s rejoice that Mum was able to 

say that she had had a good life and, I am sure, that 

she is ready to say this today.  But what is a good 

life?  An adolescent yet unformed might think that 

it is to be or to do or to have everything.  A well-

educated and morally formed young adult might 

think that it is to be virtuous and to be 

accomplished in a way that allows for putting 

together a happy family.  Someone not so formed 

might think that it is to live a life of self-indulgence 

in which no whim or fancy is to be ignored and in 

which no pleasure should go untried.  Someone too 

marked by our own times would think that it is to 

generate wealth. 

But Mum is not any of these.  At four score 

years, she is a woman entering the last stage of 

what in historical terms has been a long life.  She 

does not mean that she has no regrets or that things 

might not have turned out otherwise for the better.  

Rather it means that she has been able in that long 

time to build on the gift of life itself in such a way 

that she can now say that she has done everything 

she could and that on the whole she is satisfied with 

how she has met the challenges of events and 

circumstances mostly beyond her control.  It also 

means that with the grace of old age she has been 

able to let go of past expectations and to view her 

life as a whole and to give thanks to God for it. 

This is not to say that Mum has had an easy life.  

She has not.  She was a child during the Great 

Depression and lived out her adolescence during 

the Second World War.  She grew up during the 

long drought in Temora, and can still remember the 

day that it began to rain.  The decades that followed 

must have seemed wonderful – times of plenty, of 

peace and of prosperity.  Yet during those times she 

bore nine children, many more than was becoming 

common, and raised eight, often without much 

external support.  In her first five years of marriage, 

she bore five children and moved house five times 

and became expert in the supervision of removal 

vans.  It is of little surprise that, as times cloud over 

again, she can meet them with equanimity. 

Her family has, as she said, been her „main 

thing‟.  This is not to say that she has not done 

other things.  She gave up voluntary work at the 

age of seventy and had for many years used her 

university training in social work to support various 

community activities.  Nevertheless, it is true that 

her main preoccupation for all of her adult life has 

been with her family, and that is where her virtues 

have developed.  Let me mention three. 

Mum‟s defining intellectual ability is to be able 

to understand particulars.  In our family and in a 

society that is generally governed by ideas and 

often by grand ideas, this is a wonderful gift.  Many 

years ago when one of my sisters was in difficulty, 

I took to ringing around those members of the 

family who were involved in order to establish 

some reality in the situation.  I usually proceeded 

by asking questions and the most common form of 

response was, „Well, I told her to do such and 

such‟.  It was only when I spoke to Mum that I 

would consistently find that she was wondering 

about what the details of the matter might be and 

was ready to entertain further questions.  She was 

like Mary in the Gospel „pondering all these things 

in her heart‟.  In my own experience, from when I 

was first ordained, I have always taken note of 

suggestions that Mum has made about seeing 

people who might be in some specific need and 

made a point of following them up.  This was not 

because I was obedient.  If that had been the case, I 

would have admitted this before today.  It was, 

rather, because I had learnt that her judgement of 

the needs of people was impeccable and always to 

be trusted. 

This virtue of mind equipped Mum for her 

virtue of heart, the ability to love those close to her 

as the persons that they are.  She has loved firmly 

in times of happiness and fun but also in times of 

illness, misadventure, misbehaviour and madness.  

Several of my siblings have expressed appreciation 

of the fact that wherever they were up to in their 

lives Mum accepted them as they were and 

appreciated them for who they were, always with 

compassion.  In my own experience, during all the 

years I was overseas, I could rely on a weekly letter 

from Mum with all the latest news.  The letters still 

come, and although they come less frequently and 

have become much shorter, they are still written in 

that unmistakable Rose Bay script. 

Mum‟s virtue of will is her fidelity to her 

husband.  Fidelity or faithfulness is taken in 

different ways in our society.  For some it is merely 

a matter of sexual congress.  Others take it as a 

matter of the direction of one‟s heart.  Mum has 

taken it in the fullest possible sense, so that her 

whole life has been governed by the directions 

taken by her husband.  At times, I have played the 

devil and encouraged her to break loose a bit.  Each 

time she has firmly referred to the vows she took 

fifty-six years ago.  It has been a reminder that her 

fidelity is part of her faithfulness to God. 
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This is not to say that it has been an equal 

relationship.  There is a famous family photograph 

taken by a street photographer, who could not resist 

the shot.  It is of Mum and Dad all dressed up on an 

outing while they were courting.  They were 

underneath the then new Cahill expressway in 

Sydney. Dad was striding ahead looking up with 

his mind focussed solely on the steelwork, while 

Mum ran behind to catch up.  I saw the same thing 

again when I went out with them in October.  Dad 

was striding towards the restaurant, hand to ear 

talking on his mobile phone, his mind miles away.  

Mum was running to catch up.  The difference was 

that this time he had his free arm stretched back 

behind him to hold her hand lest she miss her step.  

Unfortunately, I did not have a camera. 

All of the great ethical traditions – Chinese, 

Indian and Greek – talk about the stages of life and 

the importance of adapting in timely fashion for 

each of them.  Aristotle suggested that in the best 

circumstances young men should serve in the 

police force and military; middle aged men in 

politics; and old men in the priesthood.  Mum 

belongs to a generation, whose first experiences of 

life were so grim that they thought they should 

work as hard all their lives.  Nevertheless, she did 

make some transitions after the heavy years of 

child-raising were over.  It has been wonderful to 

watch her enjoying music, the bush and the sea.  In 

more recent years, she has found great strength in 

her spiritual reflection days at Toronto and great 

fun with her cards group.  Nobody knows enough 

to know whether the mah-jong ladies play by the 

correct rules or not, but the laughter rarely stops. 

This is not to say that either Mum or her life 

have been perfect.  Her very virtues have put 

considerable strain on her physical, emotional and 

mental resources, and this has often led to stress.  

Often, perceiving difficulties before others had, she 

has become anxious.  She has had an extraordinary 

amount of surgery over the years, though she 

remains organically strong.  Her daring spirit led 

her, in earlier years, into collisions with things like 

surfboats and created enormous confusion among 

medical personnel, when they looked at her record. 

Nevertheless, I think that we can agree with 

Mum that she has had a good life, and that in 

various senses.  Wholeheartedly, we can affirm that 

we are all the better for the part that she has played 

in our lives.  And so, Mum, we congratulate you 

and thank you and wish you well for your latter 

years that they may be peaceful and gracious. 
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Funeral Eulogy for Peter John Murray OAM 1925 - 2005 

Eulogy by Tony Lawrance, 30 November 2005 
 

 

It is my privilege to pay tribute to Peter Murray, 

a man known and respected throughout the 

business and mining industry, as an honourable and 

ethical businessman, and an energetic and 

innovative engineer.  Peter, with his strong social 

conscience and involvement with the church and 

the community, lived and breathed the coal 

industry.   

He graduated Bachelor of Mechanical 

Engineering from Sydney University in 1948 and 

started work with the Joint Coal Board at Lithgow.  

Three months later he was employed as an engineer 

to mechanise Invincible Colliery in Lithgow.  He 

repeated this at Bellbird in the Hunter Valley, 

where he received his manager's certificate.  He 

joined RW Miller as colliery manager at Millfield 

and in 1954 moved to Rhondda Colliery, where he 

remained until 1965. 

He left the coal industry for five years, and was 

general manager of a valve manufacturing 

company in Newcastle and president of the 

Australian Valve Manufacturers‟ Association. 

He re-joined the coal industry and over the next 

30 years he became successively mine manager, 

superintendent and general manager mining for 

R.W.Miller & Co. Pty. Limited.  During this period 

Peter was involved in the development of major 

world-class coalmines; particularly Mt Thorley in 

the Hunter Valley, which he conceived from the 

start (a dragline at Mt Thorley was named 'Big 

Pete' by the men) as well Oaky Creek and Curragh 

in Queensland.  

In 1985 Peter set up his own consulting 

business, P.J.Murray & Associates Pty. Limited 

and has served over one hundred clients in New 

South Wales, Queensland, Western Australia, New 

Zealand, Indonesia and China.  He also became 

directly involved in mine ownership and 

management and was still managing several 

companies from hospital last Friday.  When I spoke 

to him on the telephone I suggested he should be 

resting, he said: “You do not walk away from your 

responsibilities” 

He served as a Director of the State Dockyard 

in Newcastle. From 1985 to 1993, he was a 

commissioner of Australian National Railways. 

From 1980 to 1993, he was a member of the Mine 

Subsidence Board in New South Wales. He was a 

director of Camberwell Coal Pty. Limited and HGT 

Australia Limited, a group training company.  

Peter was well respected by the mining unions.  

Bill Chapman, who was the President of the 

Northern District, remembers the assistance Peter 

gave the Union when they were running Nymboida 

colliery and also the help in the initial presentation 

to the Minister to get the United lease for the union.   

Bill Chapman says he had the greatest admiration 

for Peter.  Even though they went through some 

difficult times on opposite sides of the fence, they 

always had a great understanding and he could 

always rely on Peter‟s word.  Bill said he had a 

wonderful association with Peter.  

The tributes from Peter‟s business associates 

are too numerous to mention them all by name but I 

quote from some: 

 “It was a highlight of my life knowing Peter 

personally.  He was a real man‟s man – a real 

straight shooter and his word was his bond.  We 

have all lost a priceless friend but we are all 

immeasurably better off for having known him”. 

And from another: “Peter invariably came up 

with a sensible solution to an apparent 

insurmountable problem when others would have 

given up. Only rarely would he criticize others and 

then for very good reasons. Above all, he was 

totally honest and had total integrity. He had a good 

sense of humour and never seemed to get rattled”.  

“He was able to manage and develop a large 

number of projects at the same time to a point 

where even the best informed of his colleagues lost 

track of his activities”. 

When I came to R W Miller & Company from 

another industry, Peter gave generously of his time 

and knowledge and taught me all about coal 

mining.  It was the many long and animated 

discussions we had that developed in me a love for 

the industry also.  Generosity, as well as 

knowledge, was one of Peter‟s hallmarks and his 

wisdom will be sorely missed. 

I travelled overseas with Peter where he was 

respected and trusted by our coal buyers in Japan, 

Korea and Taiwan.  Especially, he was deeply 

involved in the first Joint Venture in coal in 

Australia (Mt Thorley) by the Republic of Korea.     

At 80 years of age, Peter was still very active in 

the industry, managing the affairs of several 

companies, and actively trying to reopen a 

coalmine in the Hunter area and start another in 

Queensland.  He was a member of many 

professional associations including the Mining 

Industry Consultants Association, the Australasian 

Institute of Mining and Metallurgy, the Australian 

Institute of Company Directors, the Australian 

Institute of Energy, the Coal Preparation Society, 

the Society for Mining, Metallurgy and 

Exploration, the Institution of Engineers Australia, 

the Colliery Managers Association and the NSW 

Minerals Council. 

Peter was a member of an Australian 

Government coal delegation to China in 1979.  He 
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was awarded an Order of Australia in 1992 for 

service to mining and to the community. 

Vale Peter, I am proud to have known you and 

on behalf of your many friends in the coal industry 

and the business community I thank you for your 

lasting contributions to the nation.   

 

Funeral Homily for Peter Murray 

Homily by Andrew Murray, 30 November 2005 
 

 

„I never stop thanking God for all the graces 

you have received through Jesus Christ‟. 

We might change these words to: 

„We never stop thanking God for all the graces 

we have received through Jesus Christ‟. 

 

In choosing this reading from the First Letter of 

St Paul to the Corinthians (1: 3 – 9), which was 

used in the mass last Sunday, I think that Mum is 

telling us that it expresses the sentiments she hopes 

we are experiencing today.  She hopes that we are 

thankful for the many graces that have come to us 

from God, but particularly for those that were 

filtered through the life of Peter. 

 

One of the things that has become clear to me 

during the two weeks that Dad was in hospital, in 

the time since he died, and at the Vigil last night is 

that Dad was many things to many people.  Today 

we have to respect this – each of us has our own 

story.  It was wonderful to share some of those 

stories at the Vigil last night, and we look forward 

to sharing many more in the weeks and months 

ahead.  At the beginning of mass, we heard from 

Catherine about his family relationships, and later 

we will hear from Tony about his public and 

business relationships.  I think that it is important 

that each of us cherishes our own stories and 

respects the other‟s. 

 

Peter lived with abundant energy, enormous 

strength and unquenchable enthusiasm.  He loved 

to solve problems and would settle into a new 

problem with intense concentration and work it 

through with impeccable rigour.  His endurance 

was legendary.  As children we used often get the 

giggles when he worked out our more difficult 

mathematics problems, because although we were 

glad of the answers, we did not feel that homework 

could be as serious as he took problem solving to 

be. 

 

Although he could be exasperating at times, 

Peter‟s generosity, enthusiasm and ability to meet 

each person at their own level has touched us all.  

Today we recognise each of those blessings and 

give thanks for them. 

 

Peter did not intend to die, nor except in some 

remote sense did he think he would.  He had too 

many things to do.  I often felt that he regarded his 

body as a machine, so that when a part was worn or 

broken, he expected to be able to drop it off with 

the right mechanic in order to have it rebored and 

then refitted.  I sometimes joked with some of his 

friends by calling him „the immortal one‟, 

especially when he rebounded from serious illness 

or injury, his drive restored.  In the end, however, 

too many parts wore out, and they affected one 

another.  At the very last, he recognised that life 

here was no longer possible and made his farewell. 

 

There is a sense, however, in which he is 

immortal, and that is our Faith as is well expressed 

in the first reading from Isaiah (25: 6 – 9).  „On this 

mountain, the Lord of hosts will prepare for all 

peoples a banquet of rich food‟.  Peter‟s life is 

changed, not taken away, and we recognise that he 

is with God and that we will some day be with him.  

The tired old body that he has left behind will 

decay, but at the time of the final Resurrection he 

and we will be restored in a ways that we cannot 

imagine. 

 

Peter lived a long life, a good life and a full life; 

we can say that it was a complete life.  

Nevertheless, he experienced failures, conflicts and 

disappointments.  But for him as well as for us 

there is consolation in the words of the Gospel that 

we have just heard (Matthew 5: 1 – 12).  „Happy 

are the poor in spirit: theirs is the kingdom of 

heaven.  Happy those who mourn: they shall be 

comforted.  Happy the merciful: they shall have 

mercy shown them.‟ 

 

And so, let us be joyful for the life that Peter 

has lived.  Let us comfort one another in the 

sadness of parting.  Let us look with hope to our 

own futures and the wonders of eternal life. 
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Funeral Homily for Helen Murray 

Homily by Andrew Murray, 20 November 2007 
 

 

The words that echo in my memory are, „She 

was a beautiful person‟.  Whether it has been her 

friends in the parish, her cards group or her prayer 

group; whether it has been my sisters and brother, 

or those who spoke last night at her vigil, these are 

the words that resound in my mind.  There are 

variants, „a beautiful lady‟, „a beautiful woman‟. 

Something of that beauty is displayed in the 

Gospel.  (Luke 1: 40 – 56)  Mary, herself with 

child, travelled over the hills to meet and care for 

her older cousin who was also pregnant.  Mum had 

that same caring nature that would reach out to 

those in need, whatever her own condition.  She 

also had a love of babies and taught me to see them 

as beautiful, not in any aesthetic sense but each as a 

singular instance of new life in all its wonder.  An 

old tapestry on the wall of Mum and Dad‟s 

bedroom depicts Mary and Elizabeth sitting with 

their two infants.  But in the midst of her caring, 

Mum had that same humility that Mary had.  

Whatever her work, whatever her suffering, it was 

God that was glorified. 

This beauty is also captured in the second 

reading. (1 Corinthians 12: 31 – 13: 13)  „Be 

ambitious for the higher gifts … and the greatest of 

these is love‟.  This is commonly a wedding 

reading.  I do not know whether it was a reading at 

Mum‟s wedding, but, if it was, it was fitting.  

Mum‟s vocation was of a wife and mother, which 

she lived with astounding faithfulness.  Love was 

the binding principle of her life.  She suffered 

overwork, errant behaviour and loss of possibilities 

that would otherwise have been open to her, 

because love came first.  She constantly reached 

out to her family, to her friends and neighbours and 

to anyone in need. 

Her love did not mean that she lacked clear 

judgement or that she was weak.  Just over a month 

ago, she cancelled a 40-year continuous 

subscription to the Newcastle Herald with a polite 

but firm letter to the editor, saying that the decay of 

its editorial policy and practice had made it a paper 

that she did not want to have in her home.  She was 

determined, next weekend (24 November, Federal 

election), to act in a way that Dad would never 

have approved, in order to do her bit to clean up the 

country.  Just a few weeks ago, she used her proxy 

to help reject the executive remuneration package 

at the Telstra Annual General Meeting. 

But let us get back to our point.  She was a 

beautiful person.  Her beauty was displayed in the 

love she gave to her husband, her children, her 

grandchildren, her great grandchildren, her friends, 

to all of those who came into her orbit. 

On a day like today, it is fair to ask, what 

underpinned this beauty?  What made this love 

possible?  What made Helen the person she was? 

I think that the answer is found in the first line 

of the first reading.  „You who fear the Lord, 

believe Him, hope in Him, love Him‟.  

(Ecclesiasticus 2: 7)  Faith, hope and charity, the 

three great virtues of the Christian life.  They are 

both habits of action and gifts of divine grace.  

They are mentioned again in the last line of the 

second reading. 

Saint Thomas defined faith as „a habit of mind, 

whereby eternal life is begun in us, making the 

intellect assent to what is non-apparent‟.  (Summa 

Theologiae II-II 4, 1)  And so, faith is about the 

intellect, which seeks what is true, but its 

judgements are not those of science; nor are they 

mere opinions.  In faith, intellect is guided by the 

will, which seeks the ultimate good.  And so, in the 

act of faith, intellect and will come together to 

grasp ultimate truth and ultimate good.  In this 

grasp, eternal life begins.  Mum‟s faith was 

unshakeable. 

Again, Saint Thomas tells us that „the object of 

hope is a future good, difficult but possible to 

attain‟.  (ST II-II 17, 1)  Like all of us, Mum had 

many hopes during her life.  Some were achieved; 

some were dashed.  But the hope we are talking 

about is the hope of union with God in eternal life.  

Mum never gave up that hope, and I believe that it 

was the one thing that she held for herself.  Most 

other things she would give up in the face of the 

needs or demands of others; but not her hope of 

eternal life. 

She knew that eternal life was something 

difficult to attain, but she endured.  Several times 

during the last two years, Mum raised with me the 

question of how long she might have to spend in 

purgatory.  (For a time she remained fairly certain 

that Peter was undergoing a period of purification.)  

We did not reach a clear conclusion because the 

matter has a certain delicacy, and because she was 

too aware of her own failings and I was too aware 

of the suffering she had undergone in this life.  I 

expect that on Friday last, she learnt that I was 

closer to the mark. 

Saint Thomas tells us about charity that the 

love, which is its act, is first directed towards God 

and then towards creatures.  (ST II-II 26, 2)  This is 

the opposite of the intellect, which first knows 

creatures and then strives to know their Creator.  

This is a clue to the love that we have all 

experienced from Helen and about which I spoke 

earlier.  It could be so strong, so constant, so 
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forgiving, because it was founded on the love of 

God. 

 

We are, of course, sad at Mum‟s going.  She has 

done well since Dad died, and I would have liked 

her to have at least a few more months.  She had 

tidied up her house and her affairs.  In the week 

before she went to hospital, she wrote the last of 

her replies to correspondence she had received 

back to 2004, when Dad became ill. We are also 

sad because of the relationships we had with her.  

Separation is painful. 

But we can also rejoice.  She went when she 

was in great form and enjoying life.  She had no 

lingering incapacity.  And above all, she has given 

us hope, as, in the words of the second reading, she 

has made her way to that place where, with Dad, 

she can see God „face to face‟. 


