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 What makes someone a hero?  And, what makes a death a heroic death? 

 These were questions that came in the wake of the killing of Cpl. Nathan Cirillo at the 

National War Memorial in Ottawa on October 22.   Cpl. Cirillo, a 24-year-old reservist and single 

father, whose home was Hamilton, was shot dead while standing on guard at the memorial.  

The lone gunman then went on to enter the House of Parliament, and himself was eventually 

killed in a gunfight that shook the nation. 

 The outpouring of emotion at Cpl. Cirillo’s death was intense and profound.  In fact, his 

funeral was like a state funeral.  Thousands lined the streets of downtown Hamilton as his 

casket was carried by military procession into the church, where the Prime Minister and other 

political leaders had gathered.  Many of the tributes to Cpl. Cirillo during the funeral used the 

word “sacred.”  The commander of his Hamilton regiment described leading the funeral 

procession as a “most sacred task.” Prime Minister Harper praised Cpl. Cirillo for keeping watch 

over one of our country’s most “sacred spaces.”  And during his meditation the priest said, “He 

gave his life at the most sacred and hallowed ground in this country. His bravery, his sacrifice, is 

not in vain.”  These noble qualities, and his death in the line of duty, led Cpl. Cirillo’s cousin to 

say that he had become “Canada’s hero.” 

 But was he a hero?  A few days later, a columnist in the Hamilton Spectator asked, “Why is 

Cpl. Nathan Cirillo being mythologized as a hometown and national hero?”  With all due respect 

to his tragic and senseless death, the columnist said, that death “was in no way heroic.”  Cpl. 

Cirillo died while he was just standing there, passively, unarmed, displaying none of the brave 

deeds and daring sacrifices against an enemy that we normally associate with heros.  He was, 

the columnist concluded, an “accidental victim,” who Canadians, in their emotional revulsion at 

the events in Ottawa, had turned into an “accidental hero.”    

 As you might imagine, the response of readers to this column was mostly outrage, 

accusing the columnist of being not only inaccurate, but also distasteful, disgusting, insensitive,  

heartless, and rude.  A few demanded that he be fired.  One irate reader shot back, “I believe 

Cpl. Cirillo was standing guard being unarmed. That to me is heroism!”   

 I’ve taken time to talk about the reaction to Cpl. Cirillo’s death because today is 

Memorial Sunday, when we remember those family and friends and acquaintances who have 

died in the last year.  Were any of them heroes?   By the popular definition of hero, I suspect 

that many of them were not.  But that doesn’t matter; in fact, it may be a good thing.  Because 

in God’s Kingdom there are no heroes.  Rather, there are saints.  The word “saint” means “set 

apart,” someone “set apart” for God.  Do you know how many time the word “hero” appears in 

the NT?  Zero.  Do you know how many times the word “saint” occurs?  Sixty-four.  Saints and 

heroes are quite different, in at least five ways. 



 First of all, heroes are at the center of the story.  They come along at the critical 

moment when disaster looms and, by their exceptional actions, make everything turn out 

alright.   By contrast, the saint in the Bible is usually not at the center of the story.  A saint is 

more likely to be easily missed, easily forgotten, almost invisible.  A hero’s story is about the 

hero.  A saint’s story is about God. 

 Second, heroes usually display exceptional qualities, such as great courage, or wisdom, 

or strength that set them apart from ordinary mortals.  We tell stories of heroes to celebrate 

and maybe inspire these qualities.    A saint, by contrast, is usually very ordinary.  Most are not 

a Mother Teresa, who in our imagination really takes on more the qualities of a hero than a 

biblical saint.   The saint, though, is distinguished in one aspect.  A saint is faithful, not to their 

tribe or country first of all, but to God.   Saints in their own way may also have quite a lot of 

courage and wisdom and strength.  But we do not tell stories about saints for those qualities.  

In the Bible, saints are remembered for their faithfulness. 

 Third, heroes are usually involved in some kind of physical struggle or warfare against 

danger.  The model hero is often a warrior, who dies a courageous death in battle against an 

enemy that threatens us.  Saints, by contrast, usually don’t fight, at least with arms.  They trust 

that Christ has fought the battle.  The qualities they display are more likely to be non-violent 

qualities, such as love, joy, peace, faithfulness, gentleness.   Rather than a soldier, the greatest 

symbol of a saint is a martyr, someone who gives their life by not going to battle.  A hero’s 

reward is bestowed by popular acclaim, and may take the form of a statue or memorial.  Aw we 

see in our text from Revelation, a saint’s reward is given by God, and takes the form of a 

heavenly crown.   

 Fourth, a hero cannot fail.  He or she dare not.  Remember, they are defined by the 

qualities of courage and daring, and if the hero fails to display those qualities, disaster will 

follow.  When a hero fails, all is lost.  A saint, by contrast, expects to sometimes fail.  Saints 

know that they quite often are weak, and needy, and have feet of clay.   They also believe that 

God can work through their failures.  Even when the saint fails badly, there is always the 

possibility of repentance, and forgiveness, and reconciliation and restoration and God’s new 

creation.  A hero fears failure, flees mistakes, does not need to repent.  A saint, as someone has 

said, “knows that there’s a crack in everything—that’s how the light gets in.”  A hero’s life is in his 

own hands.  A saint’s life is in God’s hands. 

  Finally, a hero stands alone against the world and its evil. Their exceptional qualities set 

them apart from others.  A saint, by contrast, knows that he or she cannot stand alone.  Rather, 

a saint leans on someone—on Jesus.  And a saint always stands together, with other saints, in a 

community that gathers around Jesus.  In the NT, the word “saint” is always in the plural—

saints.  Sometimes we call this community of saints the church.  Today, on Memorial Sunday, 

we can also call it the Communion of Saints, that great family of saints who have passed from 

death unto life, with whom living saints today are part of. 

 I knew none of the persons listed in our bulletin who we remember today, but I did 

learn about Audrey Wright.  She died shortly after I started here.  A few of you knew her, but 



most of you, it seems, did not.  She didn’t come here very often, her connection was mainly 

with Carol Penner.   Before the funeral, Audrey’s family told me a bit about her.  For one thing, 

she loved the great hymns of the church, which the saints have passed down to us.  Singing 

those hymns is an important way in which she stood with the community of saints.  For 

another, Audrey seems to have displayed quite a few saint-like qualities.  Her children talked 

about how she created a caring home, which included fun times, and how she would “give the 

shirt off her back for people.”  This was especially apparent at the end of her life when she was 

caring for her disabled husband Robert.  Was Audrey a hero?  By our culture’s definition, 

probably not.  Was she a saint?  By the Bible’s definition, most likely. 

 On the wall of her home hung a poem that Audrey had embroidered.  It was really a 

prayer to God.  This is what it said:  “O Thou who dwellest in so many homes, possess thyself of this.  

Bless the life that is sheltered here.  Grant that trust and peace and comfort abide within, and that love 

and light and usefulness may go out from this home forever.”   That’s the kind of poem a saint might  

choose to embroider.  

 It seems that Canada right now is hungering for heroes—because we are feeling that the world 

is a dangerous place, and we need someone bold and daring and strong who will fight for us and keep us 

safe.  Our world, though, really needs saints more than it needs  heroes.  Because it is the saints who are 

the salt of the earth and the light of the world.  And it is saints, not heroes, which God wants to make us 

all into. 

  

 


