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Remembrance Sunday 2011 (13th Nov 2011)                               Boarbank Hall



   Keep us faithful in serving you (Today’s Collect at Mass)

One of the greatest sorrows in ecclesiastical history is that Christians have so often fought and killed fellow Christians. What a story there is since Constantine became a Christian in the fourth century. How was it possible that believers brought up on the Sermon on the Mount could not turn the other cheek? At first Christians would not even serve in the army. And in our own time some Christians rejected conscription that would involve killing, and suffered with their lives for it. There is much to remember on Remembrance Sunday! 

Gratitude

This special Sunday, with so many other people, we remember with gratitude those who gave their lives that we might live in freedom. Freedom is foundational for human flourishing, freedom from fear at so many levels. We know what it cost those people who suffered to protect it for us. We are especially thankful to the Great War poets, many of whom paid with their lives. They can move us still with their heartrending lines. One of the first of these was Rupert Brooke. He joined the navy in 1914 and looked forward to war seemingly in a romantic way. If I should die think only this of me-, that there’s some corner of a foreign field that is forever England= a field where would be concealed a “richer dust (his own body- himself)…whom England bore,

Shaped, made aware,

Gave once her flowers to love, her ways to roam”  The Soldier (1914). It was used by Winston Churchill as propaganda for recruitment as soon as it was published.

Or the always cited lines of the Quaker Laurence Binyon from Merlewood just up the road from  Boarbank Hall:

“They shall grow not old as we who are left grow old:

Age shall not weary them, nor the years condemn.

At the going down of the sun and in the morning

We will remember them.”

 And we hear of hope born of grief expressed in the lines of Maurice Baring on the death of his friend Julian Grenfell:

Because of you we will be glad and gay,

Remembering you we will be brave and strong.

Christ’s Way

We as Christians look to Our Lord who lived and suffered and died that we might have life and peace. He is remembered by St.John: “Nobody takes my life from me: I lay it down of my own accord” (Jn 10:18). “I came that you may have life and have it more abundantly” (Jn 10:10). “To save one’s life one must lose it” (Jn 12:25). ”God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, that all who believed in him might have eternal life” (3:16). Writing to the Philippians St. Paul illustrates what all this looks like in practice for the believer: “Whatever is true, whatever is honourable, whatever is just, whatever pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is gracious, if there is any excellence, if there is anything worthy of praise, think of these things. What you have learned and received and heard and seen in me, do; and the God of peace will be with you” (Phil 3:8-9).  This was Paul in prison, a prison from which he would never emerge, because he too would give his life, dying a martyr in Rome. What consoling words. 

How different these from the sad lines written by Rudyard Kipling on the death of his son Jack, an 18 year old Lieutenant in the Irish Guards, on Sept 27th, 1915, in the Battle of Loos. Rudyard, the father, had pulled strings to have his son enlisted even though he was too young. This gives special poignancy to the lines:

If any question why we died,

Tell them, because our fathers lied.

Seemingly Rudyard Kipling was one of those who helped write the information for families receiving the dreaded messages: “missing presumed killed in action”. It had to be written in such a way that there would be no outcry against the savagery of the war, anything that would engender resistance to its continuance. Nobody listened to Pope Benedict XV when he early on begged all sides to put “an end to the suicide of Europe’ (Christmas 1914), and his seven point peace plan in 1917-the Vatican was even excluded from The Paris Peace Conference (1919), despite the pope’s major overtures for peace. The war seemed to go on forever, like the eternal poppies, blowing in the wind.
Conclusion

We are signed with the symbolism of poppies today. The First War was only in its relatively early stages (1915) when Canadian Surgeon John McCrae created  this poppy  symbol beside the greatest of all Christian symbols, the cross. 

In Flanders fields the poppies blow

Between the crosses, row on row,

        That mark our place; and in the sky

The larks, still bravely singing, fly

Scarce heard amid the guns below.

The cross identifies all Christian graves in the military cemeteries; it is the essential symbol. And RIP ,‘May they rest in peace’ is a lovely prayer to go with it as we visit them.  Let that prayer be on our lips as we recall all the dead- of all religious backgrounds and none, the dead of all the wars past and present, whose innocent sacrifice has made our lives possible. We cannot be indifferent to those ‘on the other side’ – once called enemies- whose lives were taken from them too. We pray to our Common Father:  ‘Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us’. We recite this together in the Lord’s Prayer in our Mass today. This belongs with the most basic remembrance of all, Jesus Christ’s passion, death and resurrection: ‘Do this in memory of me’. Amen.
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