Sermon on Remembrance Sunday 

Beauchief Abbey, 8 November 2009 

  

In 1987, while I was on Study Leave in Germany, I attended a Remembrance Day service in West Berlin.  The Berlin Wall would not come down for another two years yet.  The venue was the Kaiser Wilhelm Memorial Church, a new church completed in 1961 and standing alongside the old church, which had been severely damaged by allied bombing in 1943, and which had been left as a Mahnmal – a word that we do not have in English, but which means a monument or building that acts as a warning (from German ‘mahnen’ to warn).  The old church is a very prominent warning in a central part of a capital city.  Its twisted and scarred tower and spire can be seen for quite a distance. 

  

Attending a Remembrance Day service in a country that had lost two world wars was quite an unusual experience.  It was impossible to say things that we can say today at our Remembrance services.  We can say this morning, with sincerity and gratitude, that those who died in the great wars laid down their lives to preserve the freedoms that we enjoy.  That could not be said in Berlin in 1987.  We can say today, with sincerity and gratitude, that those who died did so to give us time and opportunity to build a new and better world.  That could not be said in Berlin in 1987.  Even if it had been said that the German soldiers had laid down their lives for their Fatherland, this would have been an ironic statement, seeing that that Fatherland was engaged in a ruthless operation to occupy the lands of its nearest neighbours, an operation that involved expelling, murdering or enslaving those who happened to be living in the lands coveted by the Nazis.  What, then, could be said in Berlin on this occasion?  I shall come to that in a moment, but first I want to comment on something else that was missing compared with British observances of Remembrance Sunday, and that was the parades such as the one we have in London at the Cenotaph. 

  

Personally, I dislike such parades, because they admit the possibility of an attitude of triumphalism.  Who can fail to be moved by military bands and by men and women marching, proudly wearing the medals that they were awarded for their part in campaigns?  Yet the feelings of pride that such spectacles can engender also run the danger of dignifying war, even of glamorising it.  But war must never be glamorised or dignified.  War is always evil.  It may sometimes be a necessary evil, fought for a justifiable cause, such as to prevent a tyrant such as Adolf Hitler from realising his ghastly dream of dominating the world.  Yet it remains an evil for all that; and this is where what could be said in Berlin in 1987 is important.  
  

The point made on that occasion was that the victims of war were the victims of the inability of humans to live truly as humans.  It is a damning thought that we who can speak, think and reason, who can communicate with each other (today in astonishing ways), who can argue and discuss, and who can be persuaded to accept the force of the better argument against our own interests, still persist in engaging in war, which means killing each other, using our scientific knowledge and technological skills not to better, but to destroy members of the human race, to evolve the concept of total war, in which women and children and the elderly are as much in the front line as are those wearing uniform.  For me, Remembrance Sunday is itself a Mahnmal – an occasion of warning of our massive failure to be truly human, and I sometimes think that it would be a good idea if we were to copy the Jewish faith and to have, as well as a two minutes’ silence, a twenty-four hour fast, as the Jews do on their Day of Atonement or Yom Kippur. 

  

This leads me to the Gospel that I read a moment ago, the story of the Penitent Thief from Luke 23.39-43.  It was, I think, that remarkable priest of the 1920s, 1930s and 1940s, Dick (H.R.L.) Sheppard, who told the story that when a padre in the first World War was asked what God was like, he showed the lad a crucifix and added that God was like a man on a cross alongside two other men on crosses.  The Gospel shows how God enters into the worst situations that humans can devise and how, by his presence, brings light into the darkest places.  One, at least, of the condemned men alongside Jesus is enabled to seek his help, and receives the promise ‘today you will be with me in paradise’. 

  

The belief that God is at work in the darkest places of the world that human wickedness can devise, should inspire our hope as we seek to understand what is meant by the Kingdom of God, and try to work out is implications for our life together here at the Abbey.  We can be confident that to seek to serve the Kingdom is the best way in which we can honour those of all nations who have lost their lives as a result of the horrors of war.  We can be sustained by the hope expressed in the reading from Micah 4, that the desire of God for the nations is that they will beat their swords into ploughshares and their spears into pruning hooks; that nation will not lift up a sword against nation, neither will they learn war any more. 
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