
SERMON FOR REMEMBRANCE SUNDAY 2016 
Text: John 15: 9-17 

 
We are here to remember and to honour those who have died in war in the service of this country and her 

allies. And much of our remembrance, in language and in image, is still dominated by the first world war – 
think of Prince Harry reading Rupert Brooke’s sonnet “The Soldier” at the National Memorial Arboretum on 
Friday. The pattern of remembrance set then has been faithfully preserved, even though more recent wars 
have demanded service and sacrifice in very different contexts. 

 
And the First World War was to be the war to end all wars – it would never happen again. The League of 

Nations would secure world peace. And then we had the Second World War, and the United Nations was 
established …have you read its Charter? Its first chapter begins: 

The Purposes of the United Nations are: 

1. To maintain international peace and security,  
2. To develop friendly relations among nations,  
3. To take other appropriate measures to strengthen universal peace; 
4. To achieve international co-operation in solving international problems  

And it is true that there has not – or not yet – been a third World War. But there have been many 
regional wars, and intra-state civil wars, some of them horribly cruel and violent. We  can’t say our world is 
at peace. Last night I sang Karl Jenkins’ “Mass of the Armed Man” in Warminster.  It was written to 
commemorate the dead in Kosovo – and there is a movement in it where the choir simply screeches and sobs 
and wails, in free time, for some minutes – followed by absolute silence. It was very moving, conveying 
vividly the horror and the suffering of war... So why are we still having wars? Why do we still need men and 
women to put on uniform, take up arms and engage, not only in peacekeeping, but in active fighting? Is 
aggression a natural and essential feature of human character? My Greek history teacher, reflecting not only 
on ancient Greek history, but on the story of the Balkans since then, used to say “the question is not, why 
does war break out, but rather, why does peace break out?” – implying that it is peace, not war, that is an 
unnatural state. Churchill memorably said that “jaw-jaw” was better than “war-war”…..but countless rebel 
movements and ambitious dictators have not agreed, and have felt it necessary to take up arms for their 
cause.  Almost all the current conflicts are within states (with the possible exception of Ukraine)….but such 
conflicts are no less bitter and damaging, as we are seeing in horrific pictures and reports from Syria and 
Iraq..and before that from Afghanistan, from Bosnia, from Kosovo, from Chechnya. So has the heroism, the 
self-sacrifice, the tragedy of those who have died in war, all been for nothing? Can we not, as humans, find a 
better way? 

We live in a dangerous world. Terrorism seems able to strike anywhere and is not easily deterred by 
conventional military means – and with the imminent capture of Mosul and Raqqa, the fighters of Daesh (so 
called Islamic State) may well be scattered to wreak more havoc across the world. Cyber-warfare, the 
hacking of computer networks, is becoming increasingly sophisticated, and if bank accounts are hacked 
today, could it be the national grid and our electricity supplies, or our broadcasting and communications 
networks, tomorrow? Antibiotic resistant bacteria are a serious threat to health care, and the stockpiling of 
chemical and biological weapons by unscrupulous groups such as IS, presents a further threat. Global 
warming is already raising sea levels and causing severe droughts, and though all nations – hallelujah! – 
have signed the Paris treaty committing them to reduce carbon emission and greenhouse gases, some of the 
biggest and most polluting countries are delaying taking any active measures. And the world just got more 
dangerous this week, with an American President-elect who doubts the value of NATO at a time when 
President Putin in Russia is making aggressive moves to re-assert his country’s power; a President-elect who 
furthermore believes global warming is a hoax, and has vowed to roll back the current President’s initiatives 
to reduce carbon emissions, known as the Clean Power Plan. And I haven’t talked about the rise of the 
language of hate, racism and violence in this country and elsewhere; or the canker of corruption that 
destroys societies and extinguishes hope. Or many other threats that shadow our hopes and plans. Yes, we 
live in difficult times. Can we learn anything from those who have gone before? 



We meet today to honour the memory of those who in past generations have given their lives to make 
the world a safer place; we honour their courage in the field of battle but also their self-denial, their patience 
and endurance, and above all their willingness to answer the call of duty, to stand up and be counted. And 
we reflect how much those same virtues are needed in today’s equally troubled world. They are needed in 
response to every threat that faces us, not only in defence or military terms. Yes indeed we still need high 
quality, professional, well equipped armed services – and it’s good that our armed forces are now well 
respected by the rest of society. But we also need courageous, patient, self-sacrificing people in other critical 
fields, such as cyber experts,  biologists and pharmacists, environmental physicists, community development 
workers and peace-builders. We need leaders with the courage and vision to challenge injustice, to root out 
corruption, and to show us the right way to live….and where our present leaders fall short, we need to hold 
them to account.  Every time we pray “Thy Kingdom come” we are committing ourselves to work for that 
Kingdom of justice, righteousness and peace, for Christians are in the frontline. And this is no less a battle 
than one with tanks, or destroyers, or fighter-jets. 

Because all of us, who at our baptism were signed with the Cross, the badge of Christ’s troops, are 
engaged in a greater war: the unending war which is a conflict not against flesh and blood but against 
principalities and powers, the forces of evil, corruption and darkness in this world, against “spiritual 
wickedness in high places”, as Paul puts it (Ephesians 6:12). A war against all that diminishes and cripples 
the lives of men, women and children, and damages the society that defends and nurtures us all. The war 
against ignorance, greed and injustice – all that denies the value of a human being and spits in the face of our 
God, who honoured humanity by becoming a man himself. 

 
And if we are to obey Jesus’ command not only to love God with all our heart and mind, but also to love 

our neighbour as much as we love ourselves if we are going to follow Micah’s exhortation to do justice, love 
mercy, and walk humbly with God, then it means fighting against these evils not only for our own sake, but 
for all those who can’t fight for themselves, wherever they may be. To campaign for justice, to protest 
against corruption, to challenge wrong-doing wherever we meet it; and to pray for the Holy Spirit’s wisdom 
and discernment to know when and how to go into battle for Him. There will be wounds and scars; there 
may well be casualties. But the battle is for God, and Christ has assured us of ultimate victory: “Be not 
afraid, I have overcome the world”. And in this way we truly honour those who have fought the fight before 
us, those whom we remember today – for we will be following in their footsteps. 

 
For the last two weeks, I’ve been reading the book of Daniel and the book of Revelation – and they both 

describe fearful calamities on earth, but show God in ultimate control, with the assurance that all will be 
well. I love Revelation and its two-tier world: its descriptions of the plagues and disasters, dragons and 
fearful beasts on the earth are alternated with visions of angels and saints worshipping around the throne of 
God: catastrophe on earth but meanwhile in heaven glory….disaster and death on earth, but meanwhile 
hymns of praise above. God is Lord of all, he is in control and to those who have fought the good fight he 
will give a crown of victory, and the right to eat the fruit of the tree of life. 

 
I will close with the prayer of a soldier who himself turned from physical warfare to become a religious, 

a spiritual fighter for God – Saint Ignatius of Loyola: Teach us, Good Lord, to serve you as you deserve. To 
give and not to count the cost. To fight and not to heed the wounds. To toil and not to seek for rest. To 
labour and not to ask for any reward except that of knowing that we do your will. Through Jesus Christ our 
Lord, Amen.  

 

 


