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GOOD MORNING

Five white poppies for members of the community who are currently serving in the armed forces in Iraq and Afghanistan.  A single red poppy for one who has given his life.  

That was our remembering in church in Alloa on Sunday.  There was a real sense of belonging as we remembered those who sacrificed – and those who are now serving.  Our people – somebody’s child or grandchild; the young teenager of eight years ago in the youth club. We owe it to them to remember and be thankful.

There is nobility and generosity in that – as there is in the fact that war draws out of people extraordinary resources of courage, comradeship and self-sacrifice.

And yet … I’m old enough now to need to be done with the dark side of wars.  The Roman poet Horace said, ‘It is a sweet and a proper thing to die for one’s native land.’  No, I think.  For justice, freedom and peace – certainly.  To protect the weak and the powerless.  But not for nationalism or jingoism.  And not for what Barack Obama has called ‘dumb wars.’

I think about the horrors – the way in which my native Northern Ireland remains scarred to this day by the slaughter of the Ulster Division on the first day of the Battle of the Somme in 1916.  And the men and women who served and came home to a world which wasn’t quite sure what to do with them.  I think of loss of life, the injuries of body – but also the injury to heart and mind and well-being which permanently scars the lives of so many.

So today is a day for quiet thanksgiving.  No triumphalism.  No glorying in war.  No venerating of country for its own sake.  Thanksgiving for courage and sacrifice.  The proper humility of those for whose sake those sacrifices have been made.  I'm haunted by these words of Siegfried Sassoon:

You smug-faced crowds with kindling eye

Who cheer when soldier lads march by

Sneak home and pray you’ll never know

The hell where youth and laughter go.

