Christs College Sermon

‘Of the 800 men who had gone over the parapet, 155 answered their names.’    ‘Names came pattering into the dusk, bodying out the places of their forebears, the villages and towns where the telegram would be delivered, the houses where the blinds would be drawn, where low moans would come in the afternoon behind closed doors …’  That’s the passage from Sebastian Faulks’ book Birdsong which describes the roll call after battle.

On that level, Remembrance Sunday is unbearable.  The pain is in the loss of a future, potential and possibility.   We remain to honour the nobility of sacrifice – and, of course, sacrifice is at the very heart of the Gospel.  Yet to honour sacrifice is to recognise the flawed circumstances in which that sacrifice is often been called for.  I would love to think that we might live in a post-nationalist age – no longer able to be stirred by words like those of Horace, ‘dulce et decorum est pro patria mori – sweet and right it is to die for one’s native land.’  Those words, of course, condemned as ‘the old lie’ by the First World War poet Wilfred Owen. 

We commit ourselves to the cause of peace – hearing the strong words of Micah: 

they shall beat their swords into ploughshares,  and their spears into pruning-hooks;  nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war any more; 
But we must be as tough-minded and resolute in the cause of peace as others have been resolute in the cause of war.  

There are causes worth fighting for, it seems to me.  Truth, liberty, the defence of the weak.  One can explore Just War theory and ponder the lesser of two evils – as the great German Christian Deitrich Bonhoeffer did when he joined the plot to murder Hitler.  

I have seen enough war and violence in my time.  The latest Irish troubles began when I was 18 and maybe they are over and maybe they are not.  But I learnt that sacrifice is often urged on the younger by the older.  My experience as a parish priest in Northern Ireland was that sacrifice is made by the poor while the wealthy were largely untouched.  I learnt that, while violence may de-stabilise unjust regimes, it also freezes political progress.  I learnt that in Ireland and now in Britain’s multi-ethnic and multi-cultural society, politically-motivated violence leads to the demonisation of whole communities and makes it impossible to look calmly at real issues.

For what happens, it seems to me, that in the ready recourse to violence and conflict, the first casualty is truth.  One of the greatest tasks in Ireland in the building of peace is not just the task of reconciliation and building of understanding as we might perceive it – it is the writing of a common Irish history.  For, in order to sustain conflict and make it possible, truth inevitably has to be sacrificed in favour of half truth, slogan, demonisation.

In the second reading this evening, there was a strange phrase, ‘whoever wishes to be a friend of the world becomes an enemy of God.’  And I met it again this week in a surprising context.

I was reading an article about reconciliation – ‘Reconciliation occurs when my enemy tells me my story and I can say, ‘Yes, that’s my story.’  It is that moment when my enemy and I truly understand our respective experiences of the enmity between us and become open to a new beginning in the relationship.  And that – said the article – makes God our enemy.  Because what God does is to tell us – tell mankind – our own story, a story of waywardness, selfishness and disobedience, bring us to recognize it as our own story and offer us the gift of forgiveness and salvation.

It is ultimately about ourselves – only partly about great causes and great moments in history.  It is about ourselves, our ability to live with others, to acknowledge difference and celebrate diversity, to allow love to cast out fear but also to recognize, acknowledge and confront injustice – before God the judge.

