REMEMBRANCE SUNDAY

8th November, 2009
St Ninian’s Cathedral, Perth

In our family photographs, there is a picture of me carrying one of our children as a toddler into the middle of a vast cemetery behind the Normandy beaches.  I did it quite deliberately – the message is, ‘Never forget the cost.’  I always return to the war poets: 

To McCrea’s famous lines – more disturbing than you think at first hearing
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.

And to Wilfred Owen’s poem ‘Dulce et decorum est’

Men marched asleep.  Many had lost their boots,
But limped on, blood-shod.  All went lame, all blind;
Drunk with fatigue; deaf even to the hoots
Of gas-shells dropping softly behind.

And then he paints some dreadful pictures

If you could see …. If you could hear

My friend, you would not tell with such high zest
To children ardent for some desperate glory,
The old Lie:  Dulce et decorum est
Pro patria mori.
The Latin words are from the Roman poet Horace and they are translated

‘A sweet and proper thing it is to die for one’s native land’

It’s because we are conscious of the cost of war that we find ourselves carefully measuring what it means to send young men and women into harm’s way in Afghanistan.  We remember the heavy toll of the past week in both Afghanistan and in Fort Hood in America.
The press this weekend is full of debate about whether we should stay or go – about whether this is a winnable conflict or not.  It seems to me that the whole point is precisely that conflicts of this kind are not winnable – because they are not that kind of conflict.  It was of course in Northern Ireland that our servicemen and women learnt the difficult skills of holding a society together until the civil power was strong enough to accept responsibility.  That’s a hugely important task.  I feel shame that it took 30 years to reach that point in Northern Ireland.
For young soldiers these kinds of conflict are very difficult.  No clearly defined enemy – no clear battle lines – the need for perpetual vigilance even when you are relaxed – seeing and being involved in things which no human being should have to see – complex local politics which shape events but are nothing to do with them.  No wonder the cost in post traumatic stress is very great.  Just one shocking number – 117.  That’s the number of active service American soldiers who committed suicide last year.

A society and its leaders must measure very carefully the purpose, the value and the cost of deploying young men and women in dangerous places.  The fine words of duty, loyalty, valour have their place – but they have to live alongside the agonizing choices of those who have to take responsibility. 
You may have noted the sermon by the Archbishop of Canterbury at the recent service to mark the end of the campaign in Iraq.  Archbishop Rowan Williams said: ‘The moral credibility of any country engaged in war depends a lot less on the rhetoric of politicians and commentators than on the capacity of every serving soldier to discharge these responsibilities with integrity and intelligence.’  And more sharply he said: ‘And when such conflict appeared on the horizon, there were those ……. who were able to talk about it without really measuring the price, the cost of justice. Perhaps we have learned something – if only that there is "a time to keep silence", a time to let go of the satisfyingly overblown language that is so tempting for human beings when war is in the air.’
But as Christian people, we set those deep questions of war and peace in a context which is wider than ourselves.  We have responsibilities towards suffering people across the world,  We have commitments to rights and values – to human rights and liberties which are worth defending and worth fighting for.  Most of all we hold a faith which is centred on the obedient self-giving and sacrifice of our saviour Jesus Christ.  We believe that the greatest power in this world is the power of love – self-giving love.  We believe that that power should be deployed on behalf of the weak, the oppressed and the suffering people of the world.
And so today we give thanks for sacrifice.  We pray for those who serve and their families.  Most of all do we pray for peace.
