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 War – Today and Yesterday  
 Reading:  John 15:9-17 
  
Remembrance Sunday 

 Several years ago I was in Normandy and spent a few hours visiting the 
war cemeteries.  It's a very moving experience to walk on that still green earth, 
which was once soaked by the blood of so many - mostly young men - from so 
many nations.  Men who might have become poets, musicians, factory workers, 
farmers, priests, husbands, fathers.  Today it doesn't matter which side they 
fought on.  Both sides fought bravely for what they felt to be an honourable 
cause.  Both believed that they were doing God's will. 

 Today we gather to remember the dead of not one, but countless wars.  
It's a sobering thought that since that first battle between Cain and Abel there 
have always been wars: from Babylonia through Rome, the Crusades and the 
Reformation wars to the two World Wars, Vietnam, Afghanistan, Iraq and now 
Syria.  It goes on and on.  For some people this may be an uncomfortable service, 
seemingly at odds with the Biblical and Christian teachings against war.  We are 
right to honour any unease, even as we honour those who have been killed in 
these and other conflicts.  We need also to recognise the context in which the 
Christian teachings against war arose. 

   In the early Christian world, personal freedom was severely limited.  The 
common people were little more than pawns of the emperor and a small number 
of ruling families, who could do with them as they liked.  War and soldiering 
were part of every day life for these people, and war was always a ruthless 
business, with rape, torture and plunder as forgone conclusions.  In these 
circumstances, it was inevitable that early Christians would reject all forms of war 
and military service.  

 Today we live in a democracy, and however we might want to divorce 
ourselves from some of the State’s more dubious ventures, as citizens with votes 
and voices we must bear some responsibility for its actions.  We are also obliged 
to face our history, bloody as it may be, because knowing how different conflicts 
have arisen, and observing the consequences to individuals and to nations may 
help us to make the future a little less bloody.  Be that as it may, when conflicts 
do arise, the result is that the majority will send fellow citizens to war, and some 
of those that we send will not return.  We are, therefore obliged to remember 
those who have died in our wars, whether or not we approve of war in general, 
or have views on specific wars such as the one in Iraq.  

 It is painful to remember our war dead.  It is painful when we focus on 
individual lives cut short, usually far from family and familiar landmarks.  It is 
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painful to think of bodies, usually young, made for joy and love and worship 
destroyed in the dust and gore of combat.  All wars, even those fought for good 
and righteous reasons involve cruelty and degradation.  It is painful to think of 
those who have suffered and died in all wars, whether those wars have been 
moral necessities or reckless adventures. 

 But it is also right that we should remember, because those we remember 
represent the millions of men and women who, from earliest times have been 
caught up in circumstances beyond their control or making, and these people 
inevitably suffer, endure and die.  We the living are obliged to salute them, not as 
a means of glorifying the state or any ideology, for that would cheapen their 
memory and make them tools of those powers.  The dead are to be remembered 
for themselves alone, as individuals who gave their all for what they hoped 
would be a better, cleaner, more compassionate future – a future which we all 
long for, where men will beat their swords into ploughshares and all will live 
together in unity and love. 

 It's important also to remember and pray for our adversaries, past and 
present.  We live today as friends with those whom we fought yesterday and we 
are able to do so because we recognise that every human being is a part of God's 
creation.  God loves and suffers with each one of his children and each one dies 
surrounded by his love. 

 Those of us who have never experienced war at first hand are privileged.  
We can adjust the heat in our houses or our cars.  We can travel on safe roads 
without wondering if the next turning will bring a hail of bullets.  We can watch 
our children laugh and play and grow.  We can worship freely in this church. 

 We can afford a few minutes to remember before God those for whom 
these things are the stuff of dreams. 

 Amen 

 Martha Taft Golden 
 St. Mary’s, Holmbury 


