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Remembrance

A sermon preached by canon Brian Mountford 13 November 2005 
I want to begin this reflection on Remembrance Sunday by thinking of the nature of memory itself. In an important sense memory defines the self; we are what we remember and the self is in large part the accumulation of remembered learning and experience. Delete the memory, as in some tragic cases of Alzheimer’s, and the self is diminished or even seems to disappear altogether.
I was born at the end of the Second World War and my earliest memories date from two or three years afterwards; and yet the ‘War’ was so present in the memory of my parents and grandparents, and in certain physical reminders: a young widowed aunt, London bombsites and rationing, that the war seemed to become part of my memory too. Not only this, my father had been a conscientious objector, spending those six years partly as a peripatetic ploughman and partly as an ambulance driver in East London. On Remembrance Sunday, when church scout and guide groups marched with banners alongside soldiers, sailors and airmen through the town to the war memorial, he didn’t join in. I never knew whether this was through embarrassment or principle. But it opened up in me an acute moral tension between the glorification of war and the shame of it.
What I am aware of now is that there is a layer of learned memory, which we get from the stories of our parents and their landscape; a kind of extension backwards in time of our own early memory, so that our memory penetrates into theirs.
If memory defines the self, then it also helps to define communities, groups and nations. Corporate memory must necessarily be learned rather experienced, because it involves assimilating, and hopefully trying to understand, other people’s experience. Perhaps this is what we call history; and for those who keep this day, Remembrance Sunday is a part of that in just the same way as was the Trafalgar bicentenary celebrated last month. Why do jubilees and centenaries appeal, and why do churches, societies and nations like to celebrate them? (Next March we shall celebrate the 450th anniversary of Cranmer’s martyrdom) I guess they are ways of telling our story and by doing so redefining the people that we are and the values we hold to be important. It was interesting that Trafalgar was also celebrated in France and Spain, with very different emphasis – the emphasis of reconciliation and modern European unity, rather than the day when the heroic Lord Nelson knocked Bonaparte for six. We are aware today that memory is unreliable and malleable and that there are different versions of history; the way in which France, Spain and England celebrated Trafalgar is a case in point. 

One of the by products of the Trafalgar celebrations was that we were reminded on TV what life was like for sailors in 1805 and that many of the men were terrified, and that Nelson encouraged them by getting the ship’s company on deck and going round to shake the hand of every man and boy before the fight, knowing that a number of them were about to die.
This in itself is an act of remembrance, of reconstruction, which would have been heartening, I suspect, to those men in 1805 if they had known that they would be remembered two hundred years later. We talk of ‘keeping memory alive’ and part of what we mean by that phrase is the hope for a kind of immortality, or persistence, achieved by being remembered. Shakespeare understands this psychology brilliantly in the Crispin’s Day speech in Henry V. The king rallies his troops with the promise of being immortalised in memory: 
But he’ll remember with advantages

What feats he did that day. Then shall our names,

Familiar in his mouth as household words,

Harry the King, Bedford, Exeter,

Warwick and Talbot, Salisbury and Gloucester,

Be in their flowing cups freshly remembered.

This story shall the good man teach his son;

And Crispin Crispian shall ne’er go by,

From this day to the ending of the world,

But we in it shall be remembered.

The second point I want to note is how memory plays a very important part in religion. 
For the Jews, Israel’s memory of crucial events in history forms her self identity. In Deuteronomy the Israelite settler in the Promised Land is instructed always to remember his origins. The farmer must bring the first fruits of his crop to the priest at the sanctuary and recite the words: ‘My ancestor was a wandering Aramaean, a homeless refugee...’ (Deut. 26.5) In other words: remember your roots and how God delivered your forebears out of Egypt and brought them to the Promised Land.
In Christianity, the gospels are first and foremost memories of the life, death and resurrection of Jesus and as such are central to the shaping of the Christian community. They are also memories of radical significance; you might almost say dangerous memories that challenge the status quo both ecclesiastically and politically. The Church is defined by them and must interpret its life in constant dialogue with those stories. That is why Christians give such prominence to the gospel reading in the Eucharist, often surrounding it with procession, music and ritual. But it is of course St Paul who relates what might be the most foundational memory of all, in 1 Corinthians 11, where he gives the account of the last supper that is used in every mass and communion. 

Under present arrangements the University Sermon surprisingly doesn’t allow for the reading scripture – although that will change from next Easter when the new arrangements come into force – so for now I must read the reading as part of the sermon: 

1 Corinthians 11:23 ‘For I received from the Lord what I also handed on to you, that the Lord Jesus on the night when he was betrayed took a loaf of bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it and said, "This is my body that is for you. Do this in remembrance of me." In the same way he took the cup also, after supper, saying, "This cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of me."  For as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the Lord's death until he comes.’

This text, this cultic memory, has become embedded in Christian worship; developed by the community, not just as a memory of what actually happened, but also as a representation of the thing remembered; that is to say, Christ. Christ is made present through the act of remembering, called in the liturgy by the Greek word for remembrance, anamnesis. And, as we all know, the nature and degree of that presence has been debated over the centuries and been the cause even of persecution, as in the case of poor old Cranmer, condemned for believing the presence of Christ in bread and wine to be symbolic rather than real.

A former member of the congregation here at St Mary’s, the poet Anne Ridler, wrote a play about Cranmer, and therefore had to think through this issue of transubstantiation. In a poem entitled 'A taste for Truth', she gives her answer, her own Eucharistic theology:
'Wine of our joy and water of our tears

Are not so incompatible as we think

If the atoms did not change, but those who drank.'

In other words, it is not we who somehow change the sacrament, but the sacrament changes us. Christ is made present not in some complex philosophical/quasi chemical way but in changing the lives of those who worship God in this way.
And that brings me to my third and last point - and to Remembrance Sunday itself. Remembering is not just recollection of a static past; it is a relationship with history that always has the potential to change us. Put as its simplest, I suppose, we learn from it. So I think there are different ways in which we remember today. And I am not sure whether I have put these in the right order.
First, there is proud, national remembrance represented by cenotaphs and wreath laying, the Royal Albert Hall, solemn music and hymns, and the marching of local cadets and voluntary service men and women. In these ways we try to honour those who have died for their country and to show our gratitude and respect. For some this is inevitably a formality, a recognition of society’s debt to men and women who have done their duty as members of the armed forces. For others it will be very personal; one thinks of the spouses and parents and children of those who have lost their lives in Iraq, Bosnia, and the Falklands; and of those service men and women who have lived with years of disablement or mental trauma as the result of war. This is Churchill’s offer of ‘blood, tears, toil and sweat’ as the only way in the 1940’s to counter the tyranny of the Third Reich.
Second, there is empathetic remembrance. In the summer I read (rather later than most people) Sebastian Faulk’s ‘Birdsong’, a novel about the trenches and the emotional passions of the First World War. What struck me most powerfully was the way in which his prose created an intensity of experience that made me, as reader, think that he had actually been there, which of course he wasn’t. He had learned the memory. I felt the claustrophobia of being in those tunnels, smelled the stench, pitied the scattered body parts, and feared the loss of future, meaning and love. 
We’d find perhaps the same empathy in reading of disenchanted youth, faith, and valour in the poetry of Wilfred Owen and others, or in looking at iconic pictures of Vietnam, such as the napalmed female child running towards the camera. But those who return, at least the ones who will speak of it, tell us that nothing – TV pictures, writing, journalism – can possibly convey the relentless, horrific intensity of the experience of battle.
Empathetic remembrance ought to be, I think, the primary characteristic of remembrance prayer; to hold before God the suffering of those killed in battle and in war generally. Empathy, or some sort of sympathetic suffering, is besides the character of God as we see God revealed in the passion of Christ. Both God, in Gethsemane, and the soldier in war,  can experience the hollow, the pit, of God-forsakenness; and here, in empathetic remembrance, is some healing for that experience. God is the God who feels the wound, and, we believe, ‘by his wounds we are healed’.

Lastly there is penitent remembrance. When as a civic society we realise that a political decision has resulted in massive destruction and loss of life, we often ask ourselves, ‘how on earth did we ever let this happen?’ We certainly ask it about the still unresolved Iraq War; we ask it about the holocaust; we ask it about the generation of British and German young men killed in the First World War in four years of sloshing around in mud and blood. As Christians we are bound to look at this question in the light of Jesus’ apparent pacifism and the ambiguity of Christian ethics on war. The ideas are familiar: Jesus’ ‘turn the other cheek’, ‘love your enemy’, ‘be reconciled before you lay your gift on the altar’; and on the other hand the arguments about ‘just’ war, once war has been established as a political necessity. We might also think of the political ambiguity of Jesus’ message: preaching a political commitment to social justice, yet distancing himself from secular politics in his remarks about rendering to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s
But we believe in the authority of scripture, tradition and reason, seasoned by experience. Here experience adds both Wilfred Owen’s ‘pity of war’ to the equation, and also the fact of the potentially immense destructiveness, and indiscriminate nature, of modern technological warfare, ranging from the Blitz and the bombing of Dresden, to Hiroshima, and to civilian casualties in so-called ‘precision’ bombing in Iraq. We must come before God in penitence for this, but penitence is no penitence at all if we then go off and do the same thing all over again. The Christian gospel compels us to think again and again how we are going to beat the sword into ploughshare. It will also assure us that to proclaim the virtues of peace, reconciliation and negotiation on Remembrance Sunday is not to dishonour or diminish the sacrifice of those who have died; or to be in any sense ungrateful; but to advocate the very thing that they were fighting for. Because whenever war is deemed necessary by democratic people, it must surely be with the purpose of establishing peace, justice and international harmony as soon as possible.
