Remembrance Sunday

A sermon preached by Canon Brian Mountford 8.11.09
It’s impossible to stand up here today on Remembrance Sunday without referring to the situation in Afghanistan. On TV news bulletins we’ve watched the repatriation of body after body of British soldiers being brought to RAF Lyneham, with great dignity and honour, but victims of a war that many say can’t be won, and which many question. We are told that our military presence there is keeping terrorism off the streets of Britain. And yet you wonder whether the same resources deployed here at home would not be as effective or even more effective for that task, without the bloodshed, the life-changing injuries, and the mental breakdown. Besides, the tragic shooting of forty people – with thirteen killed - in Texas this week came from within, not from Kabul.

So we are made aware of the horror of war. But do we really see it? Again TV provides us with a regular daily line-up of war documentaries on TV – old black and white footage, enhanced with colour, seems to be the staple diet of some channels. In the past fortnight there has been ample opportunity to see the dreadful slaughter and suffering of the wars of the twentieth century – the trenches of course – the futility of it – the inexcusable failures of leadership. And very recently a documentary about the bombing of Coventry and how that prompted, and justified, the blanket bombing of Dresden and other German cities, which Bishop Bell of Chichester so objected to, and was passed over for the job of Archbishop of Canterbury by Churchill because of.

But for all this exposure do we really see? This is the question asked by Professor Jay Winter in his BBC essays this week. He says:

‘In the ranks of the men who served in the Great War, the men who collectively constituted the Lost Generation, there were many who had lost their limbs, their eyes, their minds. Others were less severely wounded, but still woke up every morning for years after the war accompanied by painful reminders of their injuries...Remembering the war requires us to honour these, the wounded.
But doing so requires us, I believe, to ask some difficult questions about who we are, at this distance of nearly a century from the outbreak of the war. What do we see when we face those wounded in war? It is an essential moral act to look at them, to see what war does to the frail human body. If we turn away completely, we are hardly human; but honesty requires us to admit that if we don't feel the impulse to turn away, we are not human at all. How do we look at the suffering of others? In the wake of the wars in Iraq and in Afghanistan, this question is as poignant today as it was 91 years ago at the end of the Great War.’
I think it means zooming in from the general to the particular. The image that did most to end the Vietnam War was the picture of a naked Vietnamese girl, burned by napalm, running down the centre of a road, arms stretched out in agony, face contorted with pain and incomprehension. You’ll all know this picture. It shows the obscenity of war with a power never really captured by pictures of big explosions. It is true however, that we are protected from pictures of gore and body parts on grounds of taste and respect. 
But it’s not just a question of being shocked into one’s senses, into a revised sense of proportion; it’s about feeling compassion for the victims of war. The trouble is, the scale of war can soon become so vast that we can be trapped by the banality of evil: one man blinded rouses our tenderness; whole lines of men blinded, walking each with a hand on the should of the man in front, as shown in WW I photos, quickly becomes a medical or political problem where individual needs are masked by the enormity and unmanageability of it all. 

Jay Winter rightly points out that our natural defence mechanisms make us stand back at a tolerable distance. Any of us who have seen at close quarters an accident or a suicide or an act of violence will know how traumatic it is and how difficult to get over. Hence the shell-shock of WWI and post traumatic stress disorder suffered by soldiers today. We naturally shy away from the stress of suffering, but Winter is rightly saying that to be compassionate and to see war in perspective, we must look more closely.
My father was a pacifist on grounds of Christian belief and a conscientious objector in WWII. He didn’t talk about it much. He was from London’s East End and I know he drove an ambulance during the blitz and then, towards the end of the war, a tractor on Essex farms. He saw the aftermath of bombing close up. As a member of that quasi military organisation, the Boy Scouts, I always marched to the war memorial on Remembrance Sunday, but my father never attended and I wondered why. I believe it was not out of disrespect, but because he disliked the glorification of war that those ceremonies can evoke. It might have been because he would have been taunted all over again for cowardice. After the war he belonged to the Fellowship of Reconciliation, and when I was about five, the Fellowship brought over to London a group of German soldiers as a gesture of friendship and building new relationships. Our guest was Herr Werner Decker, now a school teacher, who had lost an arm in conflict. This experience of zooming in on the particular made a great impression on me.
What is the Christian view? Is there a distinctively Christian take on the ethics of war? We know about the just war theory, developed by Augustine and Thomas Aquinas, but this misses the gospel message I believe. It tries to reconcile three things:
1. That taking human life is wrong

2. that states have a duty to defend their citizens

3. that protecting innocent human life and defending moral values sometimes requires the use of force
A war is only a Just War if it is both justified, and carried out in the right way. This can seem a bit gung ho and behind the contemporary understanding of war theory lies the idea that war is always bad. A just war is permissible because it's a lesser evil, but it's still an evil.

I agree with my father that this moral pragmatism misses the essence of Jesus’ view.
Typically, Jesus provides big general ethical priorities: it’s a broad brush, paradigmatic approach. Think of the implications of the Good Samaritan story. It was a foreigner who bound up the wounds of the afflicted Jew. God and do thou likewise.
‘You have heard that it was said, “An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.” 39But I say to you, Do not resist an evildoer. But if anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other also; 40and if anyone wants to sue you and take your coat, give your cloak as well; 41and if anyone forces you to go one mile, go also the second mile. 42
‘You have heard that it was said, “You shall love your neighbour and hate your enemy.” But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so that you may be children of your Father in heaven”
You may say this is the counsel of perfection, that it is unrealistic, and immediately find exceptions to the rule: are we to welcome the foreigner intent on terrorist crime? Are we to stand idly by while a dictator implements a policy of ethnic cleansing?

But the point is, Jesus suggests a pacifist starting point. Is your moral starting point a bellicose one or a pacifist one? This is the base for the suffering servant, the peace-loving messiah, the one sacrificed on the cross.
None of this undermines the duty to honour those killed in war or the duty to empathise with those who have been maimed, or bereaved. It simply says, for God’s sake think again what you are doing.
