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Remembrance Sunday 14 November 2010
Remembrance Sunday is in so many ways a solemn day, but I couldn’t help being amused this week by David Cameron and the British delegation boldly wearing their poppies before the Chinese leaders in Beijing and the Chinese thinking of opium rather than Flanders Fields, and fearing this might be some sort of Monty Pythonesque reference to the Opium wars.
It illustrates how differently history is seen and understood and how we should beware of always interpreting it from your own side.
War is currently touching a raw nerve

No doubt because in the past year 101 British servicemen have been killed in conflict: remembrance this year is truly cross generational. On Thursday at 11am about forty people, mainly students, from Oriel College gathered to lay a wreath at the college war memorial, and a trumpeter played the last post. This was a ceremony that had lain locked away in a cupboard for the past few years. And I think the renewed force of this armistice occasion is that the war in Afghanistan is in some ways like the Great War - obviously on a much smaller scale - but men go, as it were, over the top and shells fall around them causing dreadful random injuries. The shells of Afghanistan are suicide bombers and car bombs. Instead of mud you have heat; soldiers wearing massive protective clothing that is unbearably hot instead of unbearably wet. Instead of trenches you have base compounds out of which it is incredibly dangerous to venture. Often the logic of the battle strategy is unclear with little evidence of progress.

But there is also a Sentimentality about our representation of war
Or perhaps it would be fairer to call it emotional sensitivity
In the past month I’ve seen two WWI dramas. The first, ‘War Horse’, live on the London stage, about the use of horses in war and the terrible horror for innocent beasts one month ploughing the fields of rural England the next being shelled in the mud of France - the lot of the horse echoing the lot of the young man – neither have choice in the matter. The experience was immensely emotionally draining with all four of our party soaking their handkerchiefs.
Then a few nights ago I watched the TV play, ‘My boy Jack’, about Rudyard Kipling’s patriotism and nationalism, and his determination to get his half blind eighteen-year-old son into the front line; and then his subsequent guilt when the boy is killed.
The programme ends with Kipling, in a private audience to the King, reciting a poem:

“Have you news of my boy Jack?”
Not this tide.
“When d’you think that he’ll come back?”
Not with this wind blowing, and this tide.

“Has anyone else had word of him?”
Not this tide.
For what is sunk will hardly swim,
Not with this wind blowing, and this tide.

“Oh, dear, what comfort can I find?”
None this tide,
Nor any tide,
Except he did not shame his kind —
Not even with that wind blowing, and that tide.

Then hold your head up all the more,
This tide,
And every tide;
Because he was the son you bore,
And gave to that wind blowing and that tide!
There is something cathartic about this art, but it is emotional and tells only a part of the story and there is a danger of course of seeing war as entertainment. It used to be those blockbusters like All Quiet on the Western Front, The Dam Busters, Memphis Belle, Ice cold in Alex, The Bridge on the river Kwai. On several TV channels - ‘Yesterday’ is an example – there’s wall to wall war nostalgia, based mainly on WWII. 
We think it illustrates Wilfred Owen’s ‘pity of war’, but it misses the noise, the pain, the fear, the violence of explosives blowing off arms and legs, the darkness and cold of a sinking ship, torture, and all those terrible ingredients that traumatise soldiers, sailors and airmen causing post traumatic stress disorder and their having to repress their most unspeakable experiences.
Horror – why have creation for this? 

You might call this the horror of war. And ask what is the point of God’s creation if it has come to this? We get into wars usually because we think there is a good reason to do so and nine times out of ten we find ourselves very soon thinking that nothing can justify such horror, pain and sacrifice. All that loss of life to gain a bit of territory, to establish a fragile government. Don’t get me wrong. I don’t diminish the sacrifice, but people all over Britain and America are asking questions now, not least the families of the fallen.
Christ and Christianity spell out what creation is for

Jesus’ teaching in the New Testament is radically different. What is God’s purpose? Ie what is creation for? It’s for the realisation of godly values of love, peace, generosity, self-giving, compassion, and justice.

Sometimes justice requires enforcement and coercion: WWII I think is an example – the fight against Nazism

But on the whole Jesus teaches the enforcement of justice by turning the other cheek, taking up your cross, loving your enemy. There is immense moral force in that: we see it in martyrdom and therefore in Jesus’ own death and resurrection. In political martyrdom we see a build up of reactionary anger and then in the aftermath the defeat of the reactionaries. Becket is an example. Who will rid me of this troublesome priest? But as soon as the killing happens, a moral perspective falls which compels the king to do penance, to regret and think of another way. Oscar Romero is murdered at the altar in El Salvador by right wing activists, but the effect of the assassination is not to silence him, but to open up the liberation process. 
Christ always says – there is another way

So we do honour today to all who, on our behalf have lost their lives or suffered disablement and psychological trauma in war, giving thanks for their courage and bravery and sense of duty; praying that following the teaching of Christ we may find another way.

As today’s collect puts it:

Govern the hearts and minds of those in authority,

And bring the families of the nations,

Divided and torn apart by the ravages of sin,

To be subject to his just and gentle rule.
