+In Nomine...

One of the popular ballads around the time of the first world war had the refrain: Old soldiers never die, never die, never die, Old soldiers never die they simply fade away.  The great modernist poet and artist David Jones quotes this refrain in his long narrative poem In Parenthesis, the backdrop of which is the first world war.  Coming at the mid-point of the poem, the ballad concludes a heroic boast made a figure called Dai Greatcoat - an archetypal soldier, representing the countless individuals who have fought and died throughout the centuries.  The fading of individual soldiers from memory is deliberately juxtaposed by Jones with a reference to the priestly order of Melchizedek, which the letter to the Hebrews describes as ‘remaining for ever’.  

There is a particular poignancy about this years Remembrance Sunday for this is the year during which the last active combat veteran from World War I has died.  Those old soldiers are now slowly fading from our memories for they are no longer with us to personally testify to what they experienced.  Yet, we still say ‘we will remember them’, and we perform solemn acts of remembrance ‘lest we forget’.  This year then, more than ever we are aware that if the sacrifices of those soldiers are to remain in our memories and not simply fade away, then they require active remembering. 

I worked for a while behind the bar in a pub called the Eagle in Cambridge, where I often saw the struggle of memory against the fading away of old soldiers.   At the back of the Eagle is what is called the RAF bar, the ceiling of which is covered with squadron numbers burnt in with lighters or candles, or written in lipstick.  An elderly veteran regularly came in to sit in the RAF bar with various insignia upon his lapel to indicate his part in history and his personal connection with the roof of the bar.  He waited patiently for tourists or anyone with passing interest in the history of the roof to make inquiries and then with obvious relish fished out his photo album and his documentation of the ceiling and started telling stories.  He had painstakingly researched the numerous squadron numbers, and now, his research completed he offered up his time to impart what he knew to all who cared to listen.  There was an element of pathos about this old man sitting with his pint of abbot waiting to relive again and again his memories and to tell the stories that hid behind the numbers on the ceiling.  But there was also something very beautiful about it, he offered up his time and dedication to prevent the old soldiers fading away, to allow us to glimpse those that fought and died.  He had ritualised an act of remembrance that enabled others to remember with him, to experience a link with that past.   

But why did this old soldier want to remember so badly, surely it would have been better to forget the war and its traumas?   The treaty of Westphalia of 1648, which brought an end to the Thirty Years’ War in Europe, contained as its second clause the requirement that the previous warring parties should not only forgive, but should also forget all the damage that had been inflicted during those thirty years.  Considering the remembrance of war as a virtue, particularly by the vanquished, is a relatively recent phenomenon.  Forgetting had the benefit of preventing cycles of vengeance and enabling the formation of new identities.  Perhaps the virtue of remembrance is a reaction to the way in which totalitarian regimes engaged in processes of forced erasure in the twentieth century - such that Milan Kundera could write that the struggle against power is the struggle of memory against forgetting.  If we return to David Jones however we get a different perspective - just before the ballad of the fading soldiers he poses the key question that hangs over the entire war poem.  He writes “You ought to ask: Why, what is this, what’s the meaning of this”?  Remembering the traumatic events and sacrifices of war is part and parcel of giving them significance - of finding and preserving their meaning.  To remember trauma in this way is a hopeful act - for if the seeming waste and loss of life provides some meaning then that meaning bound up with  hope for a future.  The remembrance of old soldiers prevents them fading into insignificance - lest we forget that their past was for our future.  

The need for active remembrance, the struggle of memory against forgetting, these things also lie at the heart of Christian faith.  In our search for ultimate significance we too struggle against the fading away of temporal things.  Christianity holds beside this struggle the hope we are given from those things which, like the order of Melchizedek, remain for ever.  

Melchizedek was the royal priest of Salem, a name which means ‘peace’ and now forms part of the name of Jerusalem.  In Genesis, Melchizedek comes out to meet Abram, bringing with him significantly, bread and wine and he, despite being a Gentile, blesses Abram in the name of the God most high.  It is one of those strange stories in the Old Testament that has a lot of echoes.  One of them we find in Psalm 110 where it says, ostensibly about King David that ‘You are a priest for ever, according to the order of Melchizedek”.  This psalm then informs Hebraic expectations concerning the coming messiah, the one anointed by God who will redeem and save Israel.  The messiah will be a king in the line of King David, and he will be a priest after the priestly order of Melchizedek.  We are in the realm of poetry and prophesy here - but not of idle fancy.  

It is in the person of Jesus that we find these messianic expectations finally fulfilled.  Jesus redeems Israel from slavery to sin and Israel is saved from bondage in sin to enter the promised land of God’s kingdom.  Admittedly the messiah comes in a way we might not have expected.  Salvation and redemption have to be reinterpreted in light of who Jesus is, they have to be understood in terms of the new vision Jesus reveals for being in right relation to God.  More radically still, the possibility of this new relationship with God is given to all people, not just to the chosen people of Israel.  

The gift of this new relationship with God does not come wrapped in pretty paper though.  It is wrapped up with the trauma of the cross, the sacrifice of human life and the abandonment and loneliness of Good Friday.  It is possible that this sacrifice of love could have just faded away.... but because Christ is a priest after the order of Melchizedek, we are given a sacrament to remember for ever the New Covenant with have with God.  We are given, like Abram was, bread and wine and we are told by Jesus that this is my body, this is my blood - bless, break, share this in remembrance of me.  

The Eucharist is our God given way of actively remembering, and of answering the question: Why, what is this life all about, what’s the meaning of this vale of tears?  The trauma of the cross is worth remembering because of the hope, the promise we have of peace and reconciliation with God.  The traumas of war are worth remembering, insofar as they have significance for us as part of the struggle for peace and reconciliation with one another.  We remember those who lost their lives to remind ourselves of the hope that lies before us, of the peace we have been promised.  Old soldiers and new will in time fade from individual memory but they will never die, for their lives and sacrifices are remembered with hope as we take, eat in remembrance of him of died to bring us everlasting peace.  Amen.
