Remembrance Sunday - 8th Nov’09  


Preacher: Leslie Griffiths

HYMNS: 

358 
O God our help in ages past
475   Lord, I have made thy word my choice
411  Thy love, O God, has all mankind created
9      Immortal, invisible, God only wise
READINGS:
Isaiah     25:
   1 – 9



Matthew   5:  43 - 48
CITIES TURNED INTO HEAPS OF RUBBLE

It’s just a month since I was in Sarajevo.  It is a truly beautiful city and, as with Rome and Paris and Florence, I felt I knew it well even though I had never been there before.  Unlike Rome and Paris and Florence, however, my familiarity wasn’t born in the education I’d received – all those painters, writers, scientists and statesmen.  No.  Sarajevo was different.  I knew it well because I’d seen it on television.  Not once or twice.  But night after night, month after month, for over three years.  This was just fifteen years ago.  The city was under siege from the guns of Slobodan Milosevic.  The hills that cradle the city offer one vantage point after another for any one seeking to bombard the population into submission or pick them off, one at a time, by sniper fire.  The three year siege of Sarajevo was one of the dreadful defining moments in the Balkans wars.  
So much of the beautiful, historic city was pounded to pieces.  Much has been (is being) rebuilt.  Many buildings are still scarred, blown apart, open to the sky.  The fear of the people must have been terrible and the dismemberment of the harmonious communities an abiding legacy.  A pall of smoke hung heavily over Sarajevo for such a long time.  
I was visiting Bosnia with a group made up of six Muslims and a similar number of Christians.  It was when we met the mothers and children of Srebrenica that my mind was really focussed.  One mother had lost her husband and four sons.  Up to 8,000 men and boys were herded into the woods to be executed.  One bullet through the back each head was generally enough.  This is what drove home in my mind the real price of war, the real wickedness of war, the thoughtless destruction of war.  

I’ve visited other cities which bear similar marks – Dresden, the townships of Mozambique after their civil war, Coventry and so many others.  All that suffering, all that pain, - these places conjure up a rich picture of man’s inhumanity to man.

Our Old Testament passage promises peace.  And what a vision it offers!  What a picture it paints!  The moment of heavenly bliss will centre upon a banquet of fine food and well-decanted wines that have matured.  And the great feast will be “for all the peoples” – the defeated as well as the victors, the down-trodden as well as the high and mighty.  The wonderful banquet will offer a moment when the “veil”, the pall thrown over all the nations, will be destroyed.  Even death will be swept aside.  Tears will be wiped away from every face throughout the world.  And we will witness the removal of the indignities under which people groan.  
This is a wonderful vista indeed.  But it is even more extraordinary because of the way it’s pictured as benefiting all the nations.  

But that prospect emerges from a quite different and much more horrendous past.  Cities have been turned into heaps of ruins; fortified towns into rubble.  Mansions where there was light and merriment and great plenty, have been swept away.  And all this dreadful damage has been done by people, yes men and women like you and me, who in war seem to become ruthless, ruthless, ruthless (the repetition at this point is not mine but belongs to the scripture).  

On Thursday I was expounding the prophecy of Amos for our lunchtime congregation.  He pronounced judgement against the nations and their crime was, quite simply, the fact of their losing their fundamental humanity in times of war.  It wasn’t the war itself.  Or that disputes between the nations need to be sorted out by armies.  It was the bestiality that people allowed themselves to descend into whilst conducting those acts of war – ripping open pregnant women and disgorging them of the child they were carrying, malicious and wanton rape, pillage and senseless looting.  We might easily lengthen the list from our own times – the shooting in cold blood of men and boys, the turning of children into killers under instruction to murder and destroy.

All this is so ugly.  No one wants it.  And yet we see it happen time and time again.  
So then, we must ask the obvious question: how do we move from ugliness to beauty, from despair to hope, from darkness to light?  

Is it only when we reach the point of total fatigue?  When we can no longer muster the energy or motivate ourselves to continue our fight against the enemy?  When we become like two boxers punch-drunk after a long bout, slugging it out, neither of us being able to land the telling blow that will finish it all off?  Did Northern Ireland cough up its peace like that?  Only when the two sides could no longer summon the energy to continue?  

I hope not.

Or will it be because clever statesmen and diplomats put together the treaty or charter or peace agreement to end all treaties and charters and peace agreements?  We can find examples readily enough.  The United Nations Charter, for example, which has served us well enough but is now at the limits of its usefulness.  The Dayton Agreements which finally brought peace to the Balkans has proved inadequate for building post-war society in those troubled lands.  The Oslo Accords seem to have run into the sand and peace between Israel and its neighbours seems as far away as ever.  And who can (or should) forget the Treaty of Versailles?  Here was a finely drafted document that put the seal on the peace won so painfully after the First World War, but which contained the formula and the seeds that made economic misery, national humiliation, and the need for another war virtually inevitable.  

I hope not.

No.  It will have to be when hearts and minds are one.  Peace will never come from the barrel of a gun or from a carefully drafted agreement but from the hearts of minds of ALL, ALL on both/ all sides of any argument.  Only when everybody can feel they have a stake in the peace will the war truly be over.  
Yet again this morning we are saying goodbye to one of our young men who, in a couple of day’s time, will be off to Afghanistan to fight with his Regiment.  It’s only a month since we said goodbye to the last one and yesterday I met a young Tongan prince whom I last saw on the eve of his departure for Iraq.  We must dream of and work for a world where enemies become friends, where people we once fought against become those we are glad to live with.  We must not send our young people into war zones unless we have a clear idea of the kind of peace we want to win.  

There must be no limit to our goodness or our imagination, our energy or commitment, “just as our Heavenly Father’s goodness knows no bounds”.  Jesus is clear on this point.  The peace is not a peace if the victor stands with his foot on the neck of his defeated enemy.  Peace will follow war only when the conqueror stoops to raise his erstwhile enemy, and stands together with him and looks him in the eye, and then links hands to work with him at building a life together that will never see the past repeat itself.  

I began in Sarajevo, let me end there also.  In June 1914 two bullets from a Browning automatic pistol killed the heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne, the Arch-Duke Ferdinand, and his morganatic wife, the Duchess of Hohenburg.  The hostilities which began with those two shots unleashed a war to end all wars that ended in 1918 and whose armistice was signed at the 11th hour of the 11th day of the 11th month of that year – the Armistice we remember today.  
We all know that the Armistice didn’t put an end to war.  Only our trust in a higher power can do that.  In another of Isaiah’s great visions, the prospect is held out of swords being hammered into plough shares, spears into pruning hooks.  We must long for (and work for) a world order where nation will no longer lift sword against nation nor ever again be trained for war.

God help us.  Amen
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