
Remembrance Sunday 2011 Anglican Parish of St. Paul, Milford 

Micah 4: 2 – 5 

Romans 8: 31 – 39 

John 12: 1 – 8                

The purpose of remembering this Sunday when we commemorate the people who served their country in wartime is two-fold.

· the first is to honour the lives and faith, the journey and the sacrifice of those who have gone before us and upon whose lives we build our own.

· The second is to learn – to learn of the historical context in which the people of our memories lived and of the circumstances that befell them – most of which were far beyond their power to influence - and to learn also of the steps we in our time need to take to ensure that no such conflicts ever arise again.

· The first lesson is comparatively straightforward with many good books and documentaries, analyses and well-researched background information available to us. 

· These records also demonstrate the qualities of character required to stand up for the values that contribute to peaceful resolutions of conflict and to create a more loving and gracious world where equity, justice and mercy are very highly valued and concepts of egotism and revenge, of punitive responses and financial windfalls are diminished.

There probably has never been a war where the full panoply of deities have not been called on by all sides to bless their particular cause. Few protagonists pause to ask how any insight into God could possibly have the divine persona harnessed to everyone’s wagon. In recent centuries where atheistic dogma has also been increasingly used to support a war the same error has befallen the combatants who assert their version of communism, nationalism or atheism as superior to the enemy’s.

We can accept that God is with all people of goodwill whatever side of a conflict they may be caught up in not to affirm the battles but to assure those involved that God’s love and grace continues to be with them, giving them courage to hold fast to high personal standards and even under severe pressure to retain their common humanity. There is plenty of evidence from people at war to affirm that this truth has been practiced faithfully by many even where others around them or opposing them have degenerated into degrading behaviour. 

We are of course sadly reminded that a myriad of armed conflicts in various parts of our world continue to wreck havoc among the lives of far too many people. In honouring those from the past we are reminded every day that although much has been achieved more remains to be done if their dreams are to be fulfilled.

I want to share with you just two of the many stories of great personal courage recorded in a book entitled ‘The Navy’ by Max Arthur.

Petty Officer Thomas Gould became a submariner for a little more adventure that surface ships offered, a significant increase in pay and - because of the high rate of deaths and injuries - great opportunities for promotion provided one avoided promotion to eternity.

A German aircraft dropped two bombs on his submarine while it was surfaced neither exploding on impact but which could detonate at any time. One bomb lay on top of the sub –one deep within it.  P.O. Gould and another crew member wrapped the outside 100 pound 3-foot long bomb in sacking so that the minimal metal contact might lessen the chances of it exploding. The other had pierced the outer hull and lay wedged between the two hulls much further in.

Petty Officer Gould crawled along the dark narrow space, managed to manoeuvre the bomb on to his stomach while he lay on his back. Assisted by Roberts the first lieutenant Gould wriggled back to the escape hatch with very little room and a very heavy bomb on his belly. With this huge weight making breathing difficult he needed all his energy and discipline to avoid the claustrophobia and potentially instant death that threatened to panic him. Every time he managed to slide a few inches a twanging sound came from the bomb. ‘We hoped’ he said later, ‘that it was a broken fuse’.

Gingerly they wrapped the bomb in sacking and eased it up to the bow where they balanced it on the forepeak and retreated to the conning tower.                                     By moving astern they dislodged the two bombs, hoping the fuses were not water-activated. Mercifully the bombs slid off without exploding.

When Gould and Roberts were receiving their V.C.s the King asked Petty Officer Gould how long the whole exercise of removing and disposing of these bombs took them. 

“About an hour.”

“I bet it was cold” suggested His Majesty. 

“I suppose so Sir. We really didn’t notice!”

The second story is largely land-based.

Lieutenant John Bridge, Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve was teaching physics at Sheffield Grammar School when he was called up in 1940. He had decided he would not serve in a military capacity and so faced all the pressure directed at conscientious objectors particularly the twin allegations of cowardice and an unwillingness to serve his country in its hour of desperate need.

However when he volunteered to serve in the Bomb Disposal Companies - the units that had the highest rates of death and injury per unit of any war-time company – his offer, not surprisingly, was accepted.

The units had between 8 and fifteen men with one officer. They were an extraordinary group of people, highly diverse ranging from conscientious objectors to regular servicemen. All were volunteers – a surprising number were school teachers and clergy or theological students. Some were Irishmen who didn’t want to fight for England. Most were single or if married, without young families.  They came from every strata of society from landed gentry, to the professions, to working class labourers.  With such a broad spectrum group they took some time to know each other but eventually developed a very high degree of mutual trust born of the extreme danger under which they worked.

In Bridge’s unit of 8 people six were physics teachers, one an Admiral’s son and one an explosives expert. Their training consisted of eight days’ lectures on German and Italian bombs, mines and artillery shell designs, explosives and fuses. They were of necessity and desire very focussed on their studies.                             One week later John Bridge and his team tackled their first unexploded bomb. He went on to personally defuse 110 bombs and 207 mines –several of these latter under the water - all in their first 13 months.

Some bombs and mines had two fuses, most had timers turned on that gave from 1 to 24 hours delayed action to explode.

He described how unnerving it was to be digging out a bomb 20 feet deep in the earth just to get access to the fuse all the while knowing its timer clock was ticking. He describes dealing with a very large mine in the gateway entrance to a hospital with mesmerised staff and patients staring from every available window in spite of strict instructions not to do so.

When after twenty minutes of extremely delicate work with spanner, screwdriver and tweezers he blew his whistle to indicate a safe removal of the fuses the whole place erupted and he was mobbed and hugged by a deluge of humanity in various states of repair among whom, he declared, “were some very attractive nurses”.

All his team were awarded medals for bravery including the George Cross and the George Medal.

Courage in the face of danger is, of course, not new in human experience. Jesus sets his course for Jerusalem knowing he is almost certain to be arrested and crucified – one of the most brutally tortuous deaths ever devised. He could have listened to the reasonable advice of his friends and gone elsewhere but he knew this confrontation was inevitable – the forces and people of evil were determined to have a showdown. Even with this scenario hanging over him he continues to show more care for others than himself.

In this beautiful story of the anointing of his feet with expensive perfume an extraordinary act of love was offered by Mary to him. Perhaps she knew the world would not long tolerate the purity of motive and the quality of grace she saw in Jesus. It was of course an utterly scandalous act to engage in. The anointing of Jesus feet with the oil of luxurious massage bearing implications of sexuality, a prophecy of death and a waste of money.

Mary’s act of love in anointing him gave both Jesus and herself an intimate communion that comforted her and strengthened him.

Jesus – like the brave men and women we remember today looked death straight in the eye and declared triumphantly – 

“Death, you lost! Do what you will but in the end eternal life overcomes temporary death!”

This woman gives us one of the Bible’s most beautiful and potent stories of courage and love under fire.

The words that conclude today’s Epistle reading from Paul’s letter to the Romans make the same assertion.

“I am convinced”, declared Paul, “that neither death nor life, neither angels nor evil forces, neither the present nor the future, nor any authorities, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation will be able to separate us from the love of God in Jesus Christ our Lord.”

There are, of course, thousands of accounts of men and women demonstrating extraordinary courage from the land, sea and air – people under extreme pressure.  As well as these whose courage is known to us there are many thousands more to honour who would never receive medals with others known to God alone yet these were just as brave as Petty Officer Gould and Lieutenant Bridge.

These include the many women who served on or close to the battlefields as medics and drivers, telephone operators and secretaries; others were spies in extreme danger or served in essential industries, often with family at the forefronts of the war.  They carried on stoically, some returning to destroyed houses mourning lost relatives and friends.

I was born 3 months before WW2 – I thought I’d better name it in case you thought I meant WW1. As a child in the Canterbury countryside I was about as far away as it was possible to get from the horrors of those times but I’ve seen documentary footage of children my age who were terrorised and confused in bombed out cities, separated from parents and perhaps the most heart-breaking - boarding trains for Auschwitz. I can see from the film record the bewildered fear on their small faces and the agonised parents of those little ones.

Sadly since that time we have seen many more horrific deaths among the people of Asia and the Middle East, of Africa and Afghanistan, who suffered brutalities and dislocations in conflicts they did not begin and which most are powerless to end; some go on suffering on this very day in totally avoidable wars whose architects and organisers rarely themselves suffer personally.

This Remembrance Sunday is the closest to last Friday when at 11:00am on the 11th day of the 11th month in 1918 the Armistice was signed in France to end the First World War.

All of us have links with the wars whose people we remember today; for some of you there are personal memories of a kind that those of us without them can never understand, for younger generations the memories are generated by family photos and stories circulating among us.

A merchant navy engineer was asked why he was returning to serve on yet another vessel having survived three previous ships blown from the water - he replied simply. “I have a skill they need.”

Here is great and unassuming courage, simple and pure of motive to fulfil a task that needed to be done, to encourage and support others, to contribute to the resources needed in wartime.

To face the dangerous unknown, calls for bravery enough, to return to hazards not only well known but personally experienced in all their horrendous reality calls for courage unsurpassed.

We have since World War 2 avoided world-wide commitments to do battle although we’ve come close more than once with additional people to remember now from Korea, Malaysia and Vietnam, from Timor and Afghanistan. We continue to face a world on edge often with new issues or old ones unresolved. People with insufficient resources to survive, some with air, water and soil too polluted to sustain them, whole nations with insurmountable debts which fall hardest on those least able to repay. Unbelievably we have religious leaders brainwashing people to go and kill others in God’s name - a travesty against all that is divine and a crime against all that is humanitarian. 

Those whom we remember today poured out their lives in the hope that we, their descendants, would create a better world – and to a large degree we have done so –  while acutely aware that much remains to be done.

We have issues of population in a world that has gone from 2 billion to 7 billion in my lifetime and almost everywhere in both East and West a rapidly increasing gap between the very rich and the poor threatens social stability.

I began with an invitation to honour the lives of those whom we remember today and to do so by continuing as a human family to so learn that their sacrifice might never need repeating by others.

We can report progress towards Micah’s vision of swords turned into ploughshares and a passionate desire never to make war again.

As we remember our dead on this Remembrance Sunday – those special and amazing people who from all walks of life rose to a desperate and dangerous reality. So many paid the supreme sacrifice, with more suffering appalling injuries to bodies, minds and spirits. 

We give thanks for them all and pray that God’s peace may be theirs forever and that their commitment may continue to inspire us to fulfil their dream of doing all we can to bring God’s call to Peace on Earth, goodwill to all people.

Please stand as we share the Ode.

They shall grow not old, as we that are left grow old;

age shall not weary them nor the years condemn. 

At the going down of the sun and in the morning 

we will remember them.

We will remember them. 

Reverend John Marcon,                                                                                                                       Chaplain, The Mission to Seafarers.                                                                                                                      Hon. Priest Assistant,                                                                                                                                      Anglican Parish of St. Paul by the Sea, Milford.


