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Sermon - VE/VJ Day 2005 – St Michael’s Macclesfield

Today is a day of ‘Commemoration’ – my dictionary tells me that commemoration means this: ‘Something that honours or preserves the memory of another.’  Not just the memory of an event, but the memory of the people of the event.

Today we are here, (between the 60th anniversaries of the end of the Second World War in Europe [VE Day – May 8th], and the end of the war with Japan [VJ Day – August 15th]), ‘we are here’ to honour all those who served, [especially those who lost their lives] and to bring to mind once again the awful tragedy of those years, in the hope that we might learn lessons from this terrible part of our history.

A special emphasis of this day of commemoration is to remember the impact on those who did not go into the forces, but rather stayed behind – protecting home and factories, raising the children, serving in industry or the mines, teaching in schools, working in hospitals - keeping life going at home.

Being born in 1955, I am one of the many now who have no experience of this or any other war on our soil.  We are part of the growing number who only know second-hand from our parents, [or even our grandparents] what the war at home might have been like.  [The war in the Far East seems even more remote to us.]

We do, however, sadly know about the bombings in London this last week, which have been shocking and merciless, and our hearts go out to all who have been injured, bereaved or traumatised, and those who are still waiting for almost certain bad news.  What many of us do not realise is that experiences like this were a regular [even daily] experience for so many in Britain sixty or so years ago.

But here today, sat in St Michael’s church in the year 2005, how does keeping the memory alive help us to build a better world, and to use the words of Jesus, how does it help us ‘build the kingdom of God.’?  I have three hooks to hang my comments on this morning: they are simply; the past, the present and the future.

The Past

It can be very hard for many of us as modern day people to find much inspiration from the past, when we are constantly told that it is the future that holds promise for us.  If you can get yourself the right car, the right house, the perfect job, the ideal partner, the best image – then life will be sweet.  [These promises are of course all lies.]  But the good things that we do enjoy today would not be ours to enjoy, except for what was done by those who went before us.  The stability, peace and prosperity of Europe is in some major part due to the sacrifices that others made 60 or more years ago.

Our Bible would want us to use the simple words ‘Thank you’ about this.  There should be in all our hearts a sense of gratitude and thanksgiving for the desire of others to win the peace we now enjoy.  Because what we enjoy today was bought at a very high cost yesterday.   Let us not then forget the past.

[We all know that those who ignore the past are almost certain to repeat its mistakes in the future.]

But some may have reservations about what happened in the past; how some of the battles were carried out, or what strategies were used.  It can be very easy for us to sit in our armchairs today with the wonderful gift of hindsight and say what should or should not have been done.

In our second Bible reading Jesus does not say “Blessed are those who are smart after the event”, but rather “Blessed are the meek [or more accurately the humble], for they will inherit the earth.”

The humble attitude realises that they [those who fought in the second world war] are not us, and we were not them.  We have not been in their shoes [for some of you, your shoes], we have not faced what they faced, and we have not had to face the terrible decisions that confronted so many then.  

The humble attitude is the one that promotes forgiveness along with thanksgiving.  These are the seeds of peace.  Even Dietrich Bonhoeffer [the courageous German pastor, who spoke out against the evils of his nation, and was eventually hanged by the Nazi regime] was once seen giving the Nazi salute in public to Hitler and said to his protesting wife, “We have to do a little, to do more later.”

Let us not forget, and let us not be ungrateful.

The Present

We also need the gift of humility as we deal with the present moment too.  We must not kid ourselves that everything will work out right in this generation.  There are many things we will get wrong [many things that I will get wrong], and many things that we will do that are clearly wrong when we look back in years to come.  But what is most important is that somewhere deep in our souls is a concern for true peace and the well-being of all people.  So Jesus says, “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God”.

Not to have this desire for peace within our very being is to be less than human, and certainly not Christian.

And sixty years ago there was finally peace – and we have all enjoyed this dividend.  It is now the attitudes of our hearts that will enable us to carry this forward to future generations, or squander it in the present.

Again, to quote Jesus from our second reading, “Blessed are the pure in heart”, [this whole transparency of motives and desires] and he simply adds, “they will see God”

This is the stuff that helps us to experience God – not by being churchy or holy, or even being a rector.  This is the stuff that can help change our world.

The Future

Maybe it is significant that at this time of commemoration the leaders of the G8 nations have just packed up their bags and gone home from their summit.  So many feel the future of our world, its poor people and its climate, is in their hands.

The merciless bombings in London have reminded us again that most of the world seems to live in fear of catastrophe or despair.  And the consequential damage to the lives of many is incalculable.

We must realise that we have a great responsibility to carry.  We have been passed a baton of peace from those who have gone before us [won at great cost] – the question is, ‘what are we going to do with it?’

The Christian tradition firmly believes that God is in history, desiring to work with any for the good of all people.  But often, as Christian people, we are like the salt Jesus talks about in our reading that has lost its saltiness.  It has lost its go, lost its fortitude, and in a sense lost its magic.  The passage says it is no good – throw it out!

But Jesus says to us, “You are the salt of the earth” [so, be salt!] and “You are the light of the world” [so, be light!].  Like salt that can bring flavour to the entire dish, like a lamp that can bring light to the whole room.

We are supposed to be a people of Hope [yes, that Christian word Hope], who can remember the past and learn its lessons, but can then imagine a different, better future; a different, better world.  It is the people of Hope who can bring change – but it takes courage to have those hopeful dreams.

Some people in the past had that courage, now the baton has been passed onto us – and will it be found to be in a safe pair of hands?  As peace in our generation depends on it.

Let us then not forget or despise the past, but rather respect and honour those who have gone before us. Then maybe, they can be our teachers for the future.

Prayer:

Lord of all that we do not understand, 
as well Lord of all we think we understand
give us humble hearts to appreciate the past and be thankful,
and comfort those whose lives have been badly marred the experience of war.

And remember those caught up in the past week’s bombings in London
for the injured, the bereaved – and those who do not yet know.

We pray for the emergency services, 
and all who have to work in the aftermath of the destruction.

Lord, help us to work for peace today, 
for the good of all people, worldwide.

In the name of Christ the peacemaker.  Amen.
