Remembrance Day 2009
For many years I struggled with Remembrance Day. I treated it with all due respect; on parade with the Guides, proudly wearing my poppy, sometimes carrying the standard, dipping it to the ground at the appropriate time, then standing tall again for the National Anthem.

Yet all through that long two minutes of silence, my mind wandered all over the place and I struggled to control my thoughts. Pray to God that we won’t ever have another war; pray to God that I won’t ever have to fight… And always the same response; How can I remember? How can I possibly remember??

I was born after ‘the War,’ four days into the new Elizabethan age; throughout my childhood there was a great spirit of optimism in the country; a sense of new beginnings, of excitement and possibility. My parents rarely spoke of their experience of Wartime, it was something on which they had shut a door, over and done with and put behind them.

And so I had no idea of the horror of it all; in my naïve sense, it was somehow mysterious and exciting. Our next door neighbours still had shelters at the bottom of their gardens, buried under humps of earth and covered with turf; I never went inside, just ventured down the muddy slope, peered at the corrugated iron hatch and fantasised about the secret room concealed behind!

Similarly, for us children of the fifties, the rows of pre-fabs which lined some of our streets and the towering wreckage of the bomb-sites which we passed whenever we travelled through the East End on a bus or train held a romantic fascination; for we had no knowledge, no inkling of the fear, the pain and the loss which lay behind those facades. I had no idea why my Mum flinched when she heard the wail of the sirens which were still regularly tested to be sure that they would work if needed; for me the sirens warning was that the Thames was in danger of flooding; for her that an air-raid was imminent.
Even when later the American casualty toll of the Vietnam War featured in the news night after night, it held only an academic interest for me. It was only in 1982, during the Falklands War, that the real horror of warfare struck home. Heavily pregnant with my third child, I spent a lot of time watching daytime television; lines of troops carrying huge backpacks up gangways onto ships bound for the South Atlantic and later tramping for hours across inhospitable, barren wastes; then the stark reality of daily casualty figures and of the Sir Galahad engulfed in flame and obliterating clouds of poisonous black smoke. 

Perhaps it was the national shock that our armed forces were once again involved in outright warfare against a foreign invading enemy; or maybe primarily because my hormones were raging out of control, but suddenly the reality of war hit home. Those anonymous uniformed figures were all someone’s brother, husband, son, Dad; many were younger than me and hadn’t had time to experience the normal everyday patterns of life; most  knew what it was to be afraid, all knew that today might be the day their life, or the life of a close colleague would be shattered.
Remembrance Day that year was very different for me; for the first time as we gathered around the war memorial, the familiar words “We will remember them” made sense. On reflection, now I understand why; it was because up to then I had had no personal connection – no personal memory. Without diminishing the very deeply personal remembrance evoked in individual hearts and minds, Remembrance Day is primarily a day of collective remembrance. 

Collective remembrance is one foundation stone of Judaism; think how frequently in the Old Testament, Yahweh is defined as “the One who freed the children of Israel from slavery in Egypt.” For countless centuries, long after every memory of personal involvement had been erased, the story of the Passover was repeated and passed on through the unerring oral tradition of the Jews. Some of you may have experienced a Seder, the Jewish Passover meal, and will have heard how still every year the collective memory is maintained as the story is re-told to succeeding generations. 
And as the ancient story of the Exodus is a crucial part of the collective Jewish memory, it is thus a part of the collective Christian memory too; that story is incorporate in every Christian Baptism, in the prayer said over the water, “We thank you that through the waters of the Red Sea you led your people out of slavery to freedom in the Promised Land.” 
Fundamentally, the celebration of the Eucharist too is an act of remembrance; yet so much more than mere collective remembrance. The events of the Last Supper – as of the Crucifixion, the Resurrection, the Ascension and so forth are central to the collective Christian memory. Like the account of the Passover which has been held deep in the collective consciousness, reiterated and studied and passed on for millennia, the words and actions which will be used at the Consecration of this Sacrament have changed little in two thousand years. “Do this in remembrance of me,” Christ said. 

This is his story; and yet let it truly be our story too, collectively and individually; a connection which although communal is also deeply, closely personal and intimate for every one of us, for every time we come to the Table to receive this Holy Communion as we are bidden, we do this in Remembrance of the Christ who gave Himself, body broken, blood poured out, not just for a collective memory, but for you; for each one of you and for every single one of his disciples. 
While we were away in the Holy Land, we spent a morning at Yam Vashur, the Jewish national Holocaust memorial on the outskirts of Jerusalem. An emotive museum full not only of visual exhibits but many thousands of recorded personal testimonies from Holocaust survivors, harrowing tales, and yet full of hope, for such is the Jewish nature. It is imperative, and not only for Jews, that the account of the Holocaust is perpetuated and handed on and held in perpetual memory, for else, in time, even this grossest atrocity will fade and disappear into obscurity.
Today, on this Remembrance Day, as we recall and give thanks for all who have given their lives for others, those who have died and those who have suffered and lived on in their suffering, so that we may live in freedom, we commend to God all those who even now are fighting and risking their lives on our behalf. Whether or not this is an act of personal or collective remembrance, it must, like other collective remembrances continue to be carefully passed on to succeeding generations.

At the going down of the sun, and in the morning we will remember.
