Sermon preached by the Rev Tom Cuthell

on Remembrance Sunday, 11th November 2007

Every year since 1990 I have been taking groups to that exquisite little hill-top town in Italy called Assisi – Assisi my spiritual home, a place as dear to me as the apple of my eye – Assisi, the city of peace whose favourite son Francis wrote the words of the now-famous prayer – ‘Lord, make me an instrument of your peace’.

However, there is a place down in the valley not far from the city of peace, a place called Rivotorto, which is an achingly poignant reminder of war, its bloody savagery and its fearful cost in human life. This place is a World War II military cemetery containing hundreds of graves of British and Commonwealth soldiers killed in the Italian campaign. A few of my group visited this place of almost unbearable poignancy in September, and when one of our number passed comment on the beautiful, well-tended condition of the cemetery, the response she received from one of the Italian gardeners was :- ‘But you gave us your children: it’s the least we can do.’ Never having visited a war cemetery before, I found it a gut-wrenchingly moving experience. Moreover, it almost became a pilgrimage, a pilgrimage of gratitude, as I slowly wound my way among the headstones on which were engraved names and regiments and ages – and, oh my God, some were achingly young – and the names, hundreds of them, names unknown to me, but names still cherished to this day as somebody’s nearest and dearest, names known, above all, to God and cherished by God.

I wonder if Rob Anderson, a member of this congregation, had a similar experience as, earlier this year, he followed in the footsteps of the New Zealand Division in World War I. At a war cemetery at Armentieres he successfully tracked down the grave of William Hopkirk, a member of St Johns, tragically killed on the first day of the Battle of the Somme in 1916 – that horrendous battle that cost so many lives.

To return to Rivotorto, I recall a moment when I looked up and saw the city of peace set on its hill and I though to myself – war and peace in close proximity – which will ultimately prevail – war or peace? I though to myself – when, o when, will the whole world become the City of Pecae? And it was there and then that I started praying. 

Peace will always remain elusive as long as evil is allowed to have its wicked way in the world. One can never co-exist with evil: evil has to be resisted, not least when it takes the form of rogue states, rogue dictators and rogue terrorists hellbent on upsetting the equilibrium of the world in pursuit of their own blood-soaked malevolent ends. There may be times when the only way to neutralize evil is to deploy force and the weaponry of war – but only as a last resort, when all else has failed. Sweet soothing words and sweet soothing gestures are wasted on the Hitlers of this world.

And yet – and yet one must ask if there is not another way, another strategy, another set of weaponry that can both neutralize evil and bring about a more solid and lasting peace. Is it not about time the world took seriously the words of a Man spoken 2000 years ago, words that are truly awesome in their uncompromising absoluteness and their unworldly naivete, words about loving your enemy and praying for those who persecute you? It’s not that these words, these values, these principles, these weapons have been tried and found wanting: they have simply not been tried – and because they have not been tried the world still remains in thrall to war and the rumour of war. Dismiss these words of Jesus as woolly, naïve idealism, if you will, but I put it to you that Jesus was never more hard-headedly realistic than when he first uttered them on a Galilean hill-side. A solid and lasting peace will remain elusive until the nations, and groups within nations, begin to deploy the weaponry of the Kingdom of God – and there are no more powerful weapons in the armoury of the Kingdom of God with which to combat evil than justice, forgiveness and mercy. Deploying the weaponry of justice, forgiveness and mercy is the only way to destroy your enemy – by turning him into your friend.

I claim to be no prophet skilled at reading the signs of the times. However, I do believe that the greatest threat to world peace comes not from some future World War III, but rather from ethnic and religious conflict and from global terrorism. And it is here, I believe, that the weaponry of justice, forgiveness and mercy can be deployed to good and salutary effect.

A brief word on each – first of all, justice. I put it to you that terrorists are bred by circumstances: they do not come fully formed from the womb of hell. Terrorists are made by history, not Satan. And what are these historical circumstances that breed terrorism? For the Palestinian Arab it is the experience of being booted off long-established ancestral lands, treated as human scum and forced to live in squalid refugee camps. Injustice thus becomes the natural breeding ground for Palestinian terrorism. For the world’s poor it is the experience of being victimized by a global economy which is so rigged that the rich and powerful grow richer and more powerful while the weak and the poor become even weaker and poorer. And because this global economy is manifestly unjust, it is more likely than not to breed terrorism among the poor and the wretched of the earth. Be assured, the long-suffering patience of the world’s poor is wearing thin. Let it be said that I abhor all forms of terrorism: they are the methods of the anti-Christ.

At the same time I can understand why, sometimes, the poor, the wretched and the oppressed feel they have little to lose by resorting to bloody mayhem, especially when the great, elemental cry for justice seems to go unheard by the world’s influential nations. Why, I ask you, do the influential nations lack the moral will to address the matter of global injustice? Could it be that the perpetuation of injustice has become a useful weapon for protecting selfish, national interests? Let justice, biblical justice, become the inalienable God-given right of every human being, and terrorism will by and large cease to flourish. Let freedom, dignity and fullness of life become a blessed reality among the poor, the dispossessed and the oppressed, and terrorism will simply implode. The Bin Ladens of this world may still pose a threat, but they will be denied the oxygen of popular support. Justice is a powerful weapon for disarming terrorism.

And a word on forgiveness – another potent weapon in the armoury of the Kingdom of God. And nowhere does this weapon need to be brought to bear than on those chronic ethnic and religious feuds that sentence generations of people to decades, sometimes centuries, of bitterness and bloodshed. The original sin may have been committed

hundreds of years earlier, but it still viciously scars the collective consciousness of whole communities and keeps them imprisoned in the past. Each side is trapped in a cycle of historic hatred. The instinct for revenge and reprisal seems to be hard-wired into both sides. In recent years Northern Ireland and the former Yugoslavia were surely cases in point. Likewise Sunnis and Shiites in Iraq today. But surely the most glaring example of humanity’s capacity for trapping itself in chronic and intractable conflict is Israel-Palestine where two crucified communities regularly inflict terrible wounds on each other, with neither side able to feel the other’s pain. Neither community seems capable of forgiving the past in order to discover a new and better future. At the risk of sounding impossibly naïve, but also believing myself to be backed up by the wisdom of the Almighty, may I suggest that the only weapon capable of releasing both sides from this mutually destructive cycle, the only weapon capable of puncturing a hole in the seeming intractability of the situation is forgiveness. If only one side would be prepared to risk the first move of undiscourageable goodwill, of unconditional forgiveness, then who knows what might happen – the peace of Jerusalem could cease being a mirage and become a blessed reality for both sides. Oh for a Middle Eastern Mandela, some towering charismatic figure who would bear in his body the suffering of his people and yet would be able to transcend the pain and unite the opposing forces in the insane possibility of forgiveness. It is not that forgiveness has been tried and found wanting: it’s simply not been tried. Only unconditional forgiveness can switch off the engine of reprisal and revenge and invite the divided peoples of the world to move on into the future – together.

If, however, forgiveness is a bridge too far, then perhaps there comes a time to deploy the weapon of mercy, not least the healing power of mercy towards a vanquished enemy. One of the few, redeeming features of any battlefield is that it can become the setting for countless acts of mercy. Two soldiers fight on opposite sides. One is severely wounded. The other comes to him, cradles him in his arms and offers him a drink from his canteen. The enemy drinks. Mercy is generously offered. Mercy is gratefully received. Perceptions are radically changed. The ‘enemy’ ceases being ‘the enemy’. 

On the larger scale magnanimity, or political mercy, is generosity towards those against whom we have successfully waged war. Where it is present after a great conflict, it can check the infection of future violence. On the other hand, its absence in the wake of an overwhelming victory can allow the seeds of hatred to grow towards a terrible harvest. In 1918, for instance, when the guns fell silent at the eleventh hour of the eleventh day of the eleventh month, had the weapon of mercy, of magnanimity, been brought to bear on a defeated Germany by the victorious allies – there might never have been an Adolf Hitler, there might never have been World War II and the Holocaust. Will our world ever become, in very truth, the City of Peace? Only when statesmen, strategists and generals are prepared to acknowledge the timeless validity of the words of a Man from Galilee. Only when the nations cease deploying the weaponry of death and, instead, invest heavily in the weaponry of life. Only when enemies are destroyed by the indiscriminate use of justice, forgiveness and mercy – so that only friends are left alive.

