Armed Forces Day 2010

June 26th 2010, Leicester Cathedral
“Put on the whole armour of God”
Eph 6:10                                                                          
 
From the daily news bulletins the place names become ever more familiar: Sangin, Helmand, Kandahar, Musa Qaleh, Lashkar Gah – each associated in our minds with another sad death, another Improvised Explosive Device.  On the published lists of the fallen in Afghanistan there is another column of place names: Dagenham, Watford, Dewsbury, yes and Leicester, ordinary places where ordinary men and women, our friends and neighbours or perhaps even our sons and daughters have grown and left to do extraordinary things in places we had never heard of a decade ago.

 

The names of those who have died, over 300 of them, in this the longest of military campaigns, longer now than the Vietnam War, each evoke a story of a family stunned by grief, of a life full of hope and promise, of those who have waited and hoped and prayed, and of men and women who demonstrated as clearly as is possible that there is more to life than self regard and personal profit.

 

The lengthening lists tell so many stories, hidden behind the clinical detail.  For some of the fallen died in the Royal Centre for Defence Medicine in Selly Oak, airlifted from the theatre of war with severe injuries, unable to survive.  And for every one of these names there are four others who have survived but must learn to live with loss of limbs or sight or faculties for a life time.

 

Today we honour them.  And not only them, but Britain’s Armed Forces, past, present and future.  We join with the people of Britain in towns and cities across the land to pay honour to those who have shown themselves ready to protect and serve the citizens of this country, if necessary by giving their lives.

 

“Honouring” is not straightforward in a celebrity culture.  As the English Football team know, condemnation can turn to adulation overnight and vice versa.  Honouring is about something more thoughtful and frankly more intelligent than the cheap cheering for an X Factor contestant.

 

Our honouring today requires three things of us.  It requires us to remember; it requires us to recognise and, it requires us to reflect.

 

First, the remembering.  Our military history is bound up with our national story and our national character and identity.  And the regimental system has ensured in the past a close connection between our regional and local stories and the soldiers, sailors and airmen who are recruited locally.  So today we honour all those how have been part of the story of the Royal Leicestershire Regiment whose history goes back as far as 1688 and includes distinguished service in both World Wars.  Tomorrow, in this Cathedral, the Royal Tigers Association will honour Major General Sir Douglas Anthony Kendrew who served in the Regiment between 1931 and 1963, and Lieutenant Colonel Anthony Norris MC who served between 1929 and 1954.

 

Remembering is a way of recognising that in a materialist, acquisitive world our Armed Forces are capable at their best of reflecting back to us the finest of human qualities and the highest human values: self-sacrifice, courage, vision and purpose, comradeship, determination.

 

And remembering is a way also of acknowledging that this long story has never been ethically straightforward, there have never been wars about which questions have not been asked or doubts voiced.  The great 1st World War Army Padre Studdert Kennedy, known as Woodbine Willie for his habit of distributing cigarettes to the troops under fire, wrote some of the most savagely critical verse about the experience of the trenches, struggling publicly with his faith as a result of the traumatic memories.  He wrote:

 

“Was there ever any sinner who has sinned the sin of God?
Was there ever any dastard who would stand and watch a Hun
Ram his bayonet through the bowels of a baby just for fun:
Praise to God in Heaven’s highest and in all the depths be praise,
Who in all his works is brutal, like a beast in all his ways.
God, the God I love and worship, reigns is sorrow on the Tree,
Broken, bleeding, but unconquered, very God of God to me.”
 

That kind of writing has its place in our honouring today – for soldiers know better than any of us the pity of war, the cost of war and the profound questions raised by the experience of war.  It was Bishop George Bell who incurred public acrimony at the height of the WW2 bombing of Dresden by condemning the action as inconsistent with the very values the allies were seeking to defend.

 

But, as well as remembering, our honouring is also about recognising – recognising that which we have sometimes tended to ignore – the present realities, challenges and hardships faced on our behalf by the military and their families.  It is about recognising the many support services and charities, and in particular the RBL Poppy Appeal, the Army Benevolent Fund and the Soldiers, Sailors and Airmen and Families Association to which I hope you will give with reckless and grateful generosity during the hymn which follows shortly.

 

Yesterday’s Leicester Mercury told the story of three young people from Lancaster Boys School, privates Maurice Mackness, Kyle Barratt and Reece Webster who grew up together on the Saffron Lane Estate and are now with 100 Leicestershire soldiers from the 2nd Battalion of the Royal Anglian Regiment on combat training exercises in Norfolk.  It is them, and so many like them, whom we recognise today, and for whom in this Cathedral we pray, on the spot where men and women have come to pray for their neighbours and loved ones called away to war for centuries gone by.

 

Remembering the past, recognising the present must also require us to reflect on the future.  We owe this to the young people represented here today by the Cadets, the Boys Brigade and the Youth organisations.  And we owe it to ourselves, our children and our grandchildren.  What is it reasonable and just to ask our Armed Forces to do on our behalf?  As we observe the tragic events in the Gulf of Mexico where the military are involved in fighting the worst oil spill in history – do we assume that military action to protect oil or water supplies in generations to come is morally defensible if we continue to ravage the earth’s resources for our present benefit without regard to the future we are bequeathing to our children/  The military analysts tell us that it is in fighting for diminishing resources that the greatest threats to world security now lies.

 

How are we to show to these young people that we honour them and their futures even more than we honour the past?  What do we hold out to them as a set of values and priorities with which they can find their way as citizens of a world we are shaping for them?

 

The first Bible reading from the Letter to the Ephesians speaks of putting on the whole armour of God.  It’s not some airy fairy make-believe ideology or a fantasy future in Heaven.  It’s about the tough business of working out and living out enduring values.

 

Look at what it requires.  The belt of truth – not spin and distortion.  Not the values of superficial politics or aggressive marketing – but truth telling – honest dealing, real relationships, open communication, transparency.

 

Then “the breastplate of righteousness” – not considering yourself better than others, but for the Christian, imitating Christ – putting others before yourself.

 

The shoes – for the long journey – values which endure, something deeper than a quick fix – the journey we have to make if we are to build peace.

 

Then the shield of faith.  The Roman shield was designed to protect as man stood side by side in close order.  It is about faith in one another, about community, about trust, about mutual respect, about believing in someone or something higher and fairer than ourselves.

 

And finally the helmet of salvation.  That which protects the head and allows us to think.  We need that more than ever now.  As the debate continues about Afghanistan, as we contemplate a world whose financial systems are in disarray, as we face a planet whose resources are being ravaged, and we strain to see a future ever more uncertain, we are called to think to reflect, to consider afresh today – what kind of world are we seeking to build, what kind of nation do we wish to defend, what kind of values are worth dying for?

 

We honour our Armed Forces by prayerfully reflecting on these thins today: we thank God for hem and we commend them to His guidance and safe keeping.

