Sunday 8th November 2009
A boy who learned

Readings:

For Christ did not enter a man-made sanctuary that was only a copy of the true one; he entered heaven itself, now to appear for us in God's presence. Nor did he enter heaven to offer himself again and again, the way the high priest enters the Most Holy Place every year with blood that is not his own. Then Christ would have had to suffer many times since the creation of the world. But now he has appeared once for all at the end of the ages to do away with sin by the sacrifice of himself. Just as man is destined to die once, and after that to face judgment, so Christ was sacrificed once to take away the sins of many people; and he will appear a second time, not to bear sin, but to bring salvation to those who are waiting for him. 

(Hebrews 9:24-28)
After John was put in prison, Jesus went into Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God. "The time has come," he said. "The kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news!" As Jesus walked beside the Sea of Galilee, he saw Simon and his brother Andrew casting a net into the lake, for they were fishermen. "Come, follow me," Jesus said, "and I will make you fishers of men." At once they left their nets and followed him. When he had gone a little farther, he saw James son of Zebedee and his brother John in a boat, preparing their nets. Without delay he called them, and they left their father Zebedee in the boat with the hired men and followed him. 

(Mark 1:14-20)
I want to tell you a story about a boy who, when he was older, joined the Royal Air Force.  

Others joined the army or the Navy,

but he wanted to join the RAF.

When he was a boy, his mum and dad often talked about when they were your sort of age. (addressing youngsters)

That was 65 to 70 years ago when this country was at war. 

When their dads were away fighting.  

When their mums often had to take them into special shelters in the garden at night because enemy aeroplanes were dropping bombs on their town. 

His mum talked about the small airfield they lived very close to and how, 

when she was a girl, there were RAF men sent to live with her family, about how she used to go and watch the RAF aeroplanes there.

His dad talked about seeing aeroplanes fighting in the sky.

So as this boy grew up he made models of those aeroplanes from plastic kits 

and he imagined what it might be like to fly in one.

He made models that flew, from kits of balsa wood and tissue papers. 

Some had a rubber band inside to twist up and spin the propeller. 

Some had a little petrol engine and a couple of lines coming out of the end of the wing that allowed him to make it fly up and down in a circle around him.

And he watched films which showed the stories of the men who flew those RAF ‘planes during that war - films with stirring musical themes and lots of action.

The boy went to air shows and he watched the planes that had survived that war, and he watched the planes that were modern then, although most of those are in museums now…

As that boy grew up he joined the air cadets and learned more about the RAF and flying. 

He really enjoyed those times when he was taken as a passenger in gliders or small aeroplanes. 

And he loved it when he was taught first to glide on his own and later to fly powered planes on his own.

And he applied to join that RAF which had caught his imagination so much.

In the end he couldn’t be a pilot because his eyesight wasn’t good enough.

But he wanted to be around aeroplanes, and this was in the days when there was a constant threat to this country from another country to the east;

he knew that it was important that he should serve anyway. 

So, many years ago now, he joined the RAF and proudly wore an officer’s uniform.

His work was mainly with people and paperwork, doing his bit on the ground to support all those who kept the aircraft in the sky.  

Over the years he was never sent to a warzone, 

he never had to fight, but he continued to love flying and he got to know some of the men who flew those machines.. 

He learned just how demanding their work was, about the need to be always alert, always planning against what might go wrong, and about how they recognised that in a war they might not all make it back to base. 

Sometimes things simply went wrong even in peacetime and they didn’t make it back to base anyway. 

Lives were lost during training.  

A man who had been his next door neighbour. 

Another who had been his station commander. 

And through fighting in Iraq and Afghanistan, other flyers were lost. 

A year or so after the first Gulf conflict he met a flight lieutenant who had been shot down and taken prisoner in Iraq.  

A man who had been beaten and tortured, had a haunted look to him, 

was difficult to talk with and kept himself away from others, someone who knew at first hand just what warfare does to people.

It got him thinking rather more about just what war meant.

That encounter stuck in his mind.

He was browsing through a bookshop recently and came across a book called ‘Tail-End Charlies’. 
Tail-End Charley had been the nickname for those who manned the rear gunner’s position in the bombers of that war 65 to 70 years before.

One of its co-authors was that flight lieutenant who’d been shot down.

So he bought the book. 

And there was another reason he bought it.

He was married by now and his wife’s dad had been one of those who’d flown in second world war bombers, a rear gunner, one of those Tail-End Charlies.  He’d survived the war, but he’d rarely talked about it, only to tell how cold and cramped it was in that back turret.

The book promised to give an insight into his life.

And it did. 

It showed how he’d had to survive the anti-aircraft guns and the fighters and the weather and all the other dangers of taking off in the dark 

with a full bomb load and full fuel tanks and manoeuvring with no lights into formations of 100s of aircraft.

That he’d had to survive through an operational tour of 30 missions. 

That he’d have known many of those so many crews who didn’t make it.

Men he’d have eaten an early breakfast with before they’d flown.

The book tells of the losses around him during the bomber war. 

Just over 55,000 Bomber Command aircrew, 

a further 26,000 lost from the United States Eighth Air Force. 

A total of 15,000 allied bombers lost. 

One night 670 Bomber Command aircrew died in one raid, more than the total aircrew losses of the months long Battle of Britain.

At the back of their aircraft the Tail-End Charlies were isolated, maybe only 19 years old, straining to see fighters closing in from the rear, going out into battle time after time, always knowing that some might not return.

Perhaps it’s not surprising that those bomber crews didn’t speak much about it afterwards.

The book contained a surprise though.  

Those men who flew the bombers were never formed into their 7-man crews by those in authority.

Instead, all those who were going through training together would be assembled in an empty hangar and given the chance to get to know each other, all sorts of different people, chatting over cups of tea and meeting others to work out who they might want to trust their lives with: 
a navigator who might find the way, an engineer who might keep all the engines going, and of course a Captain who’d they’d be willing to follow. 

Now, the boy who’d got his idea of that RAF from the stories of his parents and from war films with stirring soundtracks hadn’t been  interested in that sort of detail. 

That boy didn’t understand about those who didn’t survive and had been left with an impression of war that was somehow glamorous. 

It took time and a willingness to learn from the experience of others, 

those who had fought on land and sea and air, for that to give way to an understanding to remember today, 

to remember that it has sometimes been right that this country fight evil with force,

to remember that those who fought and died back then did so on our behalf,

to remember that those who fight and die for us in Afghanistan now do so on our behalf,

to remember that others put their lives on the line so that we don’t have to. 

It took him time to learn and remember those things.

Maybe you won’t take as long.

It took him time to learn and remember something else as well. 

Something to do with another very different sort of battle.

One that is won through surrender. 

One that is won through surrender. 

Jesus prayed, not my will, but yours be done. 

He surrendered his own will and allowed himself to be taken to the cross.

Yet, as we sang earlier – ‘up from the grave he rose again and as he stands in victory sins curse has lost its grip on me’.

Because of his one act of self-sacrificing surrender,  when we surrender our will to God, we win.  

We are saved. 

For ever.  

In our readings we heard about Jesus’ sacrifice and about Jesus calling others to follow him.

Jesus said ‘Come, follow me’ to Simon and Andrew

He said the same to John and James.

He was issuing an invitation to others to join his crew, to get to know him, rather like those bomber crews teaming up around their captain.

Jesus issued an invitation to others to follow him and trust him with their lives.

I’ve said already that the boy who grew up to join the RAF eventually learned from others of the sacrifices of those who fight for us.

That’s good.  We should all seek to learn and understand that.

And he eventually learned something else from others. 

Something even more important. 

That a battle has been won through surrender.

And that Jesus’ invitation, ‘Follow me’, was extended to him, personally.

And that’s the thing.

That Jesus invitation is extended to each of you here today, personally.

He wants you in his crew.

His crew made up of all different sorts of people, young or not so young.

A crew that lives, for ever.

Today we’ve remembered those who did not surrender.

Those who fought and paid with their lives 

so that we might live our years freely in this United Kingdom.

We honour them for their sacrifice.

And we’ve remembered that Jesus paid with his life so that we might live for ever, in his father’s kingdom.

He said follow me.

Let’s honour his sacrifice, say yes and walk in his footsteps. 

Amen

