3rd Before Advent / Remembrance Sunday  Isa.10.33-11.9,  Rom.8.31-39
 

Memory does play tricks on us all.  In recalling events from the past, I'm now starting to double the number of years I think have elapsed since something happened in order to improve my guess work - so if I think something was three years ago, it was probably six.
 

Looking the other way, to the future, I try to imagine what is going on now that will particularly stand out in my memory in years to come.  When we go on holiday, I try do think the same for the boys - what will they remember of this time?
 

Of course, we all know that what we think we will remember isn't always what lasts, and what we think has lasted as an accurate record, isn't always what really happened.
 

So we need to put in place things, events, notes, reminders, ceremonies, memorials, photographs, that can pull us back from where we've drifted to the place where we need to be - and today is one of the most important of those days in the life of this country.  And one of the paradoxes about all this is that the more remote the event, the more seemingly irrelevant this day becomes, the more important it becomes.
 

The first war I have any memory of is Vietnam - which started when I was born and went on until I was a teenager, so I'm not sure at what point I became conscious of it.  But it's so long ago and so remote that it means nothing to me.  More recently, the first Gulf War saw more explosive power fired than during the whole of the Second World War, despite only lasting days rather than years, so it was quite an event, and yet I appeared not to have to pay or contribute towards it in any way.  In the current fighting in Iraq (and Afghanistan), that the views expressed now are very different from the ones expressed at the beginning - in a short space of time we've forgotten what it felt like at the start.
 

We need to remember.  We need to call to mind truths from the past that help put the present into perspective and so send us into the future facing in the right direction.
 

The prophet Isaiah said, "A shoot will come up from the stump of Jesse; from his roots a Branch will bear fruit.  The Spirit of the Lord will rest on him. He will not judge by what he sees with his eyes, or decide by what he hears with his ears; but with righteousness he will judge the needy.  The wolf will live with the lamb, the calf and the lion and the yearling together; and a little child will lead them.  They will neither harm nor destroy on all my holy mountain, for the earth will be full of the knowledge of the Lord as the waters cover the sea."
 

Hmmm - not quite yet.  But if that is what God has promised, how come we don't see the children playing in safety, how come people are so far from being filled with the knowledge of the Lord that they're killing in his name?
 

My guess is that it's because we have forgotten.
 

One of the big dilemmas for all Christian people is that we know war is a bad thing, we all know that God can't possibly rejoice when he sees us fighting, and yet we can't help it.  So what's going on?  How can we live with this tension and with integrity?  And aside from war, what about the everyday conflicts we live with when we argue with loved ones, become impatient with the disadvantaged, blame the innocent for their own problems, find it almost impossible to love our neighbour?
 

There's a passage in Hosea where God says through the Old Testament prophet (Hos 6:4), "What can I do with you? Your love is like the morning mist, like the early dew that disappears."  In other words, 'What I want to come true for you cannot as long as you do not remember.'
 

When Jesus was soon to leave his friends and disciples he sat down and gave them something to pull their minds back to the truth of what he had done for them all (Luke 22:19), "He took bread, gave thanks and broke it, and gave it to them, saying, 'This is my body given for you; do this in remembrance of me.'"  He knew we would forget - and he knew how costly that could be.
 

We're gathered here today to do some honest remembering, remembering in both directions - the past and the future.  Remembering the past can be an uncomfortable thing, which is why it needs to be honest - because if it's not honest, it won't be effective.  We've made mistakes, we've lost friends and comrades, we have to visit painful memories and hurts - but, for God's sake we must remember.  People my age need to cling to the memories of those of you who have been involved in past conflicts so that we can better understand the world we live in and the need to work harder for the fulfilment of Isaiah's vision.
 

Coming back the the boys' memories from past holidays...
Four or five years ago we went to Normandie and made quite a few visits to various museums and cemeteries commemorating the D-Day landings.  What made it come alive in a more real way than anything else was not the guns and tanks that the boys could play on, but the rows and rows of memorial stones.  It was very moving to see boys, who tend to think of war as quite fun, reading names, finding the ages, working out that these two must have been crew mates on the same airplane, wondering if they'd grown up as friends, wondering whom they had left behind.  Sitting on the beach just below the American Cemetery we thought it wrong to be having such fun on golden sand that had once been red - until we remembered that was why these folk had died, to give us this freedom.  The boys needed flags and stones and chapels to remind them of of a past reality they had previously not understood - and it changed them.
 

And then there's the future.  Remembering the future might seem like an odd idea, but if we've been told what it is, then we can recall it.  "The infant will play near the hole of the cobra, and the young child put his hand into the viper's nest. They will neither harm nor destroy..."
 

The promise in Isaiah shows that there is hope, despite all these things - and that future is echoed in Romans, "He who did not spare his own Son, how will he not also graciously give us all things? Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or danger or sword? Nothing in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God."  That is a wonderful reality for us to live with - but we have to remember it in order to live with it.
 

At the moment Jesus gave his life he said, 'Remember this.'  Those who gave their lives in war for us today, are saying the same thing - that we remember the sacrifice they made to bring us closer to the peace on earth and goodwill amongst all people that God wills for his children.
 

I found a poem or prayer that was apparently scratched on the wall of a prison cell in Cologne during the Second World War and it calls to mind the reality of God and shows the effort one soldier put into keeping things in perspective and trying to cling on to all that he knew to be true but was in danger of forgetting because of the hell that surrounded him at the time...
 

  I believe in the sun, even when it does not shine.
  I believe in love, even when I cannot feel it.
  I believe in God, even when he is silent.
 

Even through all the misery of war, nothing can separate us from the love of God.  If we remember the gifts we have been given through his Spirit and through the sacrifice of those we remember today, there is always hope for God's love and peace here on earth.
