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Sermon for Remembrance Day - 11 November 2018  

 
Let the words of my mouth 

and the meditations of our hearts be acceptable in your sight, 
O Lord our strength and our Redeemer. 

Amen. 
 

This morning we gather as one community of faith to seek peace, to seek hope 

and to seek Jesus.  Together, today, we remember the Centenary of the end of 

World War One, ‘The Great War’ in 1918 and the start of what was hoped to be ‘the 

Great Peace’. 

 

Each of us comes here for our different reasons and with our differing points of view 

on many issues including war and peace, the impact of devastating loss, injury and 

trauma and how we understand the suffering of innocent people. It seems we cannot 

help but admit our struggle to make any sense of the catastrophic and staggering 

losses of lives in World War One. According to statistics from the Imperial War 

Museum, the total casualties of World War One from 1914-1918 amounted to some 

9.7 million military deaths and 10 million civilian deaths. In the UK, 6 million had 

joined up, 1 in 4 of the UK male population, 886,348 UK troops were killed and some 

109, 000 civilians.  Within Orkney, according to the British Legion, a total of 578 

personnel died in this terrible conflict and many more died afterwards or illnesses or 

wounded.  

 

The parish archives for the Paterson United Free Church parish, tell of the 205 

people who connected with the parish, and the heavy number of fatalities as we are 

reminded by the WW1 Roll of Honour with the deaths with some 41 fatalities 

including the Minister, Captain Rev George Millar (who died on chaplaincy service in 

a military hospital in Boulogne, France on the 26th August 1917). Perhaps less 

information is known of the inner Post Traumatic Stress many returning carried 

within them, often unexpressed and incomprehensible to those far from the 

battlefields, and the impact this had on them, their families and communities. We 

also remember the parish’s 8 WW2 casualties and those killed in other conflicts 

throughout this past century. It is not easy to think about.  It is deeply disturbing. It 

seems a repeated pattern of the poet Robert Burn’s observed as: ‘man’s inhumanity 
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to man’…’making countless thousands mourn’ [in a dirge: ‘Man was made to mourn’, 

1784]. 

 

So how do we begin to make sense of what was thought to be the ‘war to end all 

wars’?  Today’s Gospel reading (from the book of St John Chapter 15: verses 9-17) 

reminds us of Jesus’ Great Commandment ‘to love one another’ – this means to 

seek what is best for one another which invites us to be open to discern before God 

and sometimes to admit we got it wrong and to have the courage to start over again.  

God continues to draw us to God’s very self despite our frailties and mistakes. When 

soldiers enlisted in the army in WWI, each was given a helmet, a gun and a small 

pocket-sized Bible. It seems many who were found dead had their Bibles held tightly 

in their hands seeking God in their suffering and last moments. For many, the war 

was seen as a ‘just war’ with the belief it would end by Christmas 1914. In our gospel 

reading today (John 15:13), Jesus says ‘No one has greater love than this, to lay 

down one’s life for one’s friends.’ These words were not empty rhetoric as Jesus 

showed us by his example suffering and dying in order to gain our salvation through 

his Resurrection. And in the same way, the sacrifice of so very many was 

understood to have been a means to secure peace for us all, and to uphold truth, 

justice, liberty, public honour and law. 

 

So this morning we gather… together in faith. We remember, we pray and we 

seek forgiveness to allow us to move forward. 

 

Many of us will have known stories of family members, neighbours or family friends 

who perished in either of the World Wars or subsequent conflicts.  And perhaps now 

we also know something of the experience of those who remained at home waiting 

and not knowing, hoping and praying a telegram would not arrive and those few 

words hurl them into the unfathomable grief of loss of a loved one, so many a 

century ago.  

 

We also gather here this morning with our differing personal experience of suffering 

and loss and all the heartache life brings without war.  
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This morning we gather as one community seeking peace, seeking hope, 

seeking Jesus. 

 

At 11 o’clock on this the 11th day of the 11th month we spent two minutes in silence in 

thankfulness when the guns fell silent on the bloodied and muddied Battlefields of 

Europe and as a mark of respect to those who lost their lives in war.  In so doing, we 

joined with others across Orkney, across Scotland and the whole of the United 

Kingdom and beyond. In our fast moving and every changing world, we stop for two 

minutes and honour those who gave the ultimate sacrifice for our benefit, our 

freedom. And perhaps we can reflect on our responsibility to use our freedom to 

good effect as we go through our lives. 

 

As we seek peace, what do we mean? We may think of it as the state of not being at 

war, an opposite to war.  Indeed this is one type of peace and a valid one for those in 

situations of conflict and danger. 

 

We have come together to pray and dedicate our ‘peace pole’ indicating a firm 

commitment to seek peace and reconciliation and remember those who gave their 

lives for a greater good. 

 

In the gospels, Jesus comes into the midst of his people and says ‘Peace be with 

you’ in Hebrew this is’ Shalom Aleikum’. Jesus brings his deep peace, his shalom, 

into our lives, our hearts and our faith communities.  This is something powerful, 

alive and active. Peace is one of the gifts of the Holy Spirit shaping and healing our 

personal brokenness and our fractured world. God’s peace transforms, renews and 

re-creates us, working through grace to help to build the Kingdom of God here on 

earth, a kingdom of justice and peace where every tear is wiped away, all are 

comforted and consoled and broken hearts are healed. We have a God who weeps 

with us, as we see with Jesus as he mourns the loss of his dear friend Lazarus. 
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This morning we gather as one community seeking peace, seeking hope, 

seeking Jesus. 

 

If there is one gift we seek on this day of all days, it is hope. 

 

As our media probes into the horrible and grotesque events of WWI in more detail 

than perhaps we can deal with we come to church seeking hope, searching for 

something to hold onto amid an abyss of human suffering. 

 

God gives human kind free will, the capacity to make our own choices to build up or 

to destroy. Sadly history retells many stories of our species exercising our free will to 

destroy life, to kill and to maim other human being as well as leaving shameful 

legacies of contaminated land and water supplies and the extinction of many species 

over the years. 

 

Jesus came into our world through his Incarnation becoming fully human whilst fully 

God. Through Jesus’ life, teachings, death and resurrection we are heirs to an 

abundance of hope if we can only believe. We are able to make freer choices, to 

strengthen our resolve, to reach out and allow God to touch those we connect with.  

God’s hope is so much deeper and richer than we can comprehend. Through the 

action of grace, we are commissioned as ambassadors of hope even in the midst of 

adversity. 

 

In doing my pastoral visiting lately, when I knew I was to preach on Remembrance 

Day, I had various conversations about what people I visited thought or remembered 

about wartime in Orkney.  I am very grateful for those reflections shared. My 

preconceived notions were soon challenged as people shared reflections on 

remembering the powerful experience of everyone trying their best to pull together 

for the common good something our society seems to have drifted from amid our 

age of individualism. The arrival of so many service personnel also brought new 

opportunities, the expansion of some businesses and new ideas and relationships. 

Certainly the many tragedies and scale of losses in Scapa Flow here touched the 

hearts and minds of the local communities making the war seem much more real 

and closer to home than had been perceived before. 



 

Page 5 of 5 
 

 

Perhaps it is easier to see WW2 leading into more hopeful times with significant 

developments like the foundation of the United Nations and the establishment of the 

NHS to address and improve the health of everyone, free at the point of service 

delivery.  

 

Our Christian hope is one of the three theological virtues: faith, hope and love. Hope 

is waiting patiently for God to fulfil God’s promises. It is a confident expectation, a 

reservoir of emotional strength that encourages and sustains us in the true and 

certain hope that God will deliver us into the Promised Land, freed from all that can 

enslave us and stop us being all we can be. Hope is a light for our steps amid dark 

times when the road ahead is unclear. 

 

And so this morning we gather as one community seeking peace, seeking 

hope, seeking Jesus. 

And we know Jesus is already here seeking us, drawing us to his very self, 

coming into our midst and sharing God’s peace, enkindling the flames of our 

hope and healing all our hurts.  Jesus, the Emmanuel, the ‘God with us’ is here 

in this place and continues to seek us until he finds us and brings us home.  

Through the action of the Holy Spirit, one day we will come to share in the 

heavenly kingdom with the all the angels, the saints and all those we have 

loved and lost, all who have believed and gone before us. 

Shalom Aleichem 

Which means ‘Peace be upon you’ 

 

Amen 

 

 


