
 
 
Readings: Job 19.23-27a; 2 Thessalonians 2.1-5, 13-end; Luke 20.27-38 
 
Our archive team here at St Martin’s have produced for us today some details about the life of this 
church and of previous congregations that have been touched and marked by the experience of war 
from both WWI and WWII.  
On this Remembrance Sunday it is good to be reminded of people, like you and I here in this 
church, who gave their lives in war.  In the face of the mind-numbing brutality and horror of 
conflict, it brings alive for us the suffering of all who have died in conflict in the service of their 
country, and all who remember them, all those who are doing so today, and all innocent victims of 
conflict, in Syria, in Afghanistan, in the many places of our world. 
  
There is W T Messenger, who was a Lay Reader at St Martin’s and was killed on 21 May 1916 in the 
Great War, William Payne who had been a member of his bible classes, Cecil Stone was in the choir 
and an old boy of St Martin’s School, that used to be housed opposite where the offices and The 
Connection now are.  And one that struck me most Arthur Askew – described as ‘a quiet, 
unassuming fellow, who talked little but did much’.  Arthur was wounded, taken prisoner and died 
aged 24 on 8 May 1916.  From WWII we hear of the HMS Martin, a destroyer that was sunk in 1942 
defending the North Africa coast and the memorial service held here a year later on this day, 70 
years ago, to remember the 159 men lost.  Real lives, real sacrifice, and real loss.  
 
We remember them, and countless people like them today, and we hold silence.  Silence to hold 
space for their lives and the memory of them.  Silence because we are speechless at the suffering.  
Silence because in the face of war, we do not understand and like Job, when we are overwhelmed, 
we long to behold God.  Job will hold out to the bitter end to be vindicated and know that what he 
has suffered is real.  He longs to know that who he is means something to God.  And we feel the 
same for those who die in war.   
 
‘Heaven in a Hell of War’ is the title of the Stanley Spencer exhibition at Somerset House, of his own 
wartime experiences as a solider in Macedonia and as a hospital orderly in Beaufort Military 
Hospital in Bristol.  They are from the Sandham Memorial Chapel, completed in 1932, where 
Spencer’s paintings cover every square inch of space – in the sixteen canvases and wall paintings 
and the towering central altarpiece ‘The Resurrection of the Soldiers.’  Do go and see them if you get 
the chance. 
Full of detail, they show everyday wartime experiences, the dug-out at the front as soldiers prepare 
equipment, or make a firebelt around the camp, a kit inspection, a moment of rest as an officer 
reads the map, with some men dead asleep, while others pick fruit from nearby flowering bilberry 
bushes, and in the hospital: sorting laundry, washing lockers, scrubbing floors and taking tea.  They 
are absorbing, each person focused on their task.  
 
The moments of activity, even in the trenches, have a sense of industry about them.  Perhaps Arthur 
Askew the quiet 24-year-old from this parish, ‘who talked little but did much’, would have gone 
about his tasks on the battlefield in this way.  But there is a silence here too, as individual men are 
wrapped up in their own experience of war, the detail of it, the mechanics of it and the utter 
loneliness of it. 
 
Stanley Spencer was inspired in this work by words from St Augustine’s Confessions, speaking of 
God who is “ever busy, yet ever at rest.  Gathering yet never needing, bearing, filling, guarding, 
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creating, nourishing.”  Even in the midst of suffering and confusion and brutality, of post traumatic 
stress, and disability and mental illness, of sombre wards and tangled barbed wire and bodies, lives 
lost and families changed for ever, there are glimpses and moments of the presence of God, the life 
of God and the glory of God. 
 
What is this heaven that we glimpse at even in the darkest scenes of life?  This Heaven in the Hell of 
war? 
 
Jesus is asked about heaven in our reading from Luke’s Gospel today.  He has an answer when the 
Sadducees try and trick him.  They try to trap him with a question about the levirate law, which 
allowed a man to marry his brother’s widow, if the brother had died childless.  In the Resurrection, 
if this woman has been married to each of the seven brothers in her lifetime, whose husband will 
she be, they ask?  In response Jesus reminds them of Moses’ encounter with God in the burning 
bush.    
 
What the Sadducees have failed to grasp is that Resurrection life is life transformed, not simply an 
extension of this life, with our relationships continuing just as they have always done.  In God’s 
future something new takes place beyond what we know.  It is centred on our relationship with God, 
a living relationship that does not end in death but continues beyond it.  God who is ‘I Am’, is alive 
in the life of Abraham, and Isaac and Jacob.  Their relationship with God does not end at death but 
continues beyond it.  
 
And Jesus is the one through whom that living relationship is possible.  At the centre of our faith we 
are re-membered in the life of someone whose body became a battleground, who was the focus of 
betrayal and violence and torture, and the abuse of power - and was broken, and whose life was 
considered worthless – like Wilfred Owen’s young men at the front who ‘die as cattle’ in his First 
World War poem, Anthem for Doomed Youth.   
 
In the cross, our relationship with God comes alive.  God takes our world, our relationships, war 
and violence, the tragedy in Syria, the loss of life of those serving in our forces, the long-term effects 
of the trauma of conflict, and transforms it.  Re-members it out of love.  Like the presence of God in 
the burning bush, we are consumed by God, who is alive in us and creates a new relationship with 
us.  
 
In a short film Stanley Spencer talks about the painting ‘Resurrection of the Soldiers’ the 
centrepiece of his work, that hangs above the altar in the chapel.  Here soldiers on the battlefield are 
coming to life, crosses both mark the places where they have fallen but also become the frame 
through which we view them.  Some carry their crosses, others contemplate them, one is lying so 
totally absorbed by it that it seems as if he will stay before it forever, gazing, and not even a bomb 
would disturb him.  In that painting he says ‘the cross gives the scaffolding of the picture’.  ‘God 
makes this battlefield a happy place without altering anything’.  God takes the mud, and death and 
destruction and brings life out of it, just where it is.  
 
There are moments captured that point to eternity.  The simple joy of a soldier reading a letter from 
home.  Men clasp one another’s hands in greeting.  Where before each had been in their own world, 
now in this new transformed resurrection life, relationships are forming, there is a sense of 
community.  Men stand framed by crosses, as they would have stood chatting in their doorways 
back home on the street.  There is a great energy upwards in the composition and Christ is at the 
top, the same size as the men around him.  They bring their crosses to him, and he is quietly talking 
to them.  
 
If we allow it, the cross can become the scaffolding of our lives, can transform the battlefields we 
inhabit or create, the wars we are each waging with those we know, in our offices, families, 
friendships, marriages, church communities.  Perhaps today more than any other, is a time to seek 
resurrection and reconciliation in those places.  To look for Jesus’ presence there, transforming our 



relationships, inviting us to act and speak and see things differently, to allow Jesus to come alive in 
us, to begin to imagine that things could be different.  Just where we are. 
 
Today we also remember St Martin, who is the patron saint of soldiers and pacifists and so holds for 
us in tension the now and not yet of the resurrection.  Through Martin we stand in silence, 
honouring and remembering those who have died in war and those who live courageously every day, 
putting themselves on the line for our safety and for the common good.  And with Martin we also 
stand in silence at the terrible cost of war, and long for things to be transformed, and imagine how 
we might become peacemakers, and part of making that possible.   
 
As we share silence together on this Remembrance Day, we are invited to see how that might be 
possible, just where we are.  How Jesus might through our lives be heaven transforming our world, 
even in the hell of war that we know, and perhaps share some responsibility for creating.   
 
And as we silently remember we also, in humble trust, allow God to re-member us. 
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