Hinde Street Remembrance Sunday Sermon

Thank you for inviting me to come and join you on this Remembrance Sunday, as we gather to remember, to reflect, to renew our commitment to join with God in bringing peace and justice to this troubled, fragmented world.
I will confess that I never find it easy to discern how best to preach on Remembrance Sunday, and this year, in the midst of all of the turmoil, trauma and terror that fill our news reports, is perhaps even more difficult than usual.
Remembrance- remembering well, is never an easy task.
The President of Conference, Gill Newton, and I chose the theme ‘Hidden Treasures’ for our presidential year, and we try to speak on this theme whenever we can.   
What can a theme of ‘hidden treasures’ offer on a day like this? 
When what we see every day, on our news, violence and conflict that can cause us to despair.
When we acknowledge, as summarized in the ‘Walking with Micah: A Justice-seeking Church’ report[footnoteRef:1], that global conflicts kill, injure, and displace millions every year. That violence and conflict perpetuate, and often arise within, situations of poverty, inequality, climate change and historic injustices.  When nations and the arms industry promote the narrative that security can only be achieved through increased military expenditure; and that expenditure then restricts the resources we have to put into reconciliation, peace building, to addressing those root causes of conflict.  When the possession of nuclear weapons implies they could be used, and yet we know any such use would be catastrophic for all of God’s creation. [1:  https://www.methodist.org.uk/our-work/our-work-in-britain/social-justice/a-justice-seeking-church/ ] 

Where is the treasure in this, the reality of our world?
But perhaps that’s the point, of Remembrance Sunday. To hold before God all of the complexities of this world and to ask anew: 
How might we be a part of God’s kingdom of peace and justice?
 I grew up in Northern Ireland. I was  a child when ‘the Troubles’ were at their worst in the 1970s and 1980s. Trauma affected everyone. The violence created a culture, a way of living characterized by fear and suspicion and narratives of ‘them and us’; no longer ‘we’. Our communities were fragmented. 
In the face of powerful figures resurfacing old narratives, we tried to respond with stories of how things ‘used to be’ – the neighbor that milked cows, the kindness of colleagues from a different faith tradition, but those weren’t the stories that held persuasion in the face of angry violent men. 
It is these experience that come to mind when, in the present day, people with power seek to write a new and dangerous narrative that only escalates conflict, and when those of us not directly impacted feel powerless to challenge the escalating tension all around us.  When we witness, but feel helpless to intervene, at the trauma unfolding all around, and perhaps for some of us, bring back all to clearly the horrors of the past. 
Where there is war, where there is conflict, there is, inevitably, trauma.  We use the word trauma to describe any event which overwhelms our usual coping mechanisms. Trauma affects different people in different ways. Some people close up, and won’t, or can’t, talk about their experiences-  this is certainly true of my husband’s family members who would never speak of their experiences in WW1 or WW2.  Others describe feelings of anxiety, panic, and hyper vigilance; a sense of always being on alert, expecting danger anywhere. For others, a feeling of displacement, of always being ‘out of place’, and struggling to readapt to life ‘afterwards.’  Some people experience feelings of anger, of guilt at surviving, a sense of ‘letting people down.’ Maybe you have lived experience of this, maybe you know others who have. 
Trauma, and the way it overwhelms and fragments lives, makes it even harder to have hope that things might ever change, and that one day, all fighting and wars will cease and all can leave in peace. 
The scripture readings I chose for today may seem, initially, to be slightly unusual choices for Remembrance Sunday readings. 
But I chose them because I think they remind us of that thread throughout scripture- that time and again, when people who are traumatized because of conflict and violence, who struggling to hold on to hope, who feel they are forgotten- forgotten by God, forgotten by the world- are reminded that they are never, ever forgotten by God. 
First, we heard the prophetic words of Isaiah 45 part of a longer discourse, written as though addressed to Cyrus, from God. 
Perhaps because of my own heritage, I am acutely aware of how they are being spoken into a community with a long, inter-generational experience of conflict, loss and trauma.
 I wonder what impact Isaiah’s words had on that community in exile in Babylon, on the people who will directly bear the consequences of this ongoing violent struggle for power, wealth and status? 
Where, for this community, is the treasure in what Isaiah shares? 
I think there are two treasures here. Firstly, Isaiah’s message acts as a reminder that God is still with them, and has not forgotten them. They are remembered by God. Secondly, there is a promise of justice and liberation. But it will be costly, as war and conflict is always costly, particularly to those who are most vulnerable.  The precious, physical treasures which had been taken from them will be claimed by Cyrus, not returned to them. Their lives, fragmented by exile and oppression, cannot be restored to the way they once were. But even in the midst of loss and uncertainty, is the message of hopeful possibility; showers of righteousness and salvation, God’s justice and peace to those long denied it. 
And what of the passage from Luke’s Gospel? 
Where Jesus stands and reads aloud the words which would have been familiar to him, to those listening, and indeed to us, as we know them from Isaiah 61. 
 Jesus reads the words, but not quite as they are on the scroll. He omits, and probably intentionally, the section which speaks of vengeance.  In doing so, the passage becomes re-focussed on those who are most vulnerable, most marginalised, by injustice. And in the following discourse, he names as examples, those not from within the community, but the ‘others’- the widow at Zaraphath, Naaman the Syrian, people who would be very much on the ‘them’ side of a ‘them and us’ way of bring. 
 And the reaction of the gathered crowd to these words- which will have been discomforting and even difficult to hear, is anger, rage a desire to get rid of Jesus and these difficult, challenging words. 
Part of our remembering well today is to acknowledge the difficult reality that this is in reality, how we human beings and our trauma responses react; turning to the very thing which Jesus calls us not to- vengeance, attack, ‘othering’ We also have to acknowledge what our own Christian tradition has at times done with such difficult passages in our Scripture- used them to blame others, to create a ‘them and us’ to build a narrative of conflict rather than hope. 
We cannot afford to ignore the challenges and complexities in these Scripture passages. Not least because of the resonances they have with our own current context. 
Because as we commit to facing up to, not avoiding, the difficult things in Scripture, so we learn to do likewise of our own stories, both as individuals and collectively. We are forced to address the consequences of our own flawed human nature.   We may even be able to recognise that these challenges to us are also treasure on our journey of discipleship.
Because they help us to recognise, in humility, that perhaps we, too - maybe with all good intentions- have acted in ways that have harmed those around us, and have denied the assets and treasures which are their gifts from God. 
We are people who know ourselves loved and called by God. But we also need to recognize the times when our own stories, personal and collective, mirror the tension found in this passage and throughout Scripture. When we need to do the difficult work of being honest about our part in conflicts past and present, and seek to change so we do not carry them into our future.  
So what does it mean to be people of faith in the midst of trauma and conflict. 
Perhaps we begin by remembering our own story as Methodist people, and to recognize that throughout our history, the area of justice and peace seeking has long been part of our tradition, whilst holding convictions as to how best to do this work. The Methodist Central Hall Westminster hosted the inaugural meeting of the UN General Assembly in 1946. There has been a significant strand of Conscientious Objection particularly amongst some in the Primitive Methodist church, alongside a tradition of offering chaplaincy in the Armed Forces which continues today.
I was reminded of this at a meeting I attended earlier this week, which aimed to celebrate the ministry of Chaplains in the Methodist Church. We listened with care to stories from armed forces chaplains who spoke of the privilege of supporting young people who have felt a call to sign up, to make an active and positive difference in the world.  We heard too of the importance of chaplains being there in difficult times.
We also heard from healthcare, workplace and industrial chaplains about the treasure and challenges in their roles. And perhaps not surprisingly, with remembrance Sunday on our minds, many spoke of how chaplains listen to the stories of those directly impacted by conflict-from people displaced or directly impacted. And from those who formerly served in the armed forces, now struggling to adjust to civilian life. 
I wonder if we might begin, as chaplains do, by making space to listen, with care and humility, to the stories of those directly impacted by conflict and war. 
This beautiful piece of artwork, created by the Reverend Jenny Spouge, and entitled ‘Hidden Treasures’, captures what I think we are called to do.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Jenny created this stunning, delicate picture by piecing together fragments of yarn and fabric, and putting them together to create something new and beautiful, which to me speaks of the fragile, delicate nature of rebuilding our lives and communities in the aftermath of trauma and violence. 
Perhaps we, as people of faith, are being called to gather together the fragments of our lives, the challenges and the treasure, and to offer them to the God who never forgets us, and always sees within our broken lives the possibility of beauty, hope and treasure within.
So as we listen, as we gather together those fragments, may they help us stand in solidarity with and alongside those whose lives are shattered by war and conflict, and particularly those who are the most vulnerable, who fear they are forgotten, whose lives have been fragmented.
To be people who  create community where conflict fragments; to seek treasure and enable hope when all seems lost. To have the courage to both remember well and to explore anew, who we are, and what God is calling us to. To find out the glimmers of where God is, in the unexpected people and places where transformation is taking place.  
We always have been, and still are, a people who are called by God, to speak prophetically about the world as it is, with all its flaws and challenges, glimmers and shadow, beauty and potential. And we always have been, and still are a people invited to join with God’s work, taking small steps, towards creating the world as it could, and should be. A whole world reconciled, transformed, at peace, fully the treasure God intended it to be. 
Amen

