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ADDRESS     9 November  2014                      Remembrance Sunday 

================================================= 

1 Samuel 17.1-10, 38-45, 48-50 David and Goliath    

Psalm 78.1-7    Community stories 

Ephesians 6.10-18   The war of faith 

John 14.23a-31   Peace, not as the world gives 

================================================== 

We haven’t sung Onward Christian Soldiers in this church for a long time.  In the 1970s and 

1980s, many churches dropped it from their new hymn books.  It was seen as too militaristic, too 

violent.  Yet the author, the Reverend Sabine Baring-Gould, had written it for the Sunday School 

children of his parish, to sing as they processed from one village church in Yorkshire to another.   

Six years later, Arthur Sullivan wrote a new tune to go with the words, and the hymn took off.   The 

Salvation Army made it their marching song, and it soon became one of the most popular hymns 

in the English-speaking world.  It’s the first choice for our congregation at the retirement village in 

Cheddar St;  they sing it with gusto, keeping time by banging their walking sticks on the floor.  

Boom. Boom. Boom.  Many rectors and organists banned the hymn from their parishes, and it was 

left out of the Australian Hymn Book in 1977 and our new hymn book, Together in Song. 

In the 19th C, Onward Christian Soldiers became so popular, many parodies were written and 

some still carry a strong message. Like this one: 

Like a mighty tortoise 
Moves the church of God. 
Brothers we are treading 

Where we’ve always trod . . . 

That was probably written after a long church meeting. 

In the cynicism which followed the Great War, the world-wide trades union movement known as 

the Wobblies of the World sang a bitter parody: 

Onward Christian soldiers!  Duty’s way is plain; 
Slay your Christian brothers, or by them be slain; 
Pulpiteers are spouting effervescent swill, 
God above is calling you to rob and rape and kill; 
All your acts are sanctified by the Lamb on high; 
If you love the Holy Ghost, go murder, pray, and die. 

Sadly, there’s some truth in that cynicism, too.  The German soldier who shot and killed my 

grandfather at Moquet Farm on the Somme in 1916 no doubt wore the standard field uniform, 

which included a belt with a crown, and the inscription Gott mit uns.  ‘God is with us’.   
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As we come to another Remembrance Sunday, 100 years after the start of the Great War, we 

need to remember that God is with the people on both sides, on all sides, in any conflict.  We all 

need to be warned against taking God’s name in vain.   

Today’s readings have been chosen to illustrate one theme in what some scholars have called the 

story arc of the Scriptures, from Paradise given and Paradise lost, in the book of Genesis, to 

Paradise restored in the last days, in the glory of the Risen Jesus, in the book of the Revelation.  

This is the theme of holy war.   

Our first reading is a war story, the story of David and Goliath, which was an episode in the long 

struggle of the Hebrews to settle in the Promised Land. The war was about land, but it is 

presented as a holy war, waged ‘so that all the earth may know that there is a God in Israel’.  This 

battle ends with David’s cutting off Goliath’s head and carrying it to Jerusalem in triumph.   Nothing 

much has changed in the Middle East – groups and tribes still fight over land, in the name of 

religion, and in today’s holy wars the severed heads of defeated enemies are displayed on selfies 

which are placed on the internet. 

The story also carries the message that when God is on your side, even if you are lightly armed, 

you can overcome a larger and more powerful enemy.  Right is Might.  This is a direct reversal of 

the Darwinian principle that Might is Right.   Today most people reject the very idea of holy war; 

many people even reject the concept of a just war.  In the first World War more than 416 000 

Australian men served as volunteers, that’s almost one in three of all Australian men between 15 

and 54.  More than 60 000 of them were killed, including Private Herbert Golding, 23rd battalion 

First AIF, and 156 000 were wounded, gassed, or taken prisoner.  A terrible toll.  

Today’s psalm speaks of the stories ‘we have heard and known, that our ancestors have told us’.  

We all have our life stories, and, as we grow older, we become more and more fond of telling 

them.   The story arc of the Scriptures includes the stories of the Jewish people, of their growing 

understanding of God and their place in God’s plans for humankind, and the stories of Jesus and 

his self-sacrificing love, and the stories of the work of the Holy Spirit in the early church.  Stories 

that continue to inspire us and have much to teach us. 

Australia has its legends of Anzac, and Villiers Bretonneau, and the Kokoda trail; our family has 

letters from Private Golding to his wife and his two young boys; other families have their soldiers’ 

medals; and almost every suburb and country town has its war memorials and pictures of local 

servicemen and women in their local museums.  Lest we forget. 

Right now, with Great War centenary stories on TV and in the papers almost every day, we are in 

no real danger of forgetting.  As the Psalmist says, ‘we will not hide them from their children, we 

will tell them to the coming generation’ and from one generation to another. 
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In my past life, as a journalist, I produced monthly magazines for two RSL clubs, for Newtown RSL 

and Paddington RSL.  The members gathered there to drink and to yarn and to share their stories 

of a century of wars, from Gallipoli to Vietnam.  Iraq and Afghanistan were still to come.  Around 

Anzac Day and Remembrance Day in particular, these were often sombre stories, about battles 

long ago, and mates long since dead, killed in action, or died of wounds, or dying years later from 

the effects of gassing or their trials as a prisoner of war.  For some war had been an adventure, for 

some it had been a brief moment of glory, for many it had been a living hell.  None of those men 

glorified war or wanted another war – they blamed all wars on the politicians.  

Our second reading is a passage from St Paul’s letter to the Ephesians which speaks about the 

spiritual life as a war ‘against the cosmic powers of this present darkness, against the spiritual 

forces of evil in the heavenly places’.  It has inspired other hymns which could be called militaristic, 

which are still in our hymn books, like Charles Wesley’s Soldiers of Christ arise . . ..  Continuing St 

Paul’s metaphor, our churches should not be just rest stations from the struggle against evil in our 

own lives, and in the church, and in the society we live in; they should not be simply casualty 

stations, where we recover from our wounds;  they need to be battle stations, where we 

encourage and support each other and plan our next campaign against ‘the evil which clings to us 

so closely’, as the unknown writer to the Hebrews expresses it (Heb. 12.1), or, as another 

translation puts it, ‘against the evil which so easily distracts us’, distracts us from serving our living 

and loving God.   

The passage speaks of war as it was waged in Paul’s day, and for centuries before and since – 

hand-to-hand combat until all the enemy were dead or fled, and some of your own men were left 

standing.  Today war has become largely impersonal – press a button, fire a missile, drop a bomb.  

And more and more civilians become victims, and may be just written off as ‘collateral damage’.    

Today’s war of faith, the war of all faiths,  is against new enemies – against the prosperity which 

leads people to believe they have no need of God; against the arrogance which leads people to 

believe they have no need to repent and to make amends for the wrong things they have done or 

the good things they have failed to do;  against the selfishness which leads people to honour the 

self, rather than the other --  the other with a small o, other people, and the other with a capital O, 

the divine Other.   St Paul calls these enemies ‘the wiles of the devil’. 

At the diocesan synod last month, delegates pledged themselves to support a new spiritual war 

against these enemies – a mission to begin next year and continue until 2020, with specific action 

plans and definite goals, including increasing the number of people regularly attending Sydney 

Anglican churches by 21%, that’s about three per cent a year above the expected growth in 

population.  The main weapon will be the one St Paul speaks about in this passage:   the sword of 

the Spirit, which is the word of God.   The word must be preached and the word must be lived. 
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This is why we read from two to four passages of Scripture at every service – Scripture may not 

give us the detailed tactics to use in every struggle against evil, but it gives us the overall strategy 

– to be guided by love and truth and compassion, which always turn out to be more powerful than 

hate and lies and oppression.   We saw that in both the Second World War and in the Cold War. 

Finally, today’s Gospel records some of the last words of Jesus before his arrest and trial and 

execution and rising from the dead – the aim of all wars is not simply to win victory but to secure 

peace.   We commemorate Remembrance Day because that was the day when the guns fell silent 

and the soldiers in the trenches on both sides could pack up and go home to their families.  As St 

Augustine said centuries ago, ‘The purpose of all wars is peace’. 

Jesus tells us that the peace He gives is not peace as the world gives.  After Armistice Day, the 

victorious allies met in Paris for more than six months to hammer out a series of treaties with 

Germany and the central powers. They insisted that the defeated enemies accept full 

responsibility for all the loss and damage caused during the war.  Historians tell us that at least 

some of the allies, too, had been spoiling for war long before 1914, and that the harsh terms of the 

peace treaty were among the causes of the second world war that broke out only 30 years later. 

The peace that Jesus leaves with us is not like that – it is a holy peace:  it is eternal; it is internal 

and spiritual, not physical or territorial or economic;  it is given to everyone, no-one is excluded; 

and it is priceless, because Jesus has already paid the price. 

The problem with the hymn Onward Christian Soldiers may be that some people may take its 

imagery literally rather than spiritually.  The church can no longer use physical force to impose its 

beliefs, as it did in the Dark Ages, and as ISIS is doing today in Iraq and Syria.  The use of civil 

power makes religion both idolatrous and demonic.    

After the first world war, the English peace lobby promoted a revised version of the hymn. It begins 

Onward Christian pilgrims, 

Working hard for peace. 

Day by day we’re praying 

That all wars may cease. 

That’s a prayer we can all offer, today and every day.   Paradoxically, the peace that Jesus offers 

is the peace that comes from victory over self and surrender to God, from handing our concerns 

over to Him in love.  Just as David triumphed over Goliath with a harmless-looking pebble, so we 

can triumph over all the wiles of the devil in the power of love.  Love is the one weapon that can 

conquer even death.  Jesus proved that, in and by his Resurrection.  So let us all keep on loving 

God, and our neighbour, and keep expanding our love so that no-one is excluded.               #  


