
 

Sermon preached in Chapel on Remembrance Sunday 2019 

Psalm 130, Micah 4: 1 – 5, Gospel of Luke, 19: 37-44 

 

Thirty years ago this weekend the Berlin Wall came down.  For almost thirty 

years before that it had stood as a symbol of division and, for many, 

oppression.  East Germans were unable to cross it and visit the West.  Their 

family and friends from West Berlin could sometimes get a permit to visit for a 

day, often using the circular underground line where only one station in the 

East remained open: Friedrichstraße.  In the evening they would say goodbye 

to their relatives, not knowing whether they would ever get a permit again, 

and go down to the train.   The Customs Hall above Friedrichstraße was known 

as “The Palace of Tears”. 

And of course thirty years before the building of the Wall, Berlin had seen the 

rise of the Nazis.   As they came to power they took over Germany and much 

else besides, leading to a War in which up to 85 million people died.  Among 

them the nearly 400,000 British military personnel whom we particularly 

remember on this day. 

I was in Berlin two weeks ago at a conference for Christians who had played 

some part in seeking peace and reconciliation during the years in which the 

Wall split the city.  I spoke about the late 1970’s when one of my 

responsibilities within the British Council of Churches was to maintain links, 

and where possible organise meetings, between young Christians divided by 

what Churchill had named “The Iron Curtain”.   

So two or three times a year I was in the Soviet Union and more particularly 

East Germany.  I would cross underground at Friedrichstrasse, and come up 

and out on the other side of the Wall.  Most of the time it worked.  

Occasionally the border guards were a bit rough.   But the churches in East 

Germany, the GDR, remained strong through those years, and their youth work 



was a central part of what they did.   Our task was to build bridges, to work for 

reconciliation, and to affirm, as the hymn goes, “In Christ there is no East or 

West”. 

Today Berlin is one city, and the old GDR has disappeared without trace.  Some 

old friends from East Germany still mourn its passing.  Not because they’d 

forgotten the difficulties –the restrictions on travel, the difficulties faced by 

young Christians in getting a University place - but because they believe that its 

values of solidarity and economic justice were simply steam-rollered over by 

incorporation into the West.  But no-one regrets the Wall coming down. 

Today, Remembrance Sunday, is a day to remember the walls and barriers 

which divide nations and peoples, and where that can lead.   To remember the 

sacrifice of those who have given their lives in the service of justice and peace.  

And to remember that most victims of modern warfare are not those who fight 

but innocent civilians, children included, who are mowed down by those who 

seek power and who use violence to achieve it. 

And remembering the 1930’s, remembering the Iron Curtain, becomes more 

and more important as we look at what’s happening around the world today.  

Most of us have been fortunate enough to live through a time of relative 

peace. That’s not to minimise the wars and suffering elsewhere, but now we all 

face new dangers.   We are seeing the rise of extreme ideologies which are 

reminiscent of what happened in Germany in the 30’s and in Eastern Europe 

during the Soviet period.   We see it in Europe, especially in Hungary under 

Viktor Orbán.  In Latin America, especially in Brazil.   In the United States under 

President Trump, and in Russia under President Putin.  And maybe in our own 

country as well. 

It often goes under the guise of Patriotism: My Country First.   Now people 

often quote Samuel Johnson as saying that "Patriotism is the last refuge of the 

scoundrel."  But he was not speaking, as is widely believed, about patriotism in 

general, He was criticising the false use of the term by William Pitt the Elder 

and his supporters.  Samuel Johnson wanted a patriotism which was “true” and 

not a device to manipulate others.    

In this regard I was struck by what the writer John le Carre said recently at the 

launch of his new spy novel, where he contrasted patriotism and nationalism.  



The difference he said was that nationalism needs enemies, while patriotism 

needs your own conviction.  Nationalism needs enemies, while patriotism 

needs your own conviction.  He warned that we live in an increasingly 

dangerous world where the search for ideology – for a careless, uninformed 

absolutism – can become infectious.   Populism is a threat to genuine 

patriotism. 

So what does the Christian tradition have to say?   The Old Testament is very 

much about nationalism, and about that nation possessing a certain piece of 

land, and that remains a complicated and contested issue till this day.   I’m 

going back to the West Bank next month to spend a week with Palestinian 

Christians.  But even here the Biblical vocation of Israel is to look after its own 

life in order to be a Light to the Nations.  The People are to remain special and 

separate for the sake of the other peoples of the world. 

But what made the Christian revelation so revolutionary was that it refused to 

accept that separation and segregation.   It crossed the boundaries and broke 

down the walls.   As St Paul wrote, there is no longer male and female, slave 

and free, Jew and Gentile: all are one in Christ Jesus.  The Church grew because 

it overcame the religious and cultural divides.  And when it has stayed true to 

that vocation, which has sadly not always been the case, but when it did stay 

true it has been the bearer of peace and reconciliation.   The movement which 

led to the non-violent coming down of the Berlin Wall started in a church in 

Leipzig.  Apartheid in South Africa was defeated without a civil war because of 

people like Bishop Desmond Tutu. 

So today, Remembrance Sunday, is about three things. 

First, it’s about remembering the past.  Today is a day to remember those who 

gave their lives, not for a selfish and intolerant nationalism but for a greater 

vision.  As we went through the centenaries of the First World War all kinds of 

questions emerged about causes and motives, about nationalisms and 

imperialisms, but what you cannot question is the self-sacrifice of those who 

believed in a proper patriotism.   As we now begin the 80th anniversary of the 

Second World War we might well say that it was the most moral and “just” war 

we have entered.  It was a war not against a nation but against an ideology, 

against an evil nationalism and a perverted patriotism.  So we rightly 

remember those who gave their lives in its defeat.  



Second, it’s about lamenting the present.  Lament is an aspect of Scripture 

which we too often ignore.  We heard the Psalmist cry “Out of the deep have I 

called unto thee, O Lord, Lord hear my voice”.   We read how Jesus wept over 

the city, because it did not know the way that led to peace. 

And so on this day we should lament for the spilt blood of a thousand wars, 

lament for a world where still today people take up arms to achieve power.    

And we should lament for our part in it.  I spoke on Remembrance Sunday last 

year about the Arms Trade and in particular about the war in Yemen and our 

granting of export licences without any assessment as to whether they were 

being used in violation of international humanitarian law.  In June this year the 

Appeal Court finally declared it unlawful, but we continue to export arms to 

Saudi Arabia in general.  

We should lament that thanks to Putin and Trump even the slim commitments 

to stopping nuclear proliferation are being worn away.  Last week the former 

Russian leader Mikhail Gorbachev warned that the world is in 'colossal danger' 

and must destroy all nuclear weapons to save the planet and mankind. When 

Pope Francis visits Hiroshima and Nagasaki next week he’s expected to call for 

the elimination of all nuclear weapons.  Otherwise, if Climate Change doesn’t 

get us, maybe the Bomb will. 

We remember.  We lament.  And third, finally, we hope.  Christian Hope 

doesn’t mean turning a blind eye to what’s wrong.  This Hope means much 

more than wishful thinking.  It means trusting that God has a better way, and 

joining him in bringing it to pass.  To hope is to believe in and so work for a 

better future.  And therefore we are called… 

to engage in peace-making wherever we can,  

to challenge those who would revert to a narrow nationalism,  

to curtail the arms trade,  

to ask any politician who knocks on our door in the next five weeks what they 

will do about nuclear weapons,  

to support and pray for all those in our armed forces who risk their lives 

defending others,  

to support and pray for all who work for peace and reconciliation.   

 

Would those whom we remember today expect anything less?  


