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I’m in the middle of reading a fascinating book on leadership by the former Chief Rabbi, 

Jonathan Sachs. In a chapter about storytelling, he draws the interesting distinction between 

history and memory. History, he says, is impersonal – it is about events in another time that 

happened to other people. Memory, in contrast, is personal. It is ‘my story’ where the past is 

internalised and becomes part of my identity.  

During this year we have all heard about the Battle of Passchendaele and other events of the 

First World War from 100 years ago. This is certainly part of our national history but, for 

some, it is also part of their personal stories as distant memories of relatives and friends are 

remembered and honoured as part of who they are today.  

The word remember occurs over a hundred times in the Old Testament. It is a vital concept 

which can refer to either an instruction or a commitment. It is a command to the people to 

remember – so, for example, in Numbers 15: “remember all the commands of the law” 

(Num 15.39) or in Deuteronomy 5: “remember that you were slaves in Egypt and that the 

Lord your God brought you out of there with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm” 

(Deut 5.15). But remembering is not only something for the people of God to do, it is also 

something that God is committed to doing himself, such as in Genesis 9: “I will remember 

my covenant between me and you” (Gen 9.15). 

Have you heard that this year, The Royal British Legion is asking the nation to Rethink 

Remembrance. On their website, it says: “By wearing a poppy, you aren’t just remembering 

the fallen: you’re supporting a new generation of veterans and Service personnel that need 

our support… the poppy is not only a symbol of Remembrance, but also of hope. While we 

will never forget the sacrifices of our past heroes, we will also wear the poppy for our 

Armed Forces community living on today.” 

Now, whether you support the annual poppy appeal or not is a matter of personal 

conscience and decision. But we cannot escape the truth that throughout history there have 

been those who have wanted to oppress and dominate others and, in stark contrast, there 

have been those who have stood up for human rights and political and religious freedom. 

These ‘battles’ between oppression and liberty are not just things of the past, they are a 

current reality and our world continues to need those who will ‘fight’ for freedom – 

whether that is physically or politically or morally; and whether in domestic families, or local 

communities or nations on the world stage. 

To fight for freedom is never an easy option. It always involves self-sacrifice in one way or 

another. Today, as we try to remember the sacrifices of other people in other times and 

places, I wonder how much we are willing to sacrifice for the freedom of others and for the 

good of the world in our own day?  

Maybe we should Rethink Remembrance but in another, more spiritual way?  
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The mission of Jesus was one of freedom. At the start of his public ministry he fulfils the 

prophet Isaiah’s vision for the messiah: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has 

anointed me to bring good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the 

captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the 

year of the Lord’s favour.” (Luke 4.18-19). 

Jesus’ ministry was one that brought freedom to the sick, to the oppressed and the abused. 

He brought life to others but it cost him his own life. Gaining freedom for others led 

straight to his crucifixion and death. But, as we meet today, we don’t remember a dead 

hero. Rather, we remember a risen saviour, we remember Jesus who submitted to death 

and defeated it, we remember Jesus who was raised from death and is alive today. 

I suggest that it is only as we remember Jesus’ story and allow it to become our own story, 

that we too will be able to ‘fight’ for the freedom for others. 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer understood this. He was a Lutheran Christian leader who was 

murdered by the Nazis in April 1945, just before the end of World War 2. In his book The 

Cost of Discipleship, he writes: “As we embark upon discipleship we surrender ourselves to 

Christ in union with his death—we give over our lives to death. Thus it begins; the cross is 

not the terrible end to an otherwise god-fearing and happy life, but it meets us at the 

beginning of our communion with Christ. When Christ calls us, he bids us come and die.” 

It takes real courage to be willing to die to ourselves and our self-interest. It takes courage 

to give up our life – but that is the mystery of Christian faith. We are those who are called 

to die to self in order that we might truly live for Jesus Christ by serving and loving others. 

Dying to self is never the end for a believer; it is a pathway to life for others and for us. 

Resurrection always has the last word. 

The Gospel reading for today is about the difference between the wise and foolish 

bridesmaids. The wise did everything necessary for their task of being ready to serve the 

bridegroom when he came. The foolish thought that they didn’t need to do anything and 

could benefit from the preparations of the wise – but that proved to be terribly wrong and 

they ended up excluded from the wedding banquet. 

What does wisdom and foolishness look like in the context of Remembrance Sunday? Might 

there be a connection with the contrast between history and remembering? Perhaps 

recalling history and giving thanks for the sacrifices of previous generations is not enough. 

Perhaps true wisdom lies in following the way of Jesus, of dying to self and serving others so 

that all may be free. As the famous prayer of St Francis puts it: 

Lord, make me an instrument of your peace: 

where there is hatred, let me sow love; 

where there is injury, pardon; 

where there is doubt, faith; 

where there is despair, hope; 

where there is darkness, light; 

where there is sadness, joy.  
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O divine Master, grant that I may not so much seek 

to be consoled as to console, 

to be understood as to understand, 

to be loved as to love. 

For it is in giving that we receive,  

it is in pardoning that we are pardoned,  

and it is in dying that we are born to eternal life. 

Amen. 

 

 


