Ten years ago three hijacked planes were flown into the Pentagon and the twin towers of the World Trade Centre. 

‘To turn the other cheek’ as Jesus taught in today’s gospel…to love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you..’  How could that have even been thought of?!

Instead, within days the President of the United States had announced a ‘War on Terror’, the consequences of which we are still living out and living through.

The initial war to overthrow the Taliban in Afghanistan seemed to pass relatively easily, with the regime broken and Osama bin Laden on the run within a few weeks back in 2001. 

‘For everything there is a season, our first bible reading said, 
‘A time for war, and a time for peace.’ 
 Was that the time for peace that somehow we didn’t take?

But the war on terror had barely started. Truth and purpose easily get lost sight of in the heat and excitement of conflict.   In the face of the opposition of the church and the millions of people who marched through our streets we joined in the war to topple Saddam. Flushed by early success, victory was announced, though the establishment of any kind of lasting peace for ordinary Iraqis still seems far off even today.  Distracted by this new overwhelming conflict, the situation in Afghanistan got worse as opposition to the West’s occupation grew. I remember being shocked when a young man planning his wedding here told me he  was being sent to Afghanistan. With hundreds of British Muslims now being radicalised by the sight of civilian deaths in Muslim lands, where would it all end?

Our troops, at least, have now left Iraq. But Afghanistan is very much with us still, with many of our brave young men and women, whom we rightly honour today, returning for yet another tour of duty, daily facing dangers in our name. We need to honour them not just with our lips but with our actions.  Many people will leave the services in the coming year. When they return here what will they find? House prices that have doubled during the Afghan War, thousands already on housing lists and soaring rents. We don’t just need ‘Help for Heroes’ but ‘Homes for Heroes’ too! 

So far the conflicts have cost this country and America well over a trillion dollars, with over 7,000 service personnel killed, and tens of thousands seriously injured. We honour them today.  Every life lost is precious. And every life lost or maimed leaves many others grieving and broken in its wake. Husbands, wives, children, parents. We remember them all today.
On top of all this civilian deaths of Iraqis and Afghans run into the hundreds and hundreds of thousands. Each life precious. Each life lost leaving others broken in its wake. It’s difficult to argue with the British Secretary of State who wrote,

‘As the result of two successful campaigns, of the employment of an enormous force, and the expenditure of large sums of money, all that has yet been established has been the disintegration of the State..the assumption of fresh and unwelcome liabilities..and a condition of anarchy throughout the remainder of the country.’ 

Except that those words were written back in 1880 during our last Afghan campaign!  I pray that this time the results will be much better. 

Sometimes remembrance needs to go back further than just remembering our brave men and women from this war, or wars from longer ago. We need to try to recall what we are doing and why?  We need to remember that as human beings we were made for more than this, the endless playing out of hatreds and retribution, of wars on the west and wars on terror, of jihad and crusade. 

For everything there is a season… the time for war we’ve had, the longest in recent history.  I pray that soon will be the time for peace.




And a time too to listen to the words of our Lord Jesus Christ. Words we like to  ignore as impractical or idealistic, as we travel  instead on our well worn paths of revenge and shows of strength, in our own everyday lives, as well as in foreign policy.  But is there no better way for the human race? 

‘You say, an eye for an eye,’ says Jesus, 
 
‘But I say to you, ‘Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you!’ 

How ridiculous! How impractical! But ten years on how sensible…how practical has been our response to that attack on the twin towers?  Where has it left us and the thousands upon thousands who we remember today?

‘Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.’

Don’t just react, retaliate, hit back in anger. But step back, reflect, pray and respond not out of hate and fear, but out of love. Our very best military personnel do just that.

Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.

What a challenge!

Words that Jesus lived out to the full..and calls us to live out too.

Amen.

