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 “O God, our help in ages past, our hope for years to come.” 
The opening lines of that most loved hymn, written by Isaac Watts, 
gives us the briefest synopsis of an important element of the 
Christian faith. If you look at both the Biblical record and the 
tradition of the Christian Church you will find that one of the most 
important influences informing faith is history: most notably, the 
action of God in the history of certain human beings and, by 
extension, the human race. The writers of the Bible, on the whole, 
do not spend much time (or any really) recording treatises on the 
philosophical nature of God. Instead they speak about God as 
being involved in human history, making promises to certain 
human beings, and taking action to fulfil those promises. In other 
words, they speak of God in the mode of narrative and drama. 

 “O God, our help in ages past, our hope for years to come.” 
Faith anchors itself, at least in part, in the past actions of God. We 
can find the confidence and the courage to have faith as we hear 
about how God consistently came to human beings; how he made 
promises for the good of this world; and how he, without fail, 
fulfilled his promises. And it is good to have those records in order 
to inspire confidence and courage, especially as we are 
confronted too often with hopeless situations; situations which 
could lead us to proclaim the absence of God. The past actions of 
God can give us the confidence and courage to believe in his 
presence still today, even when that presence can be difficult to 
experience. 

 But God’s past actions are not an excuse for us to live in 
the past. No, instead we live with our past, in the present, with 
hope for the future. “O God, our help in ages past, our hope for 
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years to come.” We do not live in faith with God as a formerly-
active remnant of human history. We live with a God who has been 
a help in ages past but who is also our hope for years to come. 
We remember what God has done in the past which should help 
us to shape our hope for years to come. Once again, history helps 
us to live in the present with hope for the years to come. 

 All of this is to stress how important remembering is to 
human life and existence. It was the Spanish American 
philosopher George Santayana who famously phrased an eternal 
truth: "Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to 
repeat it.” Remembering is about learning from our past so that 
we can live more wisely and shrewdly in the present with 
readiness for our future. But there is another very important 
element to our acts of remembrance. They do not simply relegate 
us to the past but they also bring the past alive. 

“It was the nature of [the gravedigger’s] profession 
that his experience with death should be greater 
than most and he said that while it was true that 
time heals bereavement it does so only at the cost 
of the slow extinction of those loved ones from 
the heart’s memory which is the sole place of their 
abode then or now. Faces fade, voices dim. Seize 
them back, whispered the [gravedigger]. Speak 
with them. Call their names. Do this and do not let 
sorrow die for it is the sweetening of every gift.” 
(The Crossing, Cormac McCarthy) 

And so here we are today, once again, not letting our sorrow die.  
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 Failure to remember means exactly what Cormac 
McCarthy just said in the guise of the gravedigger: it means “a 
slow extinction of those loved ones from the heart’s memory.” It 
is painful to remember them; our memories of them keeps our 
sorrow alive; in remembering them we experience that sorrow all 
over again. But, if we do not remember them then their “Face(s) 
fade, voices dim.” And so the gravedigger gives us the important 
advice, advice that we heed once again today: “Seize them 
back…” from the brink of extinction. “Speak with them. Call their 
names.” By doing just this, yes, we do not let our sorrow die but, 
even more importantly, we do not let them die. For truly, they still 
live on in our heart’s memory. 

 It is only fitting and right that we remember certain people 
and that certain groups devote themselves or days to their 
memory. The Church of course is one of the better examples of 
this type of remembering. It was born of just such a motivation. 
Peter announced it right from the start: “Jesus of Nazareth, a man 
attested to you by God with deeds of power, wonders, and signs 
that God did through him among you…— This Jesus God raised up, 
and of that all of us are witnesses.” Witnesses to a past event; 
witnesses who make the past a living, present reality. And with 
that the Church has not ceased to remember those who have 
devoted their lives to the other, to God and to neighbour. The 
Church has not ceased to remember all the saints. 

 And so, it is so very fitting that we gather today in an Act 
of Remembrance, an act of remembrance that keeps alive another 
sacrifice: the sacrifice that young men and women make on our 
behalf, on their country’s behalf. And in our act of remembering 
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we do not allow them to die. We keep them alive. Yes, we keep 
our sorrow alive as well. But that is something we must 
experience in order to keep them alive, something that we must 
experience lest we learn nothing from our past. Those beautiful 
lines which we heard earlier from Laurence Binyon say it best:  

    “They shall grow not old, as we that are left grow old: 
    Age shall not weary them, nor the years condemn. 
    At the going down of the sun and in the morning, 
    We will remember them.” 
 
 Today is like another act of faith. We remember our past 
(those who gave their lives for this country), we live in the present 
with their memory, but we do so with hope for the future. George 
Santayana, as so many wise people do, said something else worth 
remembering: "[O]nly the dead have seen the end of war." 
Unfortunately Santayana is still correct: only the dead have seen 
the end of war.  

Today is a renewed challenge to our society to be a people 
of peace. It is a renewed challenge to us, the Christian Church, 
that Jesus Christ, our Lord, was the Prince of Peace. As we 
remember let us go forward with the hope that peace is not simply 
a fantasy and that only the dead can truly experience it. Instead, 
let us live in the present, in God’s presence, with hope for the 
future and with this message of Jesus: 

 “My peace I give to you. My peace I leave with you.” Amen. 


