Some of you will be familiar with "Kim's game" in which a series of different objects are placed on a tray and you have 30 seconds to try and remember them all before they are covered over with a cloth. In the game, you then write down all the items you can remember before the cloth is removed and it is revealed which ones you remembered and which you forgot. Part of the fun of the game is discovering how quickly you can forget something you saw just a few seconds earlier.

Or perhaps you have had the experience of looking through an old family photograph album and seeing a particular scene or person or place or even item of clothing and suddenly forgotten memories come rushing back. The same thing can happen when you're watching a film or talking to an old friend. Memories that were buried, forgotten, suddenly brought back to life with great vividness.

Why keep Remembrance Sunday? Why remember? 
We need times of remembrance because we so easily forget.

It has been a great pleasure to see the Nicholson Memorial restored to its former glory and congratulations should go to those who have undertaken this project. It is good also to have here with us this morning Elizabeth and Simon Taylor, Jenny Nicholson, Sara, Charles and Thomas Foster, all direct descendants of Sir Arthur Nicholson who caused the monument to be built. Your presence here reminds us of something very important. The memorial was given by a real person to commemorate the lives and deaths of real people. We are reminded that this is a monument not just to the abstract notion of remembrance but to a very personal grief; to a profound sadness and loss. Sir Arthur was prompted to present the memorial to the town because his son Basil was killed in action at Ypres in 1915, the victim of a sniper's bullet. Basil was 24 years old. But it is not only his name that is commemorated. You will also find the name of Private William Smith who lived at 22 Duke Street, shot dead on the Gallipoli Peninsula, also in 1915. Both his brothers, Thomas and Sam were also killed and, back home, his mother died in the same year of a broken heart. Or Thomas Bloor, Boy Seamen, lost at sea in 1916 when his ship  struck a mine. He was 18 years old, the same age as my son is now. Thomas lived in Garden Street and went to West Street School where they probably called him Tommy.
Names on a memorial. But behind these names lies a whole ocean of heartbreak, loss and tragedy.

Why do we need to remember? Because we so easily forget.

We can forget what war actually means in terms of the cost - the cost in broken lives, shattered families, fractured communities. We can forget that we are, as St Paul puts it in our second reading, "jars of clay". We are terribly, terribly fragile. Drop us and we smash to pieces. Human beings, human bodies, are not made or meant to be subject to the mechanised inhumanities of war. And as soon as we stop remembering with clarity what Wilfred Owen described so poignantly as "war and the pity of war" then we begin to remember wrongly or, another words, we start to forget. We need these moments of silence when we remember that war means broken bodies and blood shed. It did in 1915, it does now. War is Billy from Duke Street killed hundreds of miles from home, Basil shot dead amidst the filth and mayhem of a Belgium battlefield and Tommy, 18-years-old, drowned at sea. And war is a grief stricken mother dying of a broken heart and the father moved to express his grief in the building of the memorial to which we will soon make our way. 
My wife tells me there are tears when St Edward's School children visit a war cemetery on their year 7 French trip to Normandy and see graves of soldiers from the Staffordshire Regiment, some of whom were from Leek.  There are tears because the children see their own surnames, local surnames, carved on those gravestones. The war dead share their second names with these year 7 children and they are no longer just names on a grave but maybe – who knows? –  members of their own families.

Brothers and sisters, we need to learn to take better care of one another. We are jars of clay and so easily broken and damaged. Today we remember those who have suffered and died because if we forget them we forget our humanity, and perhaps we resolve to take better care of one another remembering our fragility.

Why do we need to remember? Because we so easily forget.

We forget that in the end, violence only begets violence and solves nothing. Of course, this is not something humanity has generally held to be true. But on a day like this when we remember the human cost of conflict we must also try and remember its corollary - that we must hold before us a vision of peace and work together to make that vision real. There are alternatives to violence and bloodshed as a way of resolving those things that bring us into conflict. There is a vision that takes us beyond the tragedies that become the names on our memorials.

How about this for example:
[The Lord] will judge between many peoples
and will settle disputes for strong nations far and wide.
They will beat their swords into ploughshares
and their spears into pruning hooks.
Nation will not take up sword against nation,
nor will they train for war any more.
So there is a vision from that old hippie and peacenik, the prophet Micah. It is a vision of how a world might be if we were to give up our addiction to the sword and the spear. Is this hopelessly naive? Or is it something we forget at our peril? However bravely and honourably fought, however just the cause and however excellent the ends, war is always a tragedy and a failure to  remember that greater vision of a world in which disputes are resolved by peaceful means and the nations refuse to train for war. There is an alternative in which the swords and spears are taken and melted down and turned into ploughs and pruning hooks to feed the poor and hungry. If we don't have that vision, if I don't have that vision, then what hope is there for us and all the other Basils and Billys and Tommys? If I forget that this is how God intended us to live then what chance is there for that vision will become a reality? Because the challenge to make peace isn't for someone else. Never mind, governments, nations, or those people over there. It's a challenge for me – to be a peace-maker. 
So we need today to remember afresh our commitment to seeking peace and making peace and living lives that speak of peace too. 

Why do we need to remember? Because we so easily forget.

Every Sunday in this church we celebrate Holy Communion. We take bread and break it and we take wine and pour it out. Every week we eat the bread and drink the wine. Why? We do it to remember and we do it every week because we so easily forget. On the night before he was arrested, tried, beaten and crucified, Jesus took bread and wine and gave to his disciples and said, "Take eat, drink, this, this is my body and blood for you. Do this in remembrance of me." You see, Jesus knew how easily we forget. What is it that Jesus wants his disciples to remember? He wants them to remember what life and hope looks like and he wants them to live in a new way. He wants them to remember that because his body is broken on the cross then no more bodies need ever be broken again by human violence. He wants them to remember that because his blood is shed on the cross no more blood needs to be shed. Instead of breaking bodies we should make bread to feed the poor and hungry. Instead of shedding blood we are to drink the new wine of the kingdom of God. Jesus wants us to see this and to live this. He wants us to remember it. Because he is sacrificed on the cross, it's over -  there is no need for any more sacrifices.

But we forget. We forget and the sacrifices of human life continue to pile up. Bodies were/are broken and blood was and is shed in the name of politics, nation, tribe, land and (God forgive us) religion too. Because we forget, Basil Nicholson, William Smith and Thomas Bloor have their names inscribed on a war memorial. Because we forget, mothers and fathers, brothers and sisters, husbands and wives, sons and daughters die of a broken heart still. Jesus shed his blood on the cross so that we could see once and for all what it is we do to one another (remember  - this is what you do to one another) but also that there is an alternative. Jesus wants us to remember and in remembering to resolve to live his way of love and self-giving. To help us remember and not to forget, we gather together to break bread and drink wine and tell the story of Jesus who renounced the ways of violence and cruelty for the way of love and joy and peace. So, this is our memorial too. It is not made out of Portland stone but bread and wine. It is a meal that helps us remember how fragile we are, how easily broken, and yet also sets before us an alternative in which all God's children come together to share the good wine of his kingdom in peace and joy. Lest we forget.
