I found it slightly alarming to discover that the life of John Lennon is now part of the history curriculum for children in primary school. Alarming, because John Lennon lived in my lifetime and I don’t like to think that I am “history” already. It raises the question, of course, as to exactly what counts as history. How far back do you go for something to be historical? Does it have to be something that happened over fifty years ago? Thirty? Or less? In one sense everything that has passed is history; this act of worship in which we share now is passing into “history” as the minutes tick by. 
It’s easier to see why a visit to the battlefields of WW1 might be on the history syllabus, though that particular conflict still carries a great deal of immediacy despite the recent death of Harry Patch, the one surviving British soldier who was actually there. But maybe to gauge the significance of an event in the past we need some distance from it to begin to see what impact it had then and to see ways in which that event has shaped something of the times in which we live now. 
History and memory are not the same but they overlap with one another. Perhaps history is the next stage on from memory, when people’s memories of events are pondered and weighed and set alongside the memories of others. History is our considered reflection on memory. But both history and memory speak of a very deep and significant human need – the need to tell a story. History is a way of gathering together a whole range of events, experiences, motives, and putting them in some kind of order that has meaning. We don’t really believe with Macbeth that life is a “tale told by and idiot full of sound of fury signifying nothing”. Memory and history help us knit together a coherent story about our lives and the world in which we live. So life is not just a series of random or unconnected events and neither is it just the eternal repetition of the same old thing. Instead, there is a story to be told. When we remember, we look back and we try and piece things together and make some sense of it all. So you and I tell a story about ourselves drawing on our own personal history and memories – our childhood, our parents, things that happened to us – good and bad - that formed us as people. We tell a story about what it means to live in this community or this country and this morning we tell a story of war and its effects on the lives of millions, not only, alas in the long historical past but also today in Afghanistan and Iraq and elsewhere. For some today, the memories will be all too fresh and raw and painful. We tell this story of war because we believe that it needs to be heard as a way of honouring those who have suffered and died and to help us make some sense of it all and better understand what it means for us.
Because I was struck recently by a remark someone made in made in passing about how in Bible the opposite of remembering is not forgetting but dismembering. The opposite of remembering is dismembering. Remembering knits together things that have been dismembered, broken apart. When it says in Exodus,

God heard their groaning and he remembered his covenant with Abraham, with Isaac and with Jacob.
it is not that God has absentmindedly forgotten Israel; that his beloved people have somehow slipped his mind and he needs to be prodded into remembering who they are. When God remembers Israel he does so because he sees how they have been broken, dismembered, as a people by their slavery in Egypt and he longs to gather them to himself. So his remembering results in action to bring back to wholeness that which is injured and damaged.
So I have come down to rescue them from the hand of the Egyptians and to bring them up out of that land into a good and spacious land, a land flowing with milk and honey
This is the kind of remembering we must do today because war dismembers. It does so quite literally: vulnerable human bodies are subjected to cruel violence of the roadside device, the sniper’s bullet or the terrorist’s bomb. But war does its work too in shattering the mind and spirit leaving many traumatised and crushed. And communities and nations are dismembered, broken apart, fragmented under the pressure of violence, fear and hatred. We see it all around us. We remember it today. Wherever there is violence there is no true remembering. There is a kind of remembering that seeks to keep alive the hatreds of the past. We have witnessed it in Northern Ireland, for example, where history and symbols are used to keep alive a memory of past hurts in order to fuel current violence. But this is not remembering in the sense in which the Bible uses it because it has the effect of perpetuating the very things that caused the dismembering in the first place and so is a kind of false memory. 

Remembrance is a centripetal not a centrifugal force. Our remembering is not to keep alive the hatreds that force us apart but to knit back together that which is broken and to heal that which is injured. Think of another word we use for remembering, recollection – we collect together all that is scattered and fragmented, we re-collect it in our minds and hearts. God remembers his people in slavery and part of this remembering is his plan to rescue them, to restore them to life. We remember wars, past and present, in order to remember and honour  those who have been broken by them, to understand what makes for peace and to make a difference now. All these things in their different ways are acts of healing, of gathering up what was lost and telling a story which helps us see the meaning of things, a story that helps us shape a different kind of future and a story that gives dignity to those who have suffered and died.
Also in the OT, in the book of Ezekiel, in a strange vision, the prophet is shown is shown a great battlefield on which are strewn  the dry bones of the fallen dead. What happens in the dream is a great act of remembering. “Can these dry bones live?” asks God and there is a rustling sound and this is what the prophet sees: 

there was a noise, a rattling sound, and the bones came together, bone to bone. I looked, and tendons and flesh appeared on them and skin covered them

There is a knitting together by God of a people devastated by war and violence. These vulnerable, dismembered human bodies are remembered by the power of God’s word, bone, tendon, flesh and skin are knit together and then, from the four corners of the earth, comes breath to bring these remembered bodies back to life. 

This is what the Sovereign LORD says: O my people, I am going to open your graves and bring you up from them; I will bring you back to the land of Israel. 

The story of death and loss and pain now becomes a story of life and hope and healing. In this act of memory today we pray that we might comfort one another with the hope that God will one day remember us, learn ourselves to remember as God remembers and together share now in the life that he alone can give us.
