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Sermon Preached in St Mary’s Church, Builth Wells, on Sunday, 11 November 

2018, the Centenary of the Signing of the Armistice that Brought an End to the 

Great War  

 

Preachers often preface their sermons with the prayer that is more than usually 

appropriate in our service today: ‘may the words of my mouth and the meditation of 

our hearts be acceptable.’ My limited words on this Armistice Sunday must be 

amplified many times over by the thoughts of your hearts. By accident of date of 

birth, I don’t have firsthand knowledge of either of the great wars of the 20
th

 century 

or of conflicts since. But I am old enough to be separated by only one generation from 

family experience in World War 1: my father twice torpedoed off Crete and wounded 

at el-Arish fighting the Ottomans in Palestine; and two uncles, one my father’s brother 

serving with the RAMC in France, the other, my mother’s only brother, killed in 

action aged 19 at Langemark in the third battle of Ypres in August 1917. With his 

death, died many of his family’s hopes and dreams: his father was driven literally mad 

by grief; my mother bore the scar on her memory till her dying day, 70 years later. 

Without their sacrifice and the sacrifice of hundreds of thousands like them we 

wouldn’t be here today enjoying freedom and prosperity. The names inscribed on the 

Builth War Memorial - 61 from the First World War; 19 from the Second - show that 

almost every family in this area, many represented here today, is likely to have 

suffered loss - in some cases much worse loss - in the First World War and the 

hundred years since. And it is that experience which I invite you now to bring vividly 

to mind. 

 

Beyond the losses personal to ourselves, let me take a single representative example, 

drawn almost at random, of the waste, tragedy, and pathos of war, the sacrifices of 

men from every corner of the land to which the thousands of memorials in even the 

smallest villages testify. Villages don’t come much remoter than Wanlockhead, the 

highest village in Scotland, in one of the bleakest parts of the Southern Uplands a few 

miles off the M74. There a young man of stellar promise grew up, the only son of the 

local minister. The family clearly had ambitions for him. He was sent to Fettes 

College in Edinburgh, the school founded to be the Scottish equivalent of Eton. There 

he became Head of School in 1910; thence he went on to Kings College, Cambridge, 

where he graduated with First Class Honours in Classics in 1913. He gained a Rugby 

Blue at Cambridge and was selected as a Scottish International. Enlisting as 

Lieutenant in the 1
st
 Battalion of the Rifle Brigade, he was killed near Ypres on 6 July 

1915 aged 23.
1
 This tragic tale can be multiplied three quarters of a million times over 

for the British casualties alone and, if we think of all the other nations of the world 

involved, some estimate 30-40 millions of times over. 

 

Faced with the unbelievable scale of such tragedies, the question is often asked, 

‘Where is God in all this?’ (as I’ve heard John Humphrys, our Welsh radio presenter 

ask in connection with Aberfan disaster of 1966). If God is all-knowing and all-loving 

why does he let such things happen; why does he not intervene? God is inactive to 

prevent slaughter and holocaust: does he even exist?  

 

But who bears responsibility for such disasters? The human factor must be taken into 

account. This is what first story in the Bible, the story of Adam and Eve and the 
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Garden of Eden, is about. The story portrays the realities of human existence. 

Humanity possesses radical freedom to make their own decisions, even deadly 

decisions, but with that freedom comes ultimate responsibility. 

 

Remember the Genesis story. God places man and his ideal companion in a paradise. 

But God lays down one condition, one limitation on human freedom: you can enjoy 

everything in the garden you want, except you must not eat of the tree of knowledge 

of good and evil. For if you eat of that tree of knowledge of good and evil, that is, 

potentially, the knowledge of everything, you’ll be on a par with God himself. But 

humanity finds the prospect of possessing universal knowledge too tempting, of 

having their own access to knowledge independently of God. They eat of the fruit and 

become potentially all-knowing - like God. So God adds a further restriction: 

mortality; death comes into the world. In a moment, everything is changed; the human 

pair are driven out of the garden, in case they also eat of the tree of life and live for 

ever. By eating of the tree of knowledge, human innocence, childlike dependence, is 

shattered. Loss of innocence includes knowledge of sex: because, if the way to the 

tree of life remains barred, and death puts a limit on the individual’s potential, how 

can humanity survive unless it reproduces itself? Humanity exchanges paradise for 

self-reliance and there is no way back. But the cost is high. The Bible story puts it in 

basic terms: for the man, sweat in labour; for the woman, pain in childbirth. And in 

the next generation the first murder takes place: Cain murders his brother Abel. When 

dependence is replaced by empowerment, and infantilism by maturity and adulthood, 

the cost of responsibility, of accountability, is high. 

 

So where is God in a world where humanity has taken godlike control? Few have 

worked out a more eloquent answer to that question than Dietrich Bonhoeffer. In 

connection with his sufferings in the Second World War there is an equal poignancy 

and pathos to those suffered in the First. Bonhoeffer was born in Germany in 1906. 

After Adolf Hitler rose to power in 1933, Bonhoeffer became a leader in the German 

Confessing Church which tried to resist the revisionist Nazi racist and anti-Jewish 

definition of Christianity. Bonhoeffer became implicated in the plot to assassinate 

Hitler which agonizingly failed in July 1944. Bonhoeffer was put on trial and finally 

executed by hanging (by piano wire from a meat hook) at the age of 39 in April 1945, 

so tantalisingly close to the end of World War II. 

 Bonhoeffer is widely acknowledged as a modern Christian martyr. He is included in 

the series of sculptures of ten twentieth century martyrs unveiled above the West Door 

of Westminster Abbey in 1998 (the series includes Oscar Romero, Archbishop in El 

Salvador, canonized this year by Pope Francis). In a series of letters and papers 

written from prison, extraordinarily between April and August 1944 when he was in 

mortal peril, Bonhoeffer worked out the meaning of what he called ‘the world’s 

coming of age,’ an exploration in modern terms as of the Genesis story of Adam and 

Eve’s rite of passage from childhood to adulthood, from dependence to independence. 

The world has come of age; there is no point in trying to go back to the good old days, 

for the way back into the Garden is blocked by the seraph with his flaming sword.  

 

Bonhoeffer argues in long historical perspective that this movement towards the 

human autonomy accelerated way back in the thirteenth century AD, with the gradual 

discovery of the laws by which the world works in the sciences, social and political 

life, art, ethics, and religion. The scientific revolution from Galileo to Darwin (to 
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Stephen Hawking one might add), for instance, and the eighteenth century 

Enlightenment are mankind’s emergence from a self-imposed minority:
2
 humanity has 

got hold of the keys to knowledge and can live ‘as though God does not exist [etsi 

Deus non daretur]; intellectual freedom has made Europe great’ (127).  

 

Shakespeare captures the positive side of human potential magnificently in Hamlet’s 

soliloquy: “What a piece of work is man, How noble in reason, How infinite in 

faculty, ... In action how like an angel, In apprehension how like a god, The beauty of 

the world, The paragon of animals.” 

 

What then should be the response of the church to humanity come of age? The church 

should not like some pernicious garden pest lay eggs in human self-confidence (129); 

it should not exploit man in his weakness. Nor should it follow man’s natural 

religiosity that makes him look in any distress to the power of God in the world only 

when human knowledge has come to an end, or when human resources run out, as if 

God were some magical problem-solver, who appears on the stage when all else fails 

[the deus ex machina]. Rather, the Bible directs us to Christ as the model of God’s 

action in the world, to his powerlessness and suffering as on the cross. The cross 

stands not beyond the boundaries of human life but at its centre. ‘God is beyond in the 

midst of our life,’ as Bonhoeffer paradoxically puts it. ‘The church stands, not on the 

boundaries where human powers give out, but in the middle of the village’ (91) 

(you’d think he was talking about St Mary’s and the other churches in Builth). 

  

We are summoned to share in God’s sufferings at the hands of a godless world (as 

Bonhoeffer himself did in his martyrdom). ‘It is not the religious act that makes the 

Christian, but participation in the sufferings of God in secular life’ (130). ‘It is only by 

living completely in this world that one learns to have faith ... living unreservedly in 

life’s duties, problems, successes and failures, experiences and perplexities.  In so 

doing, we throw ourselves completely into the arms of God, taking seriously, not our 

own sufferings, but those of God in the world – watching with Christ in Gethsemane.’ 

That, says Bonhoeffer, is faith; that is how one becomes human and a Christian (132). 

 

So where then is God? I remember a memorable religious slot on the radio some time 

in the 1980s or ’90s when the Women's Peace Camp was established at RAF 

Greenham Common in Berkshire to protest against the storage of cruise missiles. 

‘Which side of the barbed wire fence is Jesus on?’ the broadcaster asked. His arresting 

answer was: ‘On both sides’; or perhaps we should even say, ‘Entangled in the wire of 

separation.’  

 

God himself is caught up in the consequences of human freedom. As in the familiar 

lines from Psalm 23, ‘Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death,’ 

even there and not only there, ‘thou art with me.’ Today as we remember the past with 

its grim lessons in human responsibility and accountability we commit ourselves in 

hope to create a better future. For as the Spanish philosopher George Santayana 

[1863-1952] put it: ‘Those who do not remember the past are condemned to repeat 

it.’
3
 We have been warned. 

WILLIAM JOHNSTONE 
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God grant to the living, grace; to the departed, rest; to the Church, the Queen, the 

Commonwealth, and all mankind, peace and concord; and to us and all his servants, 

life everlasting; and the blessing of God almighty, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, come 

down upon you and remain with you always. 
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The Reverend William Johnstone is a Professor Emeritus in Divinity in the University 

of Aberdeen. He has written several books mainly on Old Testament topics and has 

been involved in archaeology in a number of sites across the central and eastern 

Mediterranean, from Sicily, to Cyprus, Syria, and Jerusalem.  

 

He’s the father of Adam Johnstone, our local Royal British Legion Branch Chairman, 

and has travelled down from Edinburgh to be with us on this Centenary day. 

 


