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Sermons 
How to remember

Joshua 24.1-3a, 14-25 and Matthew 25.1-13

Rev Dr Jos M. Strengholt

Today we remember the many fine young men and women who lost their lives in war.  

I was in the minute village La Cerleau in Northern France last week.  A hamlet with 
not more than twenty houses.  In the middle of the village was a monument listing 
about ten French men and women from the village who died in the first and second 
world war.  And every village in the French Ardennes has such a monument to testify 
to the dreadful loss of lives.

Here in Arnhem we have our own war graves; a 
tranquil testimony to the horrors of what hap-
pened here in September 1944 when almost 2.000 
allied soldiers, mostly British, some Polish, were 
killed.  Think of the horrors for those soldiers and 
their families.  

We commemorate those who lost their lives for 
our freedom.  

Our nations have enjoyed peace and prosperity 
after World War II as our part of the world has 
never known before.  But to remind ourselves of our history of war is useful, and it 
shows respect for those who sacrificed their lives for us.  

We have read from the Bible book of Joshua, where Israel was also at peace in their 
land, and they were also reminded of the horrors of their history.

1.  Looking back - history anchored in God

Joshua, the leader of Israel who drove the enemies of Israel out of the land - he liber-
ated Canaan - was about to die.  

And so he called Israel - or at least, all of Israel’s leaders - together for a farewell 
speech.  This was after the people of God had enjoyed peace in their land for many 
years.   Before God, Joshua reminded the Israelites of their troubled history.  It was 
‘Remembrance Sunday’ for Israel.  

Joshua spoke to the generation of people who had travelled through the desert after 
Israel had escaped from Egypt; and they remembered the bloody wars they had to 
fight for taking the land.
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My mother is 85 years old; she remembers the last war, of 1940-1945, but she is of 
that generation that never talked about the war.  ‘We have to live on, don’t we?’ and 
with this attitude many people of her generation also suppressed all the horrors they 
experienced.  

Horrors of occupation; air raids; brothers who had to hide in order not to be send to 
work in the factories in Germany; dead bodies in the streets; strange armies marching 
in the streets; the terrible hunger winter of 1944-1945: my parents never wanted to 
talk about it.  

And here in Arnhem, no one enjoys to think of the horrors towards the end of the 
last war.  The seemingly useless slaughter and destruction as the result of Operation 
Market Garden that went so badly wrong.  

I guess the Israelites also wanted to forget about the horrors of their wars; why discuss 
them after many years of peace? But Joshua wanted his nation to remember.  So he 
recounted their history of slave labor, wars, and liberation.  

And the people who listened to his speech of Remembrance, I am sure, remembered 
their own friends and family members who had given their lives for the peace and 

prosperity they now enjoyed.

Just as we remember the millions 
who in the past century, and even 
in this 21st century, have fought 
and given their lives for the free-
dom of others.  The true heroes 
without whose sacrifices we would 
not be the people that we are today.  

The gruesome wars of the past cen-
tury, and the sacrifices of uncounta-

ble precious lives, have formed our present as it is today, and they have formed us into 
the people that we are today.  So we should not forget.

Those who sacrificed their lives deserve to be remembered, even though we seem to 
have a general dislike to remember those gruesome years.  

Joshua actually gives us a key for how to remember meaningfully and in such a way 
that the horrific past does not pull us down, but gives us a positive boost towards the 
future.  

Joshua’s ‘Remembrance Sunday’ is a moment where the people stand before God.  
And that makes a tremendous difference.  

All history is a long process of national and individual choices, and we are fully re-
sponsible for our  choices.  But in a way that we can never comprehend, God is also 
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part of the process.  He is the creator and the sustainer of our history, and he also 
waits at the end of history to make all things well.  

So we bring all those who sacrificed their lives for our present freedom before God, 
and we thank him for their lives, and yes, even for their death.  They gave their live for 
a reason that was beyond themselves.  It was for us.  

And in Western Europe we can really thank God for the amazing impact of the after-
math of World War II.  By not destroying our enemies but actually embracing them, 
we have seen reconciliation and peace and prosperity beyond what our forefathers 
could ever imagine.  

We have seen no wars in our lands since 1945, that is, 72 years.  This is unprecedented 
in European history.  Thank God.

2. Looking forward - Lord gave us this land 

God is part of our history - he is never far away from us.  That makes us people of 
hope.  We have a hopeful future.  He moves all of us toward the future that he has 
intended, that is a new heaven and a new earth where there is no more war.      

This hope is the best basis for the decisions you and I make today; it should be the 
basis of the actions our politicians make today.  

Christian ethics, our morality, is really based in the future.  We know what sort of 
world God wants, and on this basis we decide today how to live, what to do, what to 
say, in anticipation of that world.  We are people of peace, love, joy, because we are the 
people of God.  

He carries us through life, he shows us what is in store for us in the end, and he helps 
us to live by his will today.

Faith in God - the Father who made himself known in Jesus Christ, the one who 
carries us as lambs in his arms, faith in this God can make us brave, when we face 
moments of great choices today.      

God is the hope for all those who sacrificed their lives in the faith of Christ.  Millions 
of them, men and women, celebrate in heaven today, as we celebrate here on earth.  
Men who died in the trenches in France, men and women who died here in Arnhem, 
they are safe in God and when we take communion today, we join them in their joy in 
heaven.  

We are one church, all of us who are connected to the Good Shepherd, all of us who 
are worshipping God, we are united.  Death cannot separate us.  

What a fantastic hope we have.  It is exactly because we look beyond this life that in 
this life we can act with courage.     
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Life is full of ups and downs.  We all go through times of great joys and great sadness.  
Up and down.  This is our normal life.  For the blessings we thank God, and for the 
setbacks, we ask him to soften the pain.  

And we look forward to be united again with all the loved ones that went before us to 
be with God.  

And when we remember the sacrifices made by the young soldiers for our sake, this 
then gives us, I believe, an additional reason to do more than just live an easy life for 
our own sake only.  

We have to live with a purpose.  A purpose that resonates with the reasons why these 
young people gave their lives.  

We have a God-given duty to keep our world safe and to do all we can for the com-
mon good.  We have to live for others.  This attitude - to keep the wellbeing of others 
always before us - is our duty to our predecessors who gave our world into our hands 
- and it is our duty to our children who receive this world from us.    

3. Commitment to the Lord today

Our history puts the question before us: how to live.  Joshua held the choice before 
his people: ‘Who will you serve.’  It is God who has given us peace and security, so 
him alone we should serve.  

But is this not one of the greatest tragedies of European history? Thank God, we have 
peace and thank God we have prosperity.  But the same peace and prosperity have 
lulled us into a deep sleep, into forgetting God.

Our western societies seem to have lost any sense that there is something beyond our-
selves.  Something bigger than the sum of all things.  

We enjoy our wealth, our health care systems, our insurances against every possible 
problem, as if there is nothing more impirtant in life.  Have we made the blessings of 
God into our new idols? 

And we have pushed death as far away from our mind, and as far away from daily life, 
as we can.

We entertain ourselves to mental death - so much that we do not have to think about 
anything that might be upsetting our peace of mind.

By doing this we ignore reality.

Personal reality is, that we are all fragile and we will all die and face God.

Social reality is, that we humans have an amazing ability to create problems, even 
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wars.  And by ignoring this we have reduced our armies year after year, making them 
more and more unable to face serious problems.  

And history shows us, serious problems will come again.  In the future, new heroes 
will be needed to restore international order, even by the usage of arms.  New sacrific-
es will be asked for.

What the future holds, only God knows.  But if 
we learn anything from history, it is that we will 
face war in our lands again.  

Conclusion

But faith in God gives us the strength to be real-
istic and to be strong today: 

It enables us to look back at our history with 
open eyes for the horrors we were part of.

Faith in God enables us also to have hope - hope 
for those who sacrificed their lives, and hope that 
one day we will all live in Gods new earth.

And faith in God also enables to look at ourselves, our countries, our cultures, with 
honesty.  Surely we will mess up again.  So we must be vigilant.  

We have learned our lessons from the past, and we know tomorrow will have its own 
grave sorrows again.  

Let us heed Joshua’s invitation: The best response to the horrors of the past and the 
insecurity of tomorrow, is to commit ourselves today again to serving God and to the 
service of humankind.  Whatever that asks of us.  

+ Amen


