
Remember, remember … but also forget. 

We stand in the middle. 

There are things ahead of us and things behind us, which are only connected by us. Perhaps it is my 

age, but I am very aware of being in the middle of five generations. I would love to be able to 

introduce my grandfather to my grandchildren but I cannot do that in any real present, sense except 

that maybe when they are older I will be able to show them photographs and tell them that he was 

the best granddad anyone could hope hope to have.  We might call that our long story – the story 

that does not begin with me or end with me. The long story in which I am only a link between what 

has been and what will be. If it is not my age that has given me such thoughts, then perhaps it is the 

time of year: in this Kingdom Season we go through a strange series of days that somehow tell the 

long story of our faith and of our nation. 

1. The long story of the Church. 

On All Saints’ Day and on All Souls’ Day the Christian community recites its own long story through 

recalling those people of heroic virtue who have shown that the faith really can be lived out in the 

way that Our Lord intended. Even so, in that long story there are episodes of which Christians cannot 

be proud, of dispute and anger within the community sometimes leading to dreadful behaviour. For 

that reason, I want to borrow a phrase from Prof. Patrick Collinson1 who once had the misfortune to 

be part of an effort to turn me into some sort of historian. With a nod towards that little rhyme 

about Guy Fawkes, Patrick said that when we tell long story we have to do two things. His version of 

the rhyme went, ‘Remember, remember – but also forget’. It’s actually what we do all the time, we 

select the parts of the story that we are comfortable and evade the parts with which we are 

uncomfortable. So, for example, Common Worship has a litany of thanksgiving for the Holy Ones of 

God, there was not really time for us to use it last week. That litany gives for all kinds of saints but 

there are two lines in it that specially struck me, the one following straight after the other. 

 Let us bless the Lord for Thomas Cranmer and all who reform the Church of God. 

 Let us bless the Lord for Thomas Moore and all who hold firm to its continuing faith. 

You see? Anglicans claiming both Thomases to be among the saints … even though the two of them 

were on opposite sides of that fearful argument that we call the English Reformation.  

Remember, remember but also forget. 

2. The long story of the nation. 

Arising from that Reformation conflict is another long story that many English people are very happy 

indeed to forget – a story of conflict between Anglicans on the one hand and the Free and Roman 

Churches on the other, when for two and a half centuries all political power in England was very 

firmly in Anglican hands. Other Christians were subject to a range of punitive laws that took away 

many of their civic and educational rights, symbolised by the burning of the image of that sad 

adventurer Guy Fawkes on thousands of English bonfires. I can remember as a child being quite 

surprised when my Dutch granddad told me that he had never been to a bonfire party and didn’t 

                                                           
1 Professor of history at the University of Kent, later Regius Professor of History at Oxford, now sadly deceased. 



really see the point. How it could possibly have not been part of his story as well, I wondered. In our 

century, the Christian traditions in England are mostly quite civil with each other and even seek to 

co-operate so far as we can; many of us believe that the friendships we have developed across the 

traditions are actually a work of the Holy Spirit that heals us and brings us towards the unity of the 

Church for which Our Lord prayed at the Last Supper. We might also go further and ask ourselves 

whether our reluctance to honour each other as Christians might actually be a denial of our 

discipleship. Christ calls us to follow him just as much as he called those first disciples. If it is his will 

that we should be united how can we be disobedient to that will and still be serious disciples? It 

looks as though there may be things here that we definitely need to let go of. 

Remember, remember but also forget. 

3. The long story of Remembrance 

And so we come to today. I was on duty in the Cathedral on a November morning a couple of years 

ago, helping the visitors whether they wanted it or not, when a young French woman walked over to 

me and said, ‘Why are you all wearing those little red flowers?’ The poppies of course grew in the 

northern sector of the western front, held by British and Belgian troops. On Wednesday, French 

people will be wearing sprigs of the blue cornflower which grows further south, where the French 

army held the line. United in remembrance but divided by custom. Again we are selective in what 

we remember, we focus on those who did their duty at whatever cost and that is right and proper. 

But we all know, of course, that there is a grim irony at the heart of our understanding of warfare, 

because it brings out the very best and the very worst in people. We must not acknowledge the 

utter sinfulness of war. War is the worst thing that people do to each other and in its name carry out 

unspeakable acts of horror – yet we have to face the awful reality of what the alternative might have 

been. Sometimes we reach a point where a stand has to be taken, where there is no alternative but 

to act in defence of culture, nation, freedom. However great the threat we dare not close our ears to 

the prayer of Christ for unity, the unity of Christians for the sake of the world. As a hope for the 

future we set aside our memories of the horror of war and, instead try to hold onto the heroic, the 

dutiful, the self-giving: and I believe that we are right so to do. 

Remember, remember but also forget. 

Conclusion 

In these ten days at the beginning of November our emotions can be very raw. We know that 

around us the church is not united and humanity is not united – yet we also know that the best hope 

for all of us is to overcome disunion. I honestly believe that we have to hear those words of Christ’s, 

to follow him and to make his way of self-giving our guiding principle. We have to hear again his call 

to repent and to be in the presence of the Kingdom.  

Remember, remember and never forget: you shall love the Lord your God with all your being and 

your neighbour as much as yourself. 

  

 


