HOMILY FOR STRATHCLYDE POLICE ANNUAL SERVICE OF REMEMBRANCE

ST ANDREW’S CATHEDRAL, MAY 20 2006

My dear brothers and sisters,
I am very glad to be able to welcome you today to the Metropolitan Cathedral Church of St Andrew.

I offer a special word of greeting to those of you from other Christian Churches and representatives of other faiths who may be visiting the Cathedral for the first time.

In a particular way I wish to offer a word of comfort and affection to those of you who have lost a relative in the course of the last year.  Looking at the ages of the officers and support staff whose names appear in today’s order of service one is struck at the relative youth of so many of them.

You who have lost much loved husbands and wives, brothers and sisters, mothers and fathers, sons and daughters, have the deepest sympathy of the whole community and of every worshipper in this Cathedral today.

When we find ourselves in the shadow of death it is easy to become discouraged, indeed it is almost natural.  Yet at times of bereavement we must cling more strongly than ever to the hope that is to be found in this Easter season. A season of resurrection from death; a period of victory over the grave; and a day when the sun scatters the darkness of our depression.
As a young man the great Cardinal Newman had the experience of being stranded in a boat in the southern Mediterranean.  The sea was flat and there was no wind. The air was hot and the sun merciless. In his loneliness, he penned a poem, which has become one of the great hymns of the English language.

For all the brightness about him, there was darkness in his soul. He had lost loved ones. He had just recovered from a near fatal illness, and he looks forward to life with great uncertainty – the same uncertainty that obscures our vision in times of grief and sorrow.

And so he turns to the Lord and asks … 

Lead Kindly light amid the encircling gloom, Lead Thou me on! 
The night is dark, and I am far from home -- 
Lead Thou me on! 
Keep Thou my feet; I do not ask to see 
The distant scene, -- one step enough for me. 

That first “step” is to recognise that at death, “life is changed not ended, and when the body of our earthly dwelling lies in death we gain an everlasting dwelling place in heaven.” (Preface of Christian Death 1)
The promise Jesus makes in today’s reading from St John’s Gospel is directly addressed to those of you who come here today filled with sorrow, confused perhaps as to what life now holds and uncertain about the great mystery of life and death …

“Do not let your hearts be troubled, “ He says.  “Trust in God still, and trust in me.”

That word, “still” seems to suggest that Jesus acknowledges the strain put on our faith by the great mystery of death … “Trust in God still …” 
In spite of it all.
And then those consoling words come … “There are many rooms in my Father’s house; if there were not, I should have told you.”

Such words, we must remember, are not merely poetic attempts to offer consolation. They are the words of God himself – of the God-man who is the way, the truth and the life.

He continues: “I am going now to prepare a place for you, and after I have gone and prepared you a place, I shall return to take you with me, so that where I am, you may be too.” And that assurance includes Barrie, Brian, Diane, Anne, Samuel, Gordon, Kenneth, Derek, Peter, Colette and Ian, and all your relatives, friends and colleagues who have departed from this life with faith in God.
We may find faith – especially in such circumstances to be difficult. It is something to be prayed for in all humility and trust.  As Newman wrote:

I was not ever thus, nor pray'd that Thou 
Should'st lead me on. 
I loved to choose and see my path; but now 
Lead Thou me on! 
I loved the garish day, and, spite of fears, 
Pride ruled my will: remember not past years.
There is another sentence in today’s readings which I want to quote to you: 
“Think of the love the Father has lavished upon us by letting us be called God’s children, and that is what we are …”
If we are God’s children, then so are those who have gone before us, each one of them. Each is an heir to the joys of heaven. And though we are understandably hurt, perhaps devastated by their leaving us, we must cling to the sure and certain hope that they are with the most tender and loving of parents - God who is both fatherly and motherly in his all encompassing love.
The friendships and loves we recall today were forged – as so many true friendships are – on the anvil of common service.  A service based on high ideals, fortified by a sense of vocation and cemented in adversity.

There will be many in this congregation in the service of Strathclyde Police who will have their own memories of colleagues now departed; today we wish to express our appreciation of their service and of your continuing efforts to maintain peaceful, safe and harmonious communities.

I imagine that you hear of the public’s appreciation and affection only rarely. In your everyday work, dealing with the problems of society and the misdeeds of its citizens, it must be hard to keep in mind the generous service you give, and the appreciation felt by society at large for the work you do to keep us safe and secure.

And so I am glad to take this all too rare opportunity to put on record my gratitude, the gratitude of the Archdiocese of Glasgow, and, if I may be so bold, of all decent law abiding citizens – and they are still the vast majority – for the work you do and the service you provide every day of the week, when in quiet, unpublicised encounters, officers and support staff bring comfort, reassurance and peace to those facing difficulties in their own lives.

Today, then, we thank you, and we offer in return what assistance we can to those who have lost a loved one, a colleague or a friend, and this reassurance expressed by Newman in terms which each of you can take to heart:

So long Thy power hath blest me, sure it still 
Will lead me on, 
O'er moor and fen, o'er crag and torrent, till 
The night is gone; 
And with the morn those angel faces smile 
Which I have loved long since, and lost awhile. 

Amen

PAGE  
4

