The Third Sunday before Advent 9th November 2025

A Sunday Reflection with a Remembrance theme, Monkstown Parish Church

Morning Prayer 10.45am 

Readings: Isaiah 2.1-5; psalm 4; Romans 8.31-39; St Matthew 5.1-12
Isaiah 2.4b: They will beat their swords into mattocks and their spears into pruning-knives

We have moved into November, a month of the year where we take the opportunity offered us by All Saints’ Day on November 1st to pause, to breathe deeply and to remember a wide range of people whom we love and who are now absent from us. We see them no longer. In a very simple and sustainable way this connects us with the core content of The Lord’s Prayer: … on earth as it is in heaven … In a sense, we find once again those whom we have lost. We have gradually overcome an ecclesiastical reticence about honouring those who have died openly. We have gradually embraced a willingness to speak of them and to name them both in our hearts and out loud personally and as communities. This opening of our hearts is painful yet at the same time it is restorative because it connects us with a wider and more accessible sense of sainthood seen through a human filter. Somehow, saints step down from our stained glass and walk among us and alongside us. And we are no longer overawed by them. They remind us, they inspire us and we ourselves integrate our memory of them with our hopes for ourselves, for our world and for the future generations. It is a struggle, but we need to do it annually.
This happens in churches and in communities, in hospitals and in schools, in the open air and in the warm indoors. It is a real help to us in making sense of something that ought not to be forgotten, something that is a complexity particularly in an independent state such as Ireland and from  time to time has been very difficult for members of The Reformed Traditions. Our country nonetheless is and remains a country which holds custodianship of war service and war lost in World Wars One and Two as well as having its own contribution to peacekeeping across the inhabited world and through this its own losses and deaths. November as we now understand it gives us a refreshed context in which to understand and express less anxiously than in former years Remembrance Sunday. These two realities of war waging and peace keeping ought not to be played off against one another politically, opportunistically, destructively, superficially. At this point in evolving history, we are remembering human beings who have served in many different ways, some out of principle, some out of idealism, some out of family tradition, some out of economic necessity; it is their humanity and their commitment that we honour and remember. And wherever I go in these dioceses, there are memorials in our churches to those who served and died and never returned. Remembrance Sunday is our day for them and for all their families and succeeding generations. Honouring is our calling. Today is their day.  
For us today - and every year that passes underscores this - it is more important than ever to remember: the commitment, the self-sacrifice, the bravery of those who did what the worship of this parish church is regularly all about, that is: to serve in very specific ways, to serve God, to serve others. They too served Almighty God in ways for which we who enjoy freedom today remain eternally grateful. In silence let us remember those who did just this and those who went from Monkstown and its surrounding areas along with other parts of the inhabited world and were never able to return. They fought for freedom. We enjoy that freedom. And let us also remember those who are embroiled today all over the world in situations of danger and harm in theatres of war in the service of justice and of peace, humanity and service, food and water, emergency and healthcare – and who wear the uniform - basics of life denied to others and who make their contributions in the making of peace. 
WE KEEP SILENCE

The Prophet Isaiah speaks to us of a vision of peace which centres on Judah and Jerusalem. The vision tells us of a movement of peoples to the holy mountain of God in Jerusalem. Their purpose is to learn from God how God does things and how we in turn should do things: … that the Lord may teach us his ways and that we may walk in his paths. I say: we and not they because Scripture has a reach into our lives beyond its point of original hearing. What might this look like? The word: Jerusalem means city of peace/foundation of peace. Jerusalem is treasured by religions and cultures worldwide as a place of peace and of constancy and a place of go-to pilgrimage. Every religious tradition wants a bit of Jerusalem. The hope of all visitors is that something of the place itself will rub off on them; if you get something in, if you bring something home from, Jerusalem, you will treasure it not only for what it is but for where you got it. verse 4 of chapter 2 gives us this clue. Those who journey to Jerusalem will find that the Lord of the place is the judge of peace for many nations. And in that famous and oft-repeated phrase, they will beat their swords into mattocks and their spears into pruning-knives. And in this way a new world of peace opens up for the world and from Jerusalem. It is in this hope that we live urgently and poignantly today. 
What we learn from this is, of course, that peace is the antithesis of war. But I think we knew that already. We learn something else that is equally urgent, namely that peace is the repurposing of war. The materials of war are in the prophecy of Isaiah refashioned and repurposed for the stability of agricultural life: preparing the ground and tending the vines. The challenge always for the pilgrims and the visitors is to re-channel the energy of war into the energy of peace. Peace does not come out of nowhere. It is an attitudinal re-set and we are all participants in the making and in the keeping of peace. 
St Matthew 5. 1-12 marks the beginning of The Sermon on the Mount. What The Sermon on the Mount offers us, however often we have heard it or read it, is something rather magnificent in its day and a revolution that is yet to be realized in our day:
A repeated definition of who are those who are called blessed;

A confident assertion by Jesus that his coming is not designed to abolish the Law and the Prophets but to complete them along with a radical new positioning of The Commandments and how they affect the heart and its motivations and its priorities;

A very clear-sighted explanation of hypocrisy in relation to alms, prayer and fasting together with an alternative to fuss in the simplest of prayers which we to this very day still call The Our Father; 

An encouragement not to be anxious about things that you simply will not and can not change and one which comes with the encouragement to appreciate the beauty and the freedom of the natural world – the birds of the air and the lilies of the field both of which are second to none on anyone’s reckoning yet whose freedom to be beautiful nobody can emulate or buy; 

Advice to be shrewd but also to be reasonable in your dealings with other people, advice that has found its way into popular wisdom: do not throw pearls before swine … the house built on rock and the house built on sand …by their fruits you will know them …
What sticks most of all with us today is verses 9 and 10:

Blessed are the peacemakers …

Blessed are those who are persecuted in the cause of right …

Like the prophecy of Isaiah with which we began, St Matthew recognizes that there is the desire for peace and that there is also the reality of wrong and war and that war can be a response to evil and wrong. God remains open and open-hearted to all who come to God in need and for aid. God remains ready to help us to re-set and to repurpose the weapons and the attitudes of war. God remains ready to redeem the evil and the wicked within his own purposes of creation and re-creation. Today is a day for our reflection and our remembering of those who have given us the freedom to live and we do and to think as we do. Let us remember them. 
Romans 8.38: … For I am convinced that there is nothing in all creation that can separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord. 
