Sermon at Norham Church 
Remembrance Sunday, 9th November 2025


I am grateful to everyone who has been involved with Norham Church hosting the remarkable art installation, ‘Silenced Bells – Distant Voices’.  It comprises the sculptures of broken and fractured church bells, laid out in the chancel, created by Keith Roberts, and the recording of a choral work, entitled ‘Memorial’, by John Casken, which is played on the hour, every hour.  Both the sculpture and music are a powerful memorial to the fallen and lost in the First World War, and in the world today.  If you haven’t had the chance to visit the installation, and listen to the music, then I encourage you to do so, while it remains in place until Friday of this week.

The bells, you will notice, have no clappers, or tongues, hence the first half of the title, ‘Silenced Bells’.  And yet, ironically, the more time I spend with them, the more they speak to me.

The way the bells are laid out, in a row, reminds me of the images we sometimes see of dead bodies, gathered together after a terrorist attack, or military action.  The bells are like people, lying with their mouths open, in pain, or in shock.  Or perhaps the open mouths of the bells express outrage at, or protest against, the horrors of war, or, in the words of John Casken, ‘the madness of it all’. 

When sitting in the chancel at four o’clock, with the lights turned low, and the candles lit, one bell in particular seemed to me like the mouth of a canon, aimed directly at me.  Or was it the entrance to a tunnel?  I was reminded of the poem, ‘Strange Meeting’, by Wilfred Owen, which begins 

It seemed that out of battle I escaped
Down some profound dull tunnel, long since scooped.

And the phrase ‘Silenced Bells’ evokes another poem by Wilfred Owen, ‘Anthem for Doomed Youth’, which begins,

What passing-bells for these who die as cattle?

And again, the open mouths of the bells call to mind another of his poems, ‘Spring Offensive’, in which he says, of soldiers being cut down by machine gun fire, that,

… earth set sudden cups
In thousands for their blood.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Which then calls to mind what God said to Cain, after Cain had murdered his brother Abel: 

What have you done?  Listen; your brother’s blood is crying out to me from the ground!  (Genesis 4.10)

But the silenced bells also remind me of the images we sometimes see of prisoners of war, or hostages, sitting in a line, blindfolded and forbidden to speak.  

The bells are grey, as if their personality, their individuality, their humanity have been erased.  They all look the same at first, but, when you look more closely, you can see that each bell really is an individual, not least in the damage they have sustained.

Wilfred Owen spoke of the pity of war, and God looks in pity on the victims of war.  In the eyes of God, every victim is an individual.  And every individual is loved by God, no matter how damaged and broken.

Then again, the way the bells have been arranged looks to me as if they are huddled together.  And that calls to mind the poem on the Statue of Liberty, by Emma Lazarus, who was involved in aiding Jewish refugees, who had fled anti-Semitic pogroms in Europe.  She imagined the Statue of Liberty crying with silent lips, 

Give me your tired, your poor, 
Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free.  …
Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me.

The greyness of the bells, it seems to me, is also the colour of present-day Gaza, with so many of its buildings lying in ruins.  And again, the bells lying on the ground speak of a people laid low.  They look as if they have fallen from a bell-tower, and are no longer able to ring out for weddings, as in the book of the prophet Jeremiah, who foresaw a time of devastation, when ‘the sound of mirth and the sound of gladness, the voice of the bridegroom and the voice of the bride’ would be banished from the land, which would become ‘a ruin and a waste’ (Jeremiah 25.10‑11).

Bells are silenced, or muffled, at a time of tragedy.  But the bells and ‘distant voices' of the choral work, ‘Memorial’, played on the hour, make it seem as if the bells are sounding and singing.  Sometimes silence can be eloquent, as when Jesus was silent before his accusers.  

Sometimes those who are silenced need others to speak out on their behalf.  Where are the tongues of the silenced bells?  They are in our mouths, and, when we have the ability, we also have a moral imperative to speak up for those who have no voice, and to speak out against injustice and prejudice.  In the words of another poet of the First World War, Edward Thomas, as we heard in this church less than a month ago, we too can speak 

… for all who [lie] under the stars,
Soldiers and poor, unable to rejoice.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  ‘The Owl’.] 


In a little while, we will keep two minutes silence beside the war memorial.  We will keep silence in memory of those who were, and have been, and still are silenced by the devastation of war.  But perhaps the silence means more than that.  The Imperial War Museum has created an astonishing sound track of what would have been heard when ‘the guns fell silent,’ on the eleventh hour, of the eleventh day, of the eleventh month, in 1918.[footnoteRef:2]  A minute before eleven o’clock, you can hear nothing but the sound of guns.  A minute afterwards, when the guns have been silenced, you can hear birds singing, and what sounds like rain.   [2:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jwisj9WqWc0. ] 


So bells and people can be silenced, but guns can also be silenced.  We will keep two minutes silence not only in remembrance, but also in hope.
