
Sermon, Remembrance Sunday 2021 
 

Provocative Poppies 
 
We have been wearing them for a hundred years:  
these emblems of respect, regret and remembrance. 
  
Respect for all who gave their lives and served their country in war,  
Regret that, less than twenty years after the Poppy Appeal began in 1921,  
the whole world was caught up in war again,  
and violence has continued around the globe every year from then until now. 
And remembrance- the careful reflection and consideration to which we are called today,  
called by these poppies, which we wear and lay in wreaths, to symbolise so much. 
 
Poppies are now part of every autumn and November in the UK;  
each of us will have different memories of them and responses to them.  
I want to suggest that they are not merely pretty, passive badges, but deeply provocative. 
 
The humble corn poppy, an everyday wild flower, grows profusely in the poorest of soils.  
Its seeds are generously spread by its flexible salt shaker seed heads, blowing in the wind.  
Yet each seed is tiny and disappears in dark earth where it lies hidden, 
buried until on germination, which is accelerated when the soil is churned up,  
the seed springs to life and blazing colour, as if from nothing. 
 
In 1915, near Ypres in Belgium, Lieutenant Colonel Dr John McCrae was so moved  
by the sight of swathes of poppies from his medical post, 
that he wrote these famous words: 
 

In	Flanders	fields	the	poppies	blow	
Between	the	crosses,	row	on	row,	
				That	mark	our	place;	and	in	the	sky	
				The	larks,	still	bravely	singing,	fly	
Scarce	heard	amid	the	guns	below.	
	
We	are	the	Dead.	Short	days	ago	
We	lived,	felt	dawn,	saw	sunset	glow,	
				Loved	and	were	loved,	and	now	we	lie,	
								In	Flanders	fields.	
	
Take	up	our	quarrel	with	the	foe:	
To	you	from	failing	hands	we	throw	
				The	torch;	be	yours	to	hold	it	high.	
				If	ye	break	faith	with	us	who	die	
We	shall	not	sleep,	though	poppies	grow	
								In	Flanders	fields.	

 
It's a provocative poem, containing much anger as well as the vibrant imagery.  
 



The poppies symbolise and memorialise the dead who lie beneath them,  
the poppies' scarlet hue a shocking reminder of the bloodshed of battle.  
 
For Christians, the red also evokes the blood of Christ,  
whose sacrifice for the sins of the world we remember, 
every time we share in the red wine of holy communion.  
Our reading from Hebrews describes this as  for all time a single sacrifice for sins,  
the sacrifice through which we can come to God with confidence, not fear,  
because we are forgiven through trusting in Christ. 
 
Yet Christ' s great love, laying down his life for his friends,  
has at times been used as the example and justification for lives lost in war...  
Which may not sit comfortably with us... 
Nonetheless, the provocative poppies still demand our response today. 
 
They provoked McCrae to write his poem.  
I suspect he never imagined it would still be read more than a century later.  
 
Its words challenge us to continue the struggle against evil,  ‘ catching the torch',  
like a relay baton, playing our part, in our generation.  
The sacrifices made must not be in vain - as the Second World War Kohima epitaph puts it,  
 for your tomorrow we gave our today.  
 
How then, must we live, as we consider and remember today? 
What is our part in striving for peace, locally, nationally and globally? 
 
One of the many achievements of COP26, amidst the disappointments too, 
is that climate change is now central  
rather than peripheral in our world view. 
 
We understand that our actions affect others and must live accordingly. 
As St Brandon’s pursues the vital goals of Eco Church, and participates in national research,  
we want to partner with other organisations and individuals 
in ensuring that our neighbourhoods and community  
are environmentally aware in our all decisions and actions. 
Let us consider how we live, and be provoked to change, for the sake of others 
 
A hundred years ago in this community,  
Lord Boyne donated the stone for the cross, 
to stand outside this church, 
in memory of the **** men of Brancepeth  
who lost their lives in the First World War.  
In response to that gift, the consideration and provocation of it, 
local people contributed to the costs of stone masonry and works to erect the memorial, 
where we will gather in a few minutes.  
 
It stands at the door of the church as a provocative reminder for all who enter this place.  



Children play on its steps and hide behind it:  
as they get older they ask why it's there.  
Let that be an opportunity for us - to tell them what happened, and how precious peace is. 
 
In our New Testament reading, where we heard this:  
      Let us consider how to provoke one another to love and good deeds. 
 
Remembrance is a shared enterprise in Brancepeth, now as in 1921.  
 
So  Let us consider how to provoke one another to love and good deeds. 
 
Consideration and provocation are intrinsically linked. 
 
Only when we reflect and consider, rather than acting without thought or care,  
do love and good deeds blossom, and our lives bring forth  
kindness, courage, altruism, justice and peace.  
 
Like the poppy seeds lying dormant until the moment comes for germination,  
we continue to consider, to reflect and pray, awaiting  
the opportunities which will come to share God's love and do good.  
 
May those minute poppy seeds remind us that every single act of love and kindness  
makes a difference, far bigger than we may recognise.  
 
A smile, a phone call, a card or a kind word can open a window of love.  
Time spent with another person, listening attentively,  
may seem ‘unproductive’ but be massively healing and affirming.  
 
Care and prayer for our children and young people  
impact them for the rest of their lives. 
Prayer, that they experience and accept God’s great love for them in Jesus Christ. 
Care, that we do not hinder this by selfishness or hypocrisy. 
 
For younger generations face challenges which will require them,  
as they catch the torch, 
to fight evil, to live courageously, 
to lay down lives of materialism and entitlement,  
for the sake of humankind. 
   
May we all, who wear and see these provocative poppies today, 
consider how to provoke one another to love and good deeds. 
 
The Act of Remembrance we’ll share in a moment 
contains a prayer of Commitment which I’d like to read as I close. (p.15) 
After this, Richard Gooding will play a piece of music for reflection,  
before the prayers of intercession. 
 



 
Lord God our Father 
we pledge ourselves to serve you and all humanity 
in the cause of peace, 
for the relief of want and suffering 
and for the praise of your name. 
Guide us by your spirit; 
give us wisdom; give us courage; give us hope; 
and keep us faithful now and always. 
Amen.  
 
 
 
 
 


