
Remembrance  
 
One of the things that struck me when I first came to St Albans was 
seeing the street memorials around the Abbey commemorating the 
names of men from those streets who died in the First World War. As far 
as I know, they are unique to this city. I find them much more moving 
than big monuments, because they bring home how people in every 
small locality were affected. The real grief of war isn’t in the statistics, but 
in the personal story of each of the dead and bereaved.  
 
Stories like the fate of Freddie Fellows from Fishpool Street who joined 
up at the age of 16, and died at Ypres one year later. Or Thomas Bourne 
from Albert St who was a joiner in Massey’s timber merchants. His wife 
got the telegram saying he’d been killed just two hours after giving birth 
to twin boys, their first children.  
 
On most of the street memorials there is a small metal crucifix above the 
list of names. It is a reminder that whoever they were, in the end each of 
those young men resembled Christ in giving up his life for others. They 
did the supremely unselfish thing, giving themselves. ‘Greater love hath 
no man than this’, said Jesus, ‘than that he lay down his life for his 
friends’; and, however mixed or different their situations, that’s what they 
all did.  
 
Wilfred Owen, the great Poet of the First World War, wrote a remarkable 
passage in his diary, just before he was killed. As an officer he had to 
send men every day to almost certain death, and each time he says he 
felt like Pontius Pilate sending Christ to the cross: 
 

For fourteen hours yesterday I was at work – he writes - teaching 
Christ to lift his cross by numbers, and how to adjust his crown, 
and not to imagine he was thirsty till the last halt. I attended his last 
supper to see there were no complaints, and inspected the state of 
his feet so that they would be worthy of the nails. I see to it that he 
is dumb and stands to attention before his accusers. With a piece 
of silver I buy him every day, and with maps I make him familiar 
with the topography of Golgotha.  

 
Wilfred Owen understood that Jesus on the Cross is Everyman. The 
Cross shows us God sharing the suffering of every human being. But it 
especially shows Christ’s closeness to those who accept suffering and 
death so that others can live. Jesus promised that those who share his 
cross share his victory too.  



 
In the Cathedral our main act of remembrance is a Requiem Mass for all 
those who died in war. It is a Eucharist because that’s where we 
celebrate the fact that Jesus is not dead: he is here, present and 
powerful in the sacrament. But not only Jesus is here. All those who 
have shared his sacrifice and become part of him are here too.   
 
In the early twentieth century there was a great debate in the Church of 
England about whether it was right to pray for the dead. But it was the 
First World War that settled the argument. In their loss and 
helplessness, so many bereaved people knew instinctively they simply 
had to pray for their lost loved ones, and especially at the Eucharist.  
 
There was a popular picture at the time called The Place of Meeting. It 
was a colour print showing a Requiem being celebrated at an altar, with 
the priest raising the host at the consecration; but above and beyond the 
altar, you see through the clouds thousands and thousands of soldiers, 
all worshipping with us, but on the other side.  
 
You still see that picture sometimes on the walls of church vestries 
around this diocese. It became hugely popular because it expressed so 
powerfully the belief that the dead are still with us, especially in 
Communion; and that one day, when war and tears are done away with, 
we will meet again.  
 
‘At we say at every Eucharist, we offer it with angels and archangels and 
the whole company of heaven’. In Communion the barriers of time and 
space and death fade away. That is why there really is no better thing to 
do on Remembrance Day. Jesus said ‘Do this in remembrance of me’, 
but not only in remembrance of him, but of all those who are part of him, 
who followed his self-sacrifice, through death, to final victory and eternal 
life. 
 
Rest eternal grant to them O Lord, 
And let light perpetual shine upon them.  
Amen.  
 
 


