
War in the Trenches – W. J. Rayment
25th Sunday after Pentecost - Year B – 11/11/2018

Psalm Reading: 127
1st Reading: Exodus 17:8-13, 2nd: 2 Tim. 2:1-7

Today is the 100th anniversary of the end of World War I. 
After four years of bloody war, an armistice was signed and 
took effect on the 11th hour of the 11th day of the 11th month of 
1918. It was said at the time that this was the war to end all 
wars, but as we know, humans are sinful creatures and seem 
not to learn the brutal lessons of history. So there would be 
more conflicts after this one.

All of the soldiers and sailors of that war have passed on to
a better place. None are left to tell of the sacrifices they made 
for the good of humanity in that “Great War”. But there are 
some, children and grand-children, who can still remember 
stories about that harrowing struggle. My mother’s father, 
Joseph Robinet, fought in the Great War. I have photographs of 
a young man with a twinkle in his eye and a military cap sitting 
at a jaunty angle on his head, with scenes of Paris in the 
background. And when I was young that was my vision of what 
World War I was like. That is until, one day when my brother 
and myself in our early teens sat with my grandfather on the 
cap of a crock well. We badgered the old man to tell us some 
stories about when he was in the army. We were expecting the 
kind of humorous anecdotes he would tell about his days as a 
lumberjack or as a boy on the farm with four brothers.

He was reluctant to talk at first. But soon we found out he 
had enlisted on a lark. He had gone because he thought it 
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would be fun to go to war, pitting himself against a cruel 
enemy. He thought he would get to see Europe. He would get 
out of the small rural town where he had been raised. He 
became a mule driver in the artillery. I have heard it said that it 
is a messed up war where there are mules and tanks on the 
same battlefield. This certainly proved to be the case in World 
War I. His job was to get ammunition for the great guns from 
supply depots to the guns themselves. I suddenly realized why 
the man was nearly deaf. There was not much in the way of 
hearing protection in those days. 

We found out that he had been under fire several times 
and at one point had been wounded by a piece of wood that 
pierced his leg, probably a large splinter from the wagon he was
in when it was hit by enemy fire. He had seen many a mule go 
down and finally he told us how a buddy had been shot and he 
had put him on the back of a wagon and, in a harrowing 
journey, drove back to the medic station behind the lines. But 
by the time he got there, his friend had bled to death. In telling 
this story tears came to my grandfather’s eyes, and my brother 
and I were quick to change the subject, neither of us were 
equipped to deal with the emotion we had inadvertently stirred
up.

My grandfather, like many a veteran, sacrificed of himself 
for society. He went into the service for the adventure of the 
thing, but he lived with the consequences of his sacrifice for the
rest of his life. He passed away in 1979 and left behind a few 
mementos of the war, along with a violin (which he called a 
fiddle), an accordion, and a passel of grandchildren who loved 
him dearly.
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Now to go back even further in time, our reading from 
Exodus gives us a very early account of battle. It is interesting 
how the struggle takes shape. We read how the “Amalekites 
came and attacked the Israelites at Rephidim.” (NIV, Ex. 17:8) 
Moses calls on Joshua, his general, to choose some men to go 
out and fight. Meanwhile, Moses stands on a hill with a staff 
and raises his arms in the air. (v.9) The Israelites were 
determined to resist the attacks of the Amalekites who wished 
to plunder or enslave them.

I find this battle significant because it illustrates something
that few of us think about when we are snug in our homes on a 
rainy fall day curled up on a couch with a crossword puzzle or 
watching a football game. There are times in history, in fact, 
every day that we need people to risk their lives for the good of
society. This is most obvious with the military, but it also goes 
for those on the police force and the fire department, and 
others who give of themselves daily, working long hours, giving 
of their time, nurses, teachers, EMT personnel, and others.

All of these people create a protective shield around us so 
that we can live out our lives as we choose protecting us from 
the Amalekites of the modern world and even from ourselves. 
But you might notice something else that happens in this 
passage. Moses, representing the people of Israel, stands 
behind them, with his arms raised as if he is directly supporting 
the struggle. It is both moral support, and a call to God to help 
those who are in the midst of the fray. When Moses lets his 
arms down, the troops despair, when he lifts them up they 
rejoice. (v.11) It is only with continued efforts by both Moses 
and the soldiers that the battle is won.
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This illustrates how important it is for us to support those 
who struggle in the trenches, to appreciate their work and their
sacrifice, both those who are currently in the service and those 
who gave of themselves in the past. It is moral support and 
prayer that makes life bearable for those fighting the good 
fight, and even those, like my grandfather, who fought the 
good fight so long ago, but continue to suffer from the 
sacrifices that they made.

In his second letter to Timothy, Paul actually uses the 
example of a soldier to make some telling points about the 
implications of our faith and our work within that faith. He is 
encouraging Timothy to “be strong in the grace that is in Christ 
Jesus.” (2 Tim. 2:1) And he makes a strong request of Timothy. 
He writes, “Join with me in suffering, like a good soldier of 
Christ Jesus.” (v.3)

I find it interesting that suffering is basic to the notion of 
what a good soldier does, that is what being a soldier, more 
than anything, entails. It is giving up time, giving up a common 
existence in order to train, toil and sweat for the common 
good. Being a soldier in Christ involves the same thing. It means
giving up what is common about our existence and lifting us up 
yet at the same time plunging us into the trenches where we 
toil for the good of all.

Those of you who know something of military history 
probably know that World War I on the western front was a 
static war. It was fought out trench to trench. After an early 
mobile phase, the two sides, with shovels and pick axes scarred 
the land in one long strip from the Netherlands to Switzerland. 
Men lived in holes in the ground and shot at each other from 
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short distances, charged over open ground to be slaughtered by
machine gun fire. There was mud everywhere. Life was 
miserable and a whole generation seemed to be sucked into 
that mire. Those who did this duty, some drafted, some 
volunteers, were truly heroic in their suffering. 

I think there are two sides to being a soldier of Christ. At 
first, we follow Christ because we are self-interested. We want 
the benefits of being a disciple. We want the assurance of 
God’s grace; we want the fellowship that comes from being 
part of an organization; we want the glory of fighting for a good
cause; we want the discipline that comes from being a disciple; 
we want the respect and love of others. But like the adventurer
who joins the military because it looks like fun, we find that all 
of these benefits are really the by-products of suffering and 
sacrifice. It is not until we let ourselves toil ingloriously in the 
trenches that we truly earn, that we truly experience all of the 
benefits of being a soldier for Christ. In fact, it is not until we 
have forgotten our initial impetus, our initial self-motivation, it 
is not until we have forgotten the self, that the self truly shines 
forth as the image of God.

You know, my grandfather was a man of good humor. In 
spite of all his experiences, I only remember him smiling. In my 
youth he had a rather large nose, with merry eyes, and a 
wreath of gray hair that resembled nothing so much as a silver 
halo. I only remember him ever talking about the war that one 
time. Yet it was that one time that seared in my memory. I have
no doubt in my mind that those experiences he spoke of were 
seared in his memory as well. They somehow helped to form 
the kind man I remember.
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Yes, the first World War ended on this date exactly 100 
years ago on the 11th hour of the 11th day of the 11th month of 
1918. It is a good time to commemorate this momentous day. 
In concert with thousands of churches across the world we 
remember all those who served, not only then, but through all 
time by tolling our church bell 11 times...

Toll the bell 11 Times. 

Please bow your heads and pray with me…

Lord, God of Hosts, you gave your Son to suffer for us, that
our sins might be forgiven. You call us to sacrifice as well, not so
much for your glory as for the good of your kingdom. Lord 
watch over and protect all those who work in your service and 
the service of society to keep people safe in an uncertain world.
Lord Jesus, watch over each and every one of us. Take us into 
your service, train us through your Word, and mold us in your 
image that we may be your disciples, disciplined in faith, action,
and love. 

 
ἀμἠν

6


