
THEIR NAMES LIVETH FOR EVERMORE

Imagine the scene if you can: it is January, freezing cold. There is 

permafrost and snow on the ground, and you are part of a very 
lightly armoured, small vehicle convoy moving supplies between 

patrol bases. You see in the cold grey distance a young woman, not 
wearing very much by way of clothing. As the convoy gets closer, 

she gets nervous and steps off the road - in danger of stepping onto 
a land mine.

The first thought which goes through your head is that she is a 

decoy for a sniper attack, a pawn in a brutal game of cat and 
mouse, between the British soldier and an unseen enemy. All your 

military instincts tell you to keep driving, but your human instincts 
cause you to bring the convoy to a brief halt. When questioned she 

responds in Serbo-Croat; you invite her into the warmth of the Land 
Rover, and she backs off. Calling forward a female medic, the lady 

softens in her approach, and climbs into the back of the vehicle. 

Upon arriving at a known safe farm house, and over sweet hot 
coffee, the woman tells her story to the farmers, who relay it in 

broken German. She is a Bosnian Muslim, whose family were 
forced from their homes in the dead of night. The men were tortured 

and shot; the women repeatedly raped, and then shot. She was 
spared a bullet, but not the human violation. She was allowed to 

survive, but only in order to tell the story, and spread fear.



More and more in these past twenty five years we have heard tales 
of brutality such as this; they still live within the memories and 

scarred minds of those for whom these dreadful events overtook 
them; in Rwanda, Somalia, Bosnia, Kosovo, Sierra-Leone, Syria, 

and closer to home - Northern Ireland - we have witnessed rape 
and torture being used as a form of warfare, intended to demoralise 

civilian populations, especially for women and children. In terms of 
humanitarian aid, counselling, and prayer, it is not difficult to attend 

to their immediate and considerable needs, but you won't find their 
names on war memorials, like the fallen of two world wars; their 

names do not 'live for evermore', for they were never known. To my 
shame I cannot remember the name of that poor, abused, and 

dispossessed woman whom we helped back in January 1996, on 
patrol in Central Bosnia. 

These are the casualties of the recent conflicts that we remember, 

alongside the sacrifice of the millions in two world wars; but they 
were neither conscripts nor volunteers: they were the victims of 

horrendous circumstances. Yes, I will remember Cpl Garry Fenton 
and LBdr Paul Garrett, soldiers whom I served with in Northern 

Ireland, and who were murdered by snipers. We remember the 
dead, but not so much the survivors.



On Thursday in town centres, in shops, stores, schools, and 

sporting events this weekend there are dignified acts of 
remembrance. Though being worthy in themselves, these acts of 

public regard and respect rarely strike at the heart of a key phrase: 
'their names liveth for evermore'. As Christians we believe in life 

after death, and a bodily resurrection; of the love and mercy of God 
who died on the cross that we might live for eternity. It is estimated 

by one historian of modern warfare, that 98% of the men who 
fought in the first World War would have believed in God; over 90% 

would have been baptised Christians. In this month of the holy 
souls, the Catholic Church makes a significant step beyond the 

mere act of remembrance, because we are prepared to hold the 
name of our loved ones before God, and offer their lives in the 

mass, as they are remembered near the altar.

The Church teaches us that we can transform our remembrance 
into the currency of salvation for them, especially in this month. Our 

belief is that, if there is still any attachment to sin upon death, then 
we will experience the cleansing of purgatory, in preparation for 

heaven. We can gain for them a special grace which the Church 
calls an 'indulgence' - a freedom from the guilt of their sins, and 

suffering of purgatory. This suffering is the temporary denial of 
heaven, until we are truly cleansed of the guilt and attachment to 

sin. To pray for the departed, especially by their graveside is, during 
this month, one of the greatest acts of charity that we can offer. We 



can hasten them on their last journey which is outside of time and 

space and, please God, he will receive them home to their reward. 
We can do this at a public cenotaph, or church war memorial, or by 

their grave if they have one.

For those who gave everything that we may enjoy our freedom to 
live, today is especially poignant. Perhaps their purgatory is to 

realise their sacrifice as a human response to the divine sacrifice of 
the God-man, Jesus. As we gaze on his broken body, and recall 

those who gave their all for us, so the two are joined in the mystery 
of 'Eucharist' - thanksgiving and offering - where the human and 

divine meet at every celebration of mass; each time we offer a 
prayer, however simple or elaborate.

We need not stand by a grave not knowing how we may help our 

departed loved ones. We can act on their behalf, make our own 
small acts of sacrifice and offer it up for them; in the offering of this 

sacrifice of the mass. Thank you that many of you do so regularly. 
On this poignant weekend of Remembrance, let each and every 

one of us offer to God - in Christ - the lives of those who were 
offered on our behalves, and those who still bear the terrible human 

scars of war.


