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None of us can have avoided the commemorations that began earlier this year to 
mark the centenary of the 1914 - 18 war. It is absolutely right that we should all be 
aware, for this was a cataclysmic event, even though no-one knew that a hundred 
years ago today. The Belgian city of Antwerp was under siege and would fall to the 
German armies on the 10th; the first battle of Arras, which began on 1st October, 
concluded on the 4th with some German advances and the attempts by both armies 
to outflank the other destined to continue. The war that people thought would be over
by Christmas was beginning to settle into the painful and costly tit-for-tat stalemate 
which would eventually end over four years later.

I have yet to visit the art installation Blood Swept Lands and Seas of Red at the 
Tower of London, but the images I’ve seen are inspirational. The wider project, under
the title of Every Man Remembered, aims to ensure that each and every British and 
Empire fatality - male predominantly, but including the 800 or so women, is 
remembered. This was prompted by a 14-year-old’s response to visiting one of the 
Commonwealth War graves Commission cemeteries. Gemma, an Explorer Scout, 
wrote: "I know that not everyone can be remembered as individuals, but I felt it was a
shame for some people to have dozens of poppies and crosses while others had no 
one left to remember them."

The first Thursday in October is designated as National Poetry Day. The theme for 
this year is ‘Remember’ and so it feels appropriate that we might explore some of 
these events and their impact through this particular prism this evening. I remember 
studying, when in secondary school, the ‘War Poets’ - Siegfried Sassoon, Rupert 
Brooke, Robert Graves and, most clearly of all, Wilfred Owen. Looking back, I wish 
we had studied Vera Brittain and, from a different perspective, Isaac Rosenberg.

As many of you will know, it was Wilfred Owen who took as the inspiration for one of 
his poems, the story of the binding of Isaac that we read on Rosh Hashanah 
morning. In his “Parable of the old Man and the young”, memorably, and with the 
artistic licence of a religious person and poet, his ending drove home the searing 
reality of that war:

*Parable of the Old Man and the Young*

So Abram rose, and clave the wood, and went,

And took the fire with him, and a knife.

And as they sojourned both of them together,



Isaac the first-born spake and said, My Father,

Behold the preparations, fire and iron,

But where the lamb for this burnt-offering?

Then Abram bound the youth with belts and straps,

and builded parapets and trenches there,

And stretchèd forth the knife to slay his son.

When lo! an angel called him out of heaven,

Saying, Lay not thy hand upon the lad,

Neither do anything to him. Behold,

A ram, caught in a thicket by its horns;

Offer the Ram of Pride instead of him.

But the old man would not so, but slew his son,

And half the seed of Europe, one by one.

How many, since the 1914 - 18 war, has been slaughtered because politicians and 
leaders will not ‘offer the Ram of Pride”? This day of atonement, perhaps all of us 
can reflect on the sins of pride that we have committed. Wilfred Owen died a week 
before the armistice of November 1918, but his poetry lives on in our memories.

Owen met Siegfried Sassoon, born to a Jewish father and Catholic mother in 1886, 
when both men were recovering from war wounds at the Craiglockhart War Hospital 
in Edinburgh. It was Sassoon who encouraged Wilfred Owen with his poetry.

A contribution to the centenary commemorations has been the digitisation and 
publication on-line in August of Siegfried Sassoon’s World War One diaries. Here is 
one vivid entry, from 1st July 2016:

“Inferno — inferno — bang smash!! Since 6:30 there has been hell let loose. The air 
vibrates with the incessant din — the whole earth shakes and rocks and throbs. It is 
one continuous roar — machine guns tap and rattle — bullets whistling over our 
head — small fry quite outdone by the gangs of hooligan-shells that dash over to 
reach the German lines with their demolition parties.”

Throughout these centenary years, the War Poets, among others, demand that we 
remember fully, not nostalgically, all aspects of the First World War. One particular 
aspect, made tortuously ironic by subsequent events, was the Jews of all the 
nationalities involved in the First World War joined up and fought for their King and 
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country. Indeed, I stand here as the grandson of a Jewish soldier awarded the Iron 
Cross by the Kaiser of Germany.

I was reminded of this when viewing the Jewish Museum’s ‘For King And Country?’ 
special exhibition earlier this summer. One board focussed on Isaac Rosenberg, one
of the lesser known War Poets, but a proud Jew, educated in the East End and at 
the Slade School of Art. He volunteered in October 1915, but experienced in the 
trenches an antisemitism surely more bitter to have to face, as he laid his life on the 
line next to the men who verbally assaulted him. This dual experience infused some 
of Rosenberg’s poems, such as:

The	  Jew
Moses,	  from	  whose	  loins	  I	  sprung,
Lit	  by	  a	  lamp	  in	  his	  blood
Ten	  immutable	  rules,	  a	  moon
For	  mutable	  lampless	  men.

The	  blonde,	  the	  bronze,	  the	  ruddy,
With	  the	  same	  heaving	  blood,
Keep	  @de	  to	  the	  moon	  of	  Moses.
Then	  why	  do	  they	  sneer	  at	  me'?

Isaac Rosenberg was killed in battle on 1st April 1918. He, as a Jew, held firmly to 
the dream of a messianic time, though knowing that he and his fellow soldiers were 
in the queue to die. His last poem captured both the hopes and the futility, written 
three days before he died:

‘Through	  These	  Pale	  Cold	  Days’	  
Through	  these	  pale	  cold	  days	  
What	  dark	  faces	  burn	  
Out	  of	  three	  thousand	  years,	  
And	  their	  wild	  eyes	  yearn,	  
While	  underneath	  their	  brows	  
Like	  waifs	  their	  spirits	  grope	  
For	  the	  pools	  of	  Hebron	  again	  -‐	  
For	  Lebanon’s	  summer	  slope.	  

They	  leave	  these	  blond	  s@ll	  days	  
In	  dust	  behind	  their	  tread	  
They	  see	  with	  living	  eyes	  
How	  long	  they	  have	  been	  dead.	  
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Remember, suggested National Poetry Day - Zachor, we think as we kindle the first 
of two Shabbat and Yom Kippur candles. Remembering is, after all, something that is
embedded firmly within Judaism:

ְלַקְּדׁשֹו ַהַּׁשָּבת ֶאת־יֹום ָזכֹור  - Remember the Sabbath Day to keep it holy

Yizkor - our Memorial Service tomorrow afternoon, which also occurs on all major 
festivals. The practices of Judaism acknowledge that, as we celebrate festivals, we 
miss those no longer here to share them with us

ְלַחִּיים ָזְכֵרנּו  - “Remember us unto life” we say and sing several times through this 
Day of Atonement

Yom Hazikaron - Day of Remembrance, one of the names given to Rosh Hashanah.

Indeed, the scholar Yosef Yerushalmi has argued that we Jews are a people for 
whom remembering takes primacy over history. Until the modern era, there were 
very few Jewish historians; instead, we ritualised out story into memories. The Torah 
and the Bible were never intended to be history text books, with carefully annotated 
sources and verifiable accounts of each event. No, our texts existed and still exist to 
provide us with rich memories that extend across the span of three to four thousand 
years. It is through remembering and transmitting our heritage that we become links 
in the chain of tradition that has sustained the wonderful wisdoms of Judaism and 
made such incredible contributions to the progress of the world. Tomorrow, I will 
explore more of what we might do with our memories. Tonight, with all its evocative 
moments - the sung Kol Nidre while the Torah scrolls stand before us; the 
confessions that span the whole aleph - bet; the images, in Avinu Malkeynu, of God 
as close parent and distant ruler. Tonight is all about remembering - remember who 
we are meant to be, and who we drifted to become in the past year, so that we can 
complete the process of teshuvah and get back on track to be our best selves. 
Remember our individual and communal dreams and visions of how we can possibly
be, how we might be better than our previous best, how we might set a wonderful 
example to family and friends.

Tonight, the unique night in the Jewish year, with candles of remembrance before us,
let us all remember, so that tomorrow we can become.
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