
 

 
My Sermon from Sunday November 8, 2020 ‘Remembrance Sunday’  ~  “A Living Hope” 

 

O Lord, bless our faith that is more precious than gold.  Amen 

 

This prayer is from the first letter of Peter.  Paul is writing that our genuine and precious faith results 

in praise and glory and honour to God.  We have not seen Jesus but we love him and we believe in 

him and we rejoice. 

 

I can only imagine the challenges faced by those men who went to war in World War I and in World 

War II.  We must remember their stories and those realities.  We must keep these precious memories 

alive.  When I first came to St. Paul’s 15 years ago, we had a long line of World War II men and 

women veterans who would process in every Sunday.  Now in 2020 we are down to 2 veterans 

who are able to attend  ~  my Dad M.O. Nelson, and Gus Barclay.   

 

I am sorry that, due to COVID-19.  We will not be having a service this year in the Gardens and that 

the service at Waverly Park will be restricted to 25 people.   

 

We are here this morning to remember and to celebrate the men and women who fought for us so 

that we would have our freedom today.  Many stories are going through my head right now.  My 

son-in-law Jan Brun whose Czech grandfather was shipped off to the death camp of Auschwitz during 

WWII.  He lost his wife and infant son in Auschwitz but found love again in the horrors of the death 

camp and re-married and went on to be blessed with a baby after the war ended who is Jan’s 

mother, Vera.   

 

My uncle Richard Nelson became a medical doctor during the 1930’s in Canada and then travelled to 

England to join the Royal Air Force.  He survived the war and went on to become an Air Marshall 

and was eventually knighted for his service. 

 

I am thinking of Jouni’s father who survived 5 years on the Finnish Russian Front and still managed 

to sing and smile and be filled with the Lord even after he came to Canada in 1953 with his wife and 

four young children and very little money.  Jouni’s mother was evacuated from her home in 

Saunavaara, Finland when the Germans came through on their way to Norway.  She returned to find 

her home burned to the ground with only the chimney still standing.  There are very few original 

buildings in northern Finland as so many were burned.  The town of Rovaniemi was virtually burned 

to the ground. 

 

My uncle joined the Canadian army and was among the liberators of Holland.   

 

All of you will have your own stories.  Please keep telling them and please keep them alive.  I am 

grateful to parishioner Rick Molloy who researches and tells the story every year of a man who died 

during World War I and was a parishioner at St. Paul’s. 

 

During Lent, I stand on the steps of St. Pauls’ and recite a litany for forgiveness that was developed 

from Coventry Cathedral in England after the Cathedral was bombed in 1940.  We pray for God our 

Father to Forgive . . .  To forgive not ‘them’ but all of us.  All of us have been complicit in turning 

away from God and we have all sinned. 

 

There is power in the gospel appointed for Remembrance Sunday.  Jesus reminds us that if we 

believe in him, we will have eternal life.  That is the message of Christ and the power of hope. 

 



It is a tradition to read “In Flanders Fields” on every Remembrance Sunday.  Thank you Liam Farrow 

for reading the poem this morning.  It is probably the most famous wartime poem ever published 

and learned and loved.  I remember reciting this poem from memory when I was 11 years old and 

attending school in Quebec. 

 

I recently read a new book about the life and the 

story of the author of In Flanders Fields.  He was a 

Canadian doctor and his name was Dr. John McCrae.  

This book is called John McCrae  ~  Beyond Flanders 

Fields and it was written by Susan Raby-Dunne.  

There have been over 20 books written about his life 

and the composer of the famous poem.  Susan Raby-

Dunne is a military historian.  She includes personal 

letters and unpublished photos.   Here is the book 

cover (at left). 

 

McCrae was a doctor, a university professor at McGill 

and a survivor of the Boer War in South Africa before 

World War I.  We remember him as a war poet. 

 

John McCrae was smart and brave.  He loved animals 

and was a discerning poet.  He was a devout 

Presbyterian and was raised with a strong belief to 

serve his church, other people and his country.  

McCrae was born in Guelph on November 30, 1872.   

He attended the University of Toronto and won a 

gold medal for his medical studies.  Dr. McCrae’s 

Christian beliefs supported his underlying principles 

that it was the duty of doctors to treat all patients with 

care and devotion.  While in Montreal as a busy 

medical practitioner and Professor of Pathology at 

McGill University, he fell in love with a woman who 

later moved to New York.  He never revealed her 

name and he never married.  In the midst of his busy schedule, McCrae still found time to write poetry.   

 

In 1914 when war was declared, McCrae decided to serve in the Canadian Field Artillery as a major 

and surgeon.  Before McCrae and his regiment departed for England, he was given the gift of a 

chestnut horse with the name of ‘Bonfire.’  Bonfire and McCrae developed a deep relationship. 

 

After spending months in England, the men of the First Brigade went to France by boat.  At the time 

they had no idea that half the men would never return to Canada.  In the middle of April 1915, the 

Canadian infantry moved from France into Belgium and then into the trenches.  At the 2
nd

 battle of 

Ypres which began on April 22, 1915, the Germans released chlorine gas.  This battle lasted over a 

month and ended on May 25, 2015.  More than 6,500 Canadians were killed.  On May 2, McCrae’s 

close friend Lieutenant Alexis Helmer was killed by a direct shell hit.  Shortly after Helmer’s death, 

McCrae was sitting on the back of an ambulance and he looked out at the red poppies blowing in 

the breeze.  And the words of the poem came into his head.  The poem was an outpouring of grief 

for Helmer and all the other young men who lost their lives in the 2
nd

 Battle of Ypres.  There are 

stories about the finding of the poem.  It was said that Colonel Morrison rescued the poem after he 

found it discarded on the ground.   

 

It took months for John McCrae to take ownership of the poem.  He never mentioned the poem in 



his journals.  Here is the poem in McCrae’s 

handwriting from a few months later: 

 

The poem was first published in December 2015 

in England’s Punch Magazine.  Sadly, the poem 

was earlier rejected by the Hamilton Spectator.  

You will notice in the first line that he writes that 

the poppies “BLOW.”  Sometimes he would use 

the word “GROW” for the first line to match the 

last line in the poem. 

 

Lt. Col John McCrae was then sent to a hospital in 

France to take care of wounded soldiers.  This was 

tiring and stressful work.  What kept McCrae going 

was his horse Bonfire.  He loved Bonfire so much 

that McCrae even wrote letters home to his young 

nieces and nephews signed with a hoof print and 

pretending that the letters were from Bonfire.  

Here is an excerpt from one letter written to his 

6 year old nephew Jack on August 6, 1916: 

 

“My master is well and the girls tell me I am 

looking well too.  The ones I like best give me 

biscuits and sugar and sometimes flowers . . .  

Another one sends me bags of carrots.  If you 

don’t know how to eat carrots, tops and all,  

 

 

you had better learn, but I suppose you are just 

a boy, and do not know how good oats are.” 

 

McCrae also acquired a sweet French spaniel 

named ‘Bonneau.’  In spring 1917 McCrae had this 

 

photo taken of him and Bonneau.  Here is what 

he wrote to his mother about this picture, “You 

must admit it is one of the best dog pictures you 

ever saw.  I’m only an accident in the picture.”  

 

Above is a photo of both Bonfire and Bonneau. 

 



 

Lieutenant-Colonel John McCray died of pneumonia, meningitis, and sepsis on January 28, 1918 in 

Boulogne, France.  He was 45 years old.  He was loved by the men he served with as well as all 

children and animals.  It is very sad that he never lived to know of the war’s final hundred days.  His 

last poem, “The Anxious Dead” speaks of despair.  It was the valiant work of the Canadians that 

helped to bring about an end to the great war. 

 

By the time of McCrae’s death, the poem “In Flanders Fields” was already becoming famous.  The 

red poppy became an international symbol of war remembrance.  It is the most famous war poem 

of all time.   

 

What happened to Bonfire?  The horse eventually returned to Canada where he stayed on a farm 

for the rest of his life.  What happened to Bonneau?  I couldn’t find that out.  If you can, please let 

me know. 

 

McCrae spent his life taking care of others, all of God’s creations.  As Christians, we believe that 

Christ Jesus “by his great mercy has given us a new birth into a living hope through the resurrection 

of Jesus Christ from the dead.”   (1 Peter 1: 3) 

 

On this Remembrance Sunday, we honour and remember all men and women for their courage and 

sacrifice to keep us safe and above all, we pray for peace.   

 

I will let the psalmist for today have 

the last word: 

 

“I love the Lord because he has 

heard my voice 

and my supplications. 

Because he inclined his ear to me, 

therefore I will call on him 

as long as I live.”  

(Psalm 116: 1-2) 

 

Amen. 

 

Archdeacon Deborah+ 

 


