Sunday 23 August 2026 Liverpool Parish Church
The Twelfth Sunday after Trinity

OT: Isaiah 51:1-6
NT: Romans 12:1-8
Gp: Matthew 16:13-20

Yesterday | attended a service to mark Ukrainian Independence Day, held here in Liverpool for the
community of Ukrainians, many of them refugees, living in Merseyside, as the Russian invasion grinds on,
and men on both sides dodge killer drones in the rich farmland of the East of that country. We prayed for
peace, so far so uncontroversial, but we also prayed for victory, and liberation for the people of Ukraine, in
ways that might make Western European and North American Christians squeamish today. When the 80"
anniversary of VE Day was marked last year, it was notable that the official prayers published by the Church
of England were distinctly vague about giving thanks for the defeat of fascism, and rather appealed for
reconciliation and understanding between former enemies — almost, but not quite, saying that there were

good people on both sides.

On 20" December 1940 this church was hit by incendiary bombs meant for the Liverpool docks, and the
old building that stood where we now worship was destroyed. The following morning, my predecessor as
Rector — David Railton — set up a cross made from timbers saved from the smouldering ruins, as had been
done weeks before in Coventry, where the Cathedral and medieval city had burned to the ground in a
terrible fire. The cross as a symbol of God’s solidarity with the suffering, but also of hope, that God is not

defeated by our most arrogant wickedness.

After the war, when the church was rebuilt, it was decided that there would only be one stained glass
window — that of Our Lady, and the Christ Child, rising above a stormy sea, with St Nicholas on the right,
patron of sailors, holding a ship, and on the left the Beast, symbolising Satan, with claws shaped very much
like swastikas, cowering before this divine vision of the power of love. There are two texts taken from the
New Testament in the glass of the window — at the top, from St John’s Revelation, the words ‘For the
Healing of the Nations’, and at the bottom, ‘Upon this rock | will build my church, and the gates of Hell

shall not prevail against it’ — words drawn from today’s gospel.

During the Second World War, King George VI summoned the nation to pray for God’s deliverance on 7
different occasions — 7 days of prayer over the course of the war, the first was when British forces were
trapped at Dunkirk, and the hope of bringing hundreds of thousands of men back across the Channel
seemed remote; the last was just before D-Day, when again, freakishly good weather made possible the
landings in Normandy, and the liberation of France. People then weren’t superstitious, or magical in their
thinking, but they did believe, and were confident that God was not on the side of the murderous, racist
ideology of the Nazis. Most of them, of course, had an understanding of the character of God shaped by

Christianity, even if the majority of people were not regular churchgoers in the 1940s. In the prayers



offered on those 7 days, between 1940 and 1944, the British people not only asked for help, but also
repented of their sins, and sought God’s direction in shaping the world that would come after the war. The
spirit was one of hope, cut through with humility. In that spirit, after the war was over, the will of the
British people was for a new settlement at home, and for the British Empire to continue its transition from
control by London to a free association of independent nations — the Commonwealth. That process was
far from simple, and often far from peaceful, as you will be well aware, but there was a sense in Britain that
having been delivered from conquest by a man set on making this country part of his empire, it was very
hard to justify ruling over large parts of the rest of the world, when they wanted to be free. Having

experienced God as our Saviour, it could not be denied that God is our Judge.

When St Peter confessed that the carpenter’s son from Nazareth was the Son of the Living God, he did
not fully understand what he was saying, but he said it nonetheless, because in Jesus Christ he had seen the
hand of God at work in his day. The Lord commanded him, and the others, not to tell anyone he was the
Messiah, because it was only after he had been crucified, and raised from the dead, that they would more
fully understand who he truly was — who God truly is. It was only in the light of the resurrection that they
could understand that reconciliation and forgiveness is not about human forgetfulness of our failures, but
the power of divine life and light, scattering the shadows of death. The ideology of fascism in the 1940s was
fundamentally opposed to the Christian faith — the Nazis were atheists who sometimes liked to play at
being pagans, but, ultimately, they did not fear God. Humility for them was weakness, slavery. They were
superstitious and magical in their thinking, because they rejected God as Love, and Goodness, and as

Reasonable. Instead, they praised power, whatever the cost. Rejecting Heaven, they made the world Hell.

In our own time the idea that nations are accountable to God, or indeed that any of us are, feels very
unfashionable, even among those of us who are professed Christians. We can often act as if we were doing
God a favour by deigning to consider him as part of our lives. Who do we say that Christ is? Look to the
rock from which you were hewn. He is the living God, alive in us, a community drawn from every nation,
for the healing of the nations, called to stand firm against the gates of Hell in our generation, trusting him,

rooted in his invincible peace.

Fr Philip Anderson



