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At the ceremony marking Britain’s handover of Hong Kong to China, there was an 
intriging cultural contrast.  The British played the Last Post on the bugle, while the 
Chinese performed a specially composed piece called ‘Heaven, Earth, Mankind’; part of 
it played on an ancient set of bells.   When I say ancient, I mean around 2500 years 
old; roughly the same time the Chinese philosopher Confucius was teaching that 
music was a metaphor of a harmonious society, and its performance could actually help 
create such a society.   
 
With the benefit of hindsight, this cultural contrast doesn’t look flattering for Britain: 
our contribution was a solo effort, playing a piece associated with war, while the 
Chinese responded with an ensemble composition reflecting on humanity’s wider 
place in the cosmos.   In fact ‘Heaven, Earth, Mankind’ is not a bad summary of our 
two readings this evening, with their powerful message about universal peace under 
the reign of God, when the nations shall not ‘learn war any more’, and the call to 
proclaim to the ends of the world the ‘name of the Lord’, and the good news of the 
peace and salvation found in Him.  
 
We hear these readings during Eastertide, as the Church continues to reflect on the 
mystery of the resurrection, and the hope and new life found in the midst of 
destruction and death.    It is a season with something of the celebratory flavour of 
the peals of bells that rang out at the end of the Great War; by which I mean that the 
celebration carries within it the memory of the suffering and death that came before.   
The death of Christ, and the death of 1,400 bell ringers alongside millions of others – 
but death and evil have not won the day.  
 
The Christian faith proclaims both the coming reign of God, when universal peace will 
reign, but also that God is present with us now, in the midst of human life.  We 
celebrate that presence in our worship day by day, and our bellringers play an 
important part in proclaiming this to the people of Portsmouth.  Now I have to 
confess that the technicalities of what happens in the bell tower are rather lost on me, 
despite an impromptu lesson with Ben, the tower captain here, in my first week at the 
Cathedral.  But as someone with a great interest in history, I do know a little about 
the pioneering bellringer Fabian Stedman, who died in 1713.  His name lives on in the 
‘Stedman principle’, a method of ringing still widely used.  He published the first two 
books on bell ringing – Campanalogia, and Tintinnalogia.  The latter sounds as though it 
might concern a Belgian cartoon character, but it is in fact about ‘change ringing’, and 
describes a whole series of peals.   
 
 
 



Tintinnalogia begins with a 38 line poem.  Here is a flavour: 
 
What Musick is there that compar’d may be  
To well-tun'd Bells enchanting melody!  
Breaking with their sweet sound the willing Air,  
And in the listning ear the Soul ensnare;  
 
Well, this is the kind of sentiment you’d expect from an enthusiastic campanologist.  
But then we come to something that sounds like an English version of Confucius: 
 
For here by them we plainly may discern,  
How that Civility we are to learn.   
When Bells Ring round, and in their Order be,  
They do denote how Neighbours should agree;   
For when all talk, there’s none can lend an ear  
The others story, and her own to hear; 
 
Here is music as a metaphor for a harmonious society, and more than a metaphor, for 
the listening and co-operation learnt in bellringing can play a small part in creating that 
better world.  When the reign of God comes, peace and harmony will reign with him, 
but for now we also know the hidden God; God encountered where there is real 
listening to other people’s stories, where there is co-operation and working for the 
common good, where there is sacrifice and where there is beauty. 
 
In this service the Bishop will shortly receive an Archive book detailing  around 1,400 
ringing performances between 1914 and November 2018 by the Winchester and 
Portsmouth Diocesan Guild of Bell Ringers, as a way of honouring the lives given and 
taken in war.    The Bishop will say, ‘as we remember the sacrifice of war, [let us] 
commit ourselves to the way of peace’.   
 
We are very familiar with the concept of Remembrance, but this evening is reminder 
of how multi-layered remembrance is.   There are so many dimensions to the First 
World War worth remembering, and today we do it through the prism of bell ringing.   
But however we recall the war dead, remembrance is never far from regret that it is 
ever necessary for young men and women to die in such a fashion.  One hundred and 
one years on from the end of the ‘Great War’, no-one wants a world in which such 
sacrifice is required.   It is clear from human history, however, that achieving 
reconciliation and peace is extremely difficult.   It is usually easier to blame others for 
violence, than to accept that all are in need of forgiveness.   When Coventry 
Cathedral was bombed, Provost Richard Howard wrote, ‘Father forgive’ in the ruins 
of the building – deliberatively not ‘Father forgive them’.   
 
Recognising the humanity of the ‘enemy’ is also difficult.  One of the most powerful 
passages I know on this theme comes from Erich Maria Remarque’s All Quiet on the 
Western Front, based on his own experiences as a German soldier.  In one scene, the 



central character Paul Baumer stabs a French soldier, and because of intense gunfire is 
unable to leave his side as the soldier slowly dies.  Looking into the face of the dead 
man, Baumer says to himself:  
 
‘It is only now that I can see that you are a human being like me. I just thought about 
your hand-grenades, your bayonet, and your weapons – now I can see your wife, and 
your face and what we have in common. Forgive me, comrade. We always realize too 
late. Why don’t they keep on reminding us that you are all miserable wretches just 
like us, that your mothers worry themselves just as much as ours, and that we’re all 
just as scared of death, and that we die the same way and feel the same pain.  Forgive 
me, comrade; how could you be my enemy?’ 
 
The recognition of common humanity, as in this passage, is Biblical through and 
through, for all people are made in the image of God.   Here is the key to ‘not 
learning war any more’, and building a reconciled and peaceful world, ensuring that 
today is not only about remembrance, but also about positive peacemaking.   
 
The Winchester and Portsmouth Archive, and my references to Fabian Stedman, 
make it clear that it is not only the Chinese who appreciate the significance of 
bellringing, for it has deep roots and resonances in English culture also.   Think of lines 
from a poem not by Stedman, but Alfred Lord Tennyson (quoted by the Queen in her 
1980 Christmas speech), which seem a fitting way to end an Eastertide sermon in 
which we remember all those who died during the Great War, and remember and 
honour the role of bell ringers during that war, and in all our communities to this day.  
 
The poem is called ‘Ring out, wild bells’, and it ends like this: 
 
Ring out false pride in place and blood, The civic slander and the spite; 
Ring in the love of truth and right, Ring in the common love of good ... 
 
Ring in the valiant man and free, The larger heart, the kindlier hand, 
Ring out the darkness of the land, Ring in the Christ that is to be.’    AMEN 


