EASTER DAY 2017: ST GEORGE’S CHAPEL WINDSOR CASTLE
On Easter Sunday 1917, one hundred years ago, somebody who was to become known as one
of the greatest English poets of the Twentieth Century was at the Western Front, a combatant in
the First World War. The next day, Easter Monday, which happened to be the first day of the
Battle of Arras, he was killed by a ‘direct hit through the chest’. His name was Edward Thomas.
Edward Thomas was 37, married with two children, when he signed up for the Army in 1915;
considerably older than most other recruits. He had been a critic and writer for many years, much
of his writing being about nature and places. In 1910, he had even published a book on Windsor
Castle. Yet he did not seriously take up the writing of poetry until 1914, just three years before
his death.
So far as I can tell (yet who knows the secrets of the human heart) Edward Thomas was not a
religious man. Towards the end of the diary that he kept, he wrote: ‘I never quite understood
what was meant by God’. And I do not think he would appreciate my harnessing any of his poetry
to a sermon. However, I do want to pay some sort of tribute to him on this hundredth anniversary
of his being killed, and this is the only way of doing it that I can think of.
Shortly before he left for France at the end of January 1917, and soon after he had said farewell
to his wife and children, Edward Thomas wrote his last poem. It is twelve lines long, and probably
not in what he intended to be its final form. The poem, ‘The Sorrow of Love’ speaks of the
pain of parting from a loved one; in this case of course, his wife Helen. Of the twelve lines of the
poem Helen, after Edward’s death, copied out only the first five for her personal record. They
seem to have said all that she wanted to hear. It is those five lines that I have to offer today.
The sorrow of love is a great sorrow
And true love parting blackens a bright morrow.
Yet almost they equal joys, since their despair
Is but hope blinded by its tears, and clear
Above the storm the heavens wait to be seen.
As I have said, Edward Thomas does not appear to have been, in any conventional sense, a
religious person. Yet there is something hauntingly reverberant of death and resurrection in
those lines.
He knows pain; the pain of parting from a loved one, unsure of what will happen next.
The sorrow of love is a great sorrow
And true love parting blackens a bright morrow. (A kind of death)
Yet, in these lines at least, he seems to say that it is ‘hope’ that is a permanent and a genuinely
necessary ingredient in any human heart. He does not know what the future holds as he goes
off to the trenches of the Western Front, wrenched from the ones he loves, but he expresses in
poetic imagery a conviction that you and I are bound to recognise on Easter Sunday:
their despair
Is but hope blinded by its tears, and clear
Above the storm the heavens wait to be seen. (A hint of resurrection)
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But please note this: it is love with all its accompanying pain and passion that has given him most
reason to hope, even though love has been a sorrow and though hope has been temporarily
‘blinded by its tears’. He has, you might say, been ‘wounded by love’ and, for all its pain,
thereafter possessed of some sort of promise that the future will, indeed must, in some way or
another, turn out to be kind:
and clear
Above the storm the heavens wait to be seen.
The followers of Jesus, you might say, had been ‘wounded by love’. Though they did not
perceive it at the time, Jesus was the conduit of God’s love to them, and they, for all their fallibility
and failure, loved him and, through him, loved (possibly unknowingly) the Father. And then
Good Friday came along. Jesus parted from them, was wrenched from them, in the most ugly
and terrifying fashion. They all deserted him, and went away in despair.
The sorrow of true love is a great sorrow
And true love parting blackens a bright morrow.
Then, on the Sunday, they understood that:
their despair
Is but hope blinded by its tears, and clear
Above the storm the heavens wait to be seen.
He appeared to them! But note this. According to the New Testament accounts, he appeared at
first only to them. It was only those who had been wounded by his love, already possessed of
some sort of promise that the future would be kind, who, in spite of their hope having being
temporarily blinded by its tears, could actually ‘see’ him.
Our human loving, for all the pain that it can involve, naturally generates hope. Could it be that
it always anticipates, and prepares us for, a greater vision? For those first disciples, it was the
sight of the Risen Lord. For us perhaps it will be the vision of God, and the seeing of things in
the perspective of heaven. Edward Thomas would probably not have warmed to that sort of
language. But there is a tiny suggestion of it in his poem:
and clear
Above the storm the heavens wait to be seen.
There are centenaries other than that of Edward Thomas that I might have mentioned this
morning. It is six hundred years ago, in 1417, according to some of the best estimates, that the
East Anglian recluse, Dame Julian of Norwich died. T S Eliot, in his Four Quartets, brought her
now most well-known words to our attention. ‘All shall be well, and all shall be well, and all
manner of thing shall be well’ – words of profound hope written against a background of plague,
war, religious persecution and social disruption. Or perhaps I might have mentioned the
hundredth anniversary of the birth of another ‘Dame’, Dame Vera Lynn, born in 1917, the year
of Edward Thomas’s death, who, during the dark days of the Second World War touched the
hearts of many with her words of hope in: ‘There’ll be bluebirds over the white cliffs of Dover’
and her ‘We’ll meet again, don’t know where, don’t know when’.
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Of course it could all be a load of sentimental nonsense; shallow optimism rather than real hope;
a matter of fearful human beings whistling in the dark; a simple cop-out. Or it could be an
expression of a profound intuition that love’s promise will come true; an intuition that gives us
the courage to work to establish what we believe is God’s will for this world; an intuition that
prepares us to ‘see’ the risen Christ, and to gaze upon God. I stand here this morning because I
happen to believe the latter.
their despair
Is but hope blinded by its tears, and clear
Above the storm the heaven waits to be seen.

The Right Reverend David Conner, KCVO – Dean of Windsor
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