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Over the past year, we at Bible Society have been 
engaged in an intentional and challenging process 
of remembering. Recognising the significant cultural 
landmark of the centenary commemorations of the 
outbreak of the First World War in 1914, we have aspired 
to mark the occasion with two distinct approaches.

The first of these strands is to acknowledge the historical 
context of the Bible and the British and Foreign Bible 
Society (BFBS) during the First World War. As noted 
in one of the articles in this issue of The Bible in 
Transmission, the zeal to provide the Scriptures to 
both soldiers and non-combatants resulted in the Bible 
being a ubiquitous physical, social, political and spiritual 
symbol during the period we are recalling. By 1916, the 
records of the BFBS note: ‘The Society is no respecter of 
parties or persons. It supplies the Scriptures to soldiers 
of all the armies engaged in either side and in every 
country. Already the Society has provided Testaments, 
Gospels or Psalters in more than 40 different languages 
which are spoken on the battlefields and in the hospitals 
and in the camps which confine prisoners of war.’

Together with BBC Radio 4’s Making History programme, 
we have successfully appealed for the stories behind 
many of these distributed Bibles and Scripture portions 
to be re-told, and I would encourage you to visit our 
dedicated microsite at biblesociety.org.uk/ww1 to 
discover some of the moving and inspiring social history 
behind the statistics.

However, we are also acutely aware that to remember 
with Christian authenticity means to reflect on the past 
to inform the present and step into the future with 
hope. Thus, the second strand of our activity is to re-offer 

the Scriptures afresh to contemporary society as a lens 
through which the act of remembrance can be seen most 
fully. Accordingly, we have published Hear My Cry:  
words for when there are no words – an abbreviated 
psalter interspersed with poetry, paintings and prayers 
to help provide a context and vision for remembrance 
nearly 100 years after the end of World War One.

Mindful of this background, it is my privilege 
to commend to you this edition of The Bible in 
Transmission, where the editorial team have sought to 
present a range of biblical and theological reflections on 
the topic of memory. 

I’m particularly pleased to be able to commend these 
articles because I think they resonate with, probe and 
elucidate the two dimensions of remembrance that are 
highlighted in Bible Society’s programme of activity for 
the Centenary: the significance of remembering the past, 
and the importance of memory for today and tomorrow.

Our opening article by Nick Spencer explores the 
significance of history to the current cultural context, 
identifying the political nature of remembering and 
its gravitational pull towards favouring either shared 
narratives or conflictual storytelling. Spencer believes 
and demonstrates that the debate was as pertinent for 
Israel and the early church as it is now.

Having briefly demonstrated the significance of 
remembering itself in the Old Testament and New 
Testament contexts, Spencer identifies ‘shared memory’ as 
a strong narrative in the biblical texts, yet one which does 
not preclude a narrative of inclusion (in contrast to the 
assumed exclusion of a self-critical historical approach). 
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Tracing the intertwining of these two narratives through 
the Old Testament, Spencer finds the example par 
excellence in the Eucharistic remembrance act: ‘an act of 
sacrifice, of inclusion so wide it tears Christ apart.’

Kieran Conry, Catholic Bishop of Arundel and Brighton, 
continues the exploration of the contemporary cultural 
outlook on remembering within the context of Memorial 
Art. Citing engravings from war memorials, and 
paintings by Stanley Spencer and Leonardo da Vinci, 
Conry argues persuasively for the intrinsic value of the 
symbolic in articulating deep human emotions.

For Conry, there is a particular societal attentiveness to 
those who died in the First World War, perhaps deriving 
from and pointing to the Type of Jesus on the cross, 
representing the social culpability of conflict, and the 
solidarity of Christ with the suffering and dying. In the 
light of the resurrection narrative, then, Conry is decisive 
in stating ‘Memorial is not primarily about the past; it is 
about the present. We remember the dead but hold their 
memory – and therefore them – alive.’

In his attentive exposition of how the theme of 
remembrance can be traced through the biblical corpus, 
John Drane provides a helpful framework for those 
seeking to go deeper into the key texts alluded to by 
previous contributors. For Drane, remembering is a 
pervasive theme, yet one which comes with the health 
warning of ‘selective memory’ (citing differences of 
opinion between the historians of the book of Kings and 
the prophet Hosea, for instance.)

Drane adds his voice to our other contributors 
in asserting that ‘we can see that God’s way of 
remembering is a significant theme throughout the 
biblical literature, and whenever that theme surfaces it 
is invariably presented as a way of pointing forward to 
a surprising new future rather than an excuse for raking 
over the ashes of a the past.’

In her work recording life stories, Jan Green embodies 
in a very practical way this connection between the 
past and the present. In a charmingly personal account, 
Green advocates for the rich value of remembering and 
the ministry of listening sensitively to the stories of all 
people. Citing a number of poignant examples, Green 
illustrates eloquently that memories are precious treasures 
to be honoured rather than abandoned to loneliness 
or busyness: ‘Each life story has a limitless hoard of 
memories, mostly small but certainly important.’

Michael Snape’s article on ‘The Bible, the British and 
the First World War’ is a comprehensive overview of the 
historical context of the subject, and offers an even-
handed and thoughtful description of the range of 
ways that the Bible was experienced during the period. 
Snape is utterly convinced of the central role of the 
Bible in understanding the worldview, and demonstrates 
how knowledge of the Bible (perhaps even accepting 
ignorance of its contents) shaped personal, military and 
political reactions to the First World War.

Even acknowledging the range of ways that the 
biblical text was encountered and handled in the 

era, Snape argues that ‘it conditioned the response 
of a whole generation of Britons to the worst conflict 
in their nation’s history. Simultaneously a source of 
legitimation and condemnation of the war, and of 
fevered speculation as to its meaning and outcome, it 
nonetheless provided millions of British soldiers and 
civilians with an indispensable sense of consolation, 
inspiration, unity and stability.’

Our next contributor, Rabbi Dr Raphael Zarum, draws 
us back to the theme of memories in his reading of the 
Hebrew Bible and its commensurate embodiment in 
the spiritual practice of the Jewish people. Strikingly, 
Zarum reiterates the theme of bringing the past into the 
future through the six remembrances at the conclusion 
of Morning Prayer. He writes: ‘Through these daily acts 
of remembrance we amalgamate the past into the 
present and so calibrate a moral compass to guide us in 
a purposeful future.’

Exploring human memory, God’s memory and the issue 
of significance in the Jewish Tradition, Zarum is able 
to both enrich the previous contributions on symbols, 
scriptural motifs and memory and also offer a fresh 
perspective on consciousness and humanity’s unique 
relationship with the divine.

In his article on trauma and pastoral care, Andrew 
Marin picks up on this theme of consciousness and very 
helpfully explores the connections between traumatic 
memories, psychology and Christology. After providing 
a detailed analysis of the psychological situation of 
survivors of experienced-trauma, Marin offers a range of 
practical advice and pastoral suggestions, centred on the 
principle of integration.

Marin grounds this pastoral reflection theologically in his 
understanding of the cruciform Christ, ‘an example for 
how humanity can also embody the reality of their own 
experienced-trauma’. Marin sees in the Passion narratives 
a journey whereby Christ embraces and integrates fully 
into his own suffering, evidenced by ‘the proof of his 
embodied remembrance of the torture … physically 
scarred into his body by the nail holes in his hands and 
feet, and the puncture of the spear’s blade in his side.’

And thus I conclude this note of welcome in the same 
tone as I began – recognising that remembering is at 
its heart a challenging – even sacrificial – activity. And 
yet the prevailing message through our theological and 
cultural reflection on memory, remembrance and the First 
World War must surely be one of the hope that persists 
beyond the pain of humanity’s temporal inhumanity. A 
point most accurately articulated in the BFBS annual 
report in 1918, when the rumblings of bombing in France 
could be heard on the south coast of England: ‘The Bible 
Society has never passed through more fateful days than 
these. Once again there is darkness over the earth. The 
angel of death is abroad and we can hear the beating 
of his wings. Yet above the ruins and the sepulchres rises 
one changeless rock – the Rock of Ages, cleft for our 
sakes; and faithful folk, who hide themselves there, dwell 
in peace which the world cannot give the and all the 
wars in the world cannot take away.’


