Remembrance Sunday 2011. Canongate Kirk.
Revelation 21: 1
I saw a new heaven and a new earth...
After the spectacular parade and presentation of new colours to the Royal Regiment of Scotland in Holyrood Park in July, arrangements are now in hand for the laying up of the old colours both of the Royal Scots and of 2/52 Lowland Volunteers here in Canongate Kirk in February next year. But today it’s another of our sets of old colours on which I want to focus for just a few moments, the long since laid up colours of the 9th Battalion The Royal Scots, the Dandy Ninth, so-called since they were the only Royal Scots battalion to wear Highland dress. It was this battalion, based in East Claremont Street, that the famous Scots Colourist artist Francis Cadell joined in 1915. His work is currently the subject of a major exhibition in the Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art and as you go round it it is clear that there is a marked change in the artist’s approach to his work after his return from the trenches of France. Darker, gloomier, more apocalyptic – that’s how you might expect it to be. But in fact quite the opposite is true. Pictures painted soon after the end of the Great War show brighter colours and greater simplicity and sharper clarity than before. Far from the portraits of fashionable Edinburgh society which dominated his pre-war days, a good deal of Cadell’s early post war work focuses on simpler things altogether, a chair, a table, a mantelpiece and all in bright colour and vibrant clarity. It’s as if he simply and suddenly saw things differently when the war was over.  

I saw a new heaven and a new earth...In the case of the prophet Elijah it’s not so much what he saw as what he heard, just a faint murmuring sound, a still small voice of calm speaking through the earthquake, wind and fire. But after the maelstrom he had endured, the strong wind rending mountains and shattering rocks, and the earthquake and the fire that followed in its wake, after all that noisy chaos and confusion Elijah was suddenly more sensitive to the silence than before, and could hear with greater clarity the still small voice of calm. I saw a new heaven and a new earth...It was a loud voice that St John the Divine heard, proclaiming from the throne “Now God has his dwelling with mankind! He will dwell among them and they shall be his people, and God himself will be with them. He will wipe every tear from their eyes. There shall be an end to death , and to mourning and crying and pain, for the old order has passed away!” Whatever horrors he had endured to this point, death and mourning, crying and pain among them, he too was ready to see things differently and with a greater simplicity and a sharper clarity than before. I saw a new heaven and a new earth...

O Light that followest all my way,

I yield my flickering torch to thee;

My heart restores its borrowed ray,

That in thy sunshine’s blaze its day

May brighter, fairer be.

Words by George Matheson, the hymn-writer who was blind. He himself admitted his most famous hymn was written when he was suffering from extreme mental distress and was the fruit of pain. And yet it is as if he could suddenly see with simplicity and clarity and sunshine’s blaze of colour a new heaven and a new earth. Like the vision seen by St John; like the voice heard by Elijah, like the pictures painted by Francis Cadell of the Dandy Ninth – out of anguish and torment, fear and horror, death and mourning, crying and pain, a greater simplicity and a sharper clarity than before. And a yearning for a world that might yet be brighter and fairer as a result. I saw a new heaven and a new earth... Amen, so let it be. 
