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Firstly may I say what a privilege it is to address this Thanksgiving and Prayer 
Service today given that it was birthed and is currently sponsored by the War 

Widows Guild of Australia - Tasmania. I have an incredible amount of respect 
and admiration for all those who’ve laid their lives down in service to our 

country and for those who continue to carry the cost, the loved ones left 
behind. 

Whilst this service is a wonderful symbolic gesture of solidarity with those 

who have lost loved ones to armed conflict it's also a poignant reminder of the 
power of love to transcend death and a powerful testament of the physical 

price that was paid for the freedom we and other nations of the world enjoy 
today.

I’m currently the very fortunate pastor of Grace Church Hobart however when 

I left high school in 1982 the church was the furthest thing from my mind. 
During years 11 and 12 I developed a passion for bushwalking and saw my 

very first Rambo movie at the pictures, so in my mind it soon became clear 
that the very best career path that I could possibly pursue was the army, and 

specifically infantry. I figured that they spent a lot of time bush walking and 
that they’d turn me into a real man. How dumb can you be and still breath 

hey? When I joined up I was 18 but I was still getting on buses for the same 
price as kids who were under 14 so I was looking forward to ageing 

significantly once I started training. I still laugh when I think back to some of 
my early experiences, like the time at basic training where the corporal of our 

platoon had all those who were trying to grow moustaches stand in a line for 



inspection and then called out my name and made me join the end of the line 
with the rest of them. Then one by one corporal Jones went down the line 

giving each recruit a time period in which they had to grow a substantial 
mowie or run the risk of having to shave it off if it didn't come up to standard. 

When he got to me, he squinted at my top lip and then in a loud voice said, 
Cottuli, if it hasn't turned up in 3 months give up trying. At that stage I had a 

grand total of 3 hairs on my chin. 

Now don’t get me wrong, I could have given you a very well thought out and 
measured reason for why I wanted to make a career out of the army. For me 

it was the SAS or officer training but only after I'd experienced what REAL 
soldiers went through, as a general enlistment. The funny thing though was 

that going to war, would never have been included in any of my justifications. 
Not that I didn’t think about it, I’d joined the army after all, but I figured my 

mum wouldn’t like to hear me say it. And to be honest with you, it wasn’t 
something that factored particularly high on my to do list.

So I completed my recruit training at Kapooka and nominated infantry as my 

preferred choice out of the various different army corps I could join. I headed 
off to Singleton in NSW for my Initial Employment Training and then applied 

to go to 1 RAR (The First Royal Australian Regiment) in North Queensland as 
I’d heard that they did the most bush time out of all the various regiments and 

they were also one of two Infantry Operational Deployment Forces - in other 
words they along with 2/4 RAR at that time, were on standby to head 

overseas at 24 hours notice if Australia ever got dragged into a sudden 
conflict. To a young 18 year old fresh out of school, that all sounded quite 

exciting.



Suffice it to say, when I joined up I had a rather romantic notion of war and 
the thought of fighting for my country. It wasn’t until I started coming across 

men who’d fought in Vietnam that I started changing my ideas about the cost 
of warfare, not just for those who had fought the battles and paid the ultimate 

price, but also for those who had survived the battles and those who’d lost 
loved ones in the fighting.

I remember doing an exercise in Papua New Guinea in 1984. We were 

stationed at Weipa at the army barracks and did a 3 day march through a 
local mountain range. The Gurkhas had just done the same march a month 

before us and had taken seven days to do it so we were quite happy with 
ourselves afterwards. However the trip was a real eye opener for me. I’d read 

stories of Aussie soldiers fighting the Japanese in the jungles of New Guinea 
and since we did a lot of our training at the jungle warfare centre in Tully in 

North Queensland I thought I knew what jungle warfare was all about. I could 
never understand why in the stories I’d read of WWII where the Aussies when 

trying to take out a Japanese gun emplacement at the top of a feature, would 
go single file up the ridge line. I thought when I read that that they must have 

had a suicidal commanding officer because surely it would have been better 
to come up the side of the feature more spread out, not risking everyone 

being shot one by one like ducks in a barrel. That was until I saw the jungles 
of New Guinea and also the steepness of the mountain ranges. Quite frankly 

the ONLY way to the top is along the ridge lines, you can’t come up the sides. 
It was at that point in time that my admiration for my predecessors started to 

rise substantially. I’d read of their courage, their great mateship and their 
amazing victories against all odds, but now I was experiencing the terrain that 

they’d fought in, first hand. It completely changed my opinion of what they’d 
managed to achieve. It also stripped away the last few remaining unrealistic 



romantic notions I had of war and fighting nobly for the freedom of others. It 
drove home for me, in a very physical way, an understanding of the personal 

cost involved in fighting a war. Without ever experiencing a bullet being fired 
or a grenade going off near me. It’s one thing to see war glorified on the big 

screen, it’s quite another thing all together to live through it personally. 

Now there’s a saying that there’s no atheist in a foxhole and in the midst of 
my experience in the army I started asking questions about my belief in God 

and what that actually meant to me and I came to a point where I felt that I 
had to make a decision. Either God was real or he wasn't and if I believed He 

was, then that belief had to change my behaviour or I was being dishonest. 
There was no place in my thinking for submarine christians, those who stayed 

hidden under water through out the week and only came up on Sundays. I 
was concerned how my mates would take it if I started going to church and 

back in those days, they had some pretty scary names. The church I started 
going to was called Calvary Temple - it sounded like some cult to me, let 

alone what my buddies thought. But fortunately I had what I would call a real 
conversion experience that focused more on my relationship with Jesus than 

simply following a list of rituals which is what most of my mates thought 
religion was all about. It took a while but over a 12 month period they came to 

realise that whilst I now identified as a Christian it didn't effect my ability to do 
my job or the friendships that I had. I was still a normal bloke just like each of 

them but now I had an even greater incentive to be a good mate.

Fast forward 30 years and here I am today addressing this service as an ex 
military man with an appreciation of Jesus that I believe you can only have 

when you've personally experienced a little of what he went through for all of 
us. 



In the passage of scripture that Her Excellency the Honourable Kate Warner 

read out just a moment ago we heard the words of Jesus where he said 
“12 This is my commandment: Love each other in the same way I have loved 

you. 13 There is no greater love than to lay down one’s life for one’s friends. 
14 You are my friends if you do what I command.” 

Those words were spoken less than 24 hours before his death. A death he 

freely walked toward and embraced for the sake of all of us here today. Now 
for some, when we think of Jesus dying on a cross, we have a rather 

romantic emotional response to that image. We think it was a nice thing that 
he did for us. But it wasn’t. It wasn’t nice at all. It was horrible, it was ugly, it 

was crushing, it was soul destroying, it was agonising, it was terrifying. And 
yet, Jesus went through it for us. It was love that kept him on that cross not 

emotion. And it’s at that point that we do ourselves and Jesus a huge 
disservice when we shrink love down to a feeling. True love is self sacrificing. 

In fact you can’t live for self and love others at the same time. They are 
mutually exclusive. Self is focused on feeling, love is focused on what's best 

for the object of its affection. 

So here we have Jesus, who is the hinge, upon which all of history turns, 
laying his life down for his friends and demonstrating that when God says he 

loves you, he’s willing to pay the ultimate price to prove it. When men and 
women go off to war and lay down their lives for those back home we see a 

remarkable demonstration of love. Don’t confuse love with hearts and flowers 
and pretty pink bows, they’re nice gestures but love, real love, the love that 

Jesus demonstrated for us is the most powerful force on the earth and has 
the ability to transcend even our greatest enemy, death. And the hope of this 



service today is that just as Jesus rose from the grave 3 days after his death, 
we will be reunited with our loved ones who have paid the ultimate price, at a 

time in the future, because love always wins. I’m reminded of Jesus’ words 
where he said, in this world you will have trouble and sorrow but take heart, 

for I have overcome the world. Love wins.  Why is christianity the largest 
movement in the world today? Why has it outlasted empires, kings, 

governments, scandals, attacks from without and attacks from within? 
Because love wins. Love is worth living for and dying for and is the only 

reason that serving God is the safest bet in the 21st century. Love isn’t about 
giving in, love isn’t about giving up, love isn't about feeling good, love isn’t 

looking for what it can get, love lays down its life and its rights for the good of 
others. Sometimes it feels great but more often it doesn't because it always 

goes hand in hand with self sacrifice. In a world dominated by selfies with a 
fixation on my life being more important than yours, let's never forget that the 

greatest service any of us can do for our generation is to lay our lives down 
for others. That's why we're at a thanksgiving service today rather than a 

wake. Lest we forget. 


