The Prayer that Jesus taught and the Nuclear Weapons that Britain made
A Sermon preached on Sunday, 10th June, 2007, outside the North Gate of the Faslane Naval Base, to a group of students and staff from theological colleges.

It is rather appropriate on this occasion when we have come together to bear witness against the most universal and deliberate threat of human violence, the threat of nuclear warfare, that we should meditate upon what is undoubtedly the most universally known and loved prayer in the Christian world, the one that Jesus is said to have taught his disciples.  I refer to ‘the Christian world’, but really there is little about this prayer that is distinctively Christian.  It contains no reference to the death and resurrection of Jesus, there is no mention of the church or of the Holy Trinity, and even Jesus himself, although he proposes the prayer, is not mentioned in it.  It is therefore available for everyone, Christian or not, who is willing to learn from its ancient wisdom.
The opening words immediately suggest its relevance to our witness here this day – 
‘Our Father in Heaven’.
We are here, at the Faslane Naval Base in north west Scotland, in the presence of the most terrible power of destruction human beings have ever created. Each Trident missile is equipped with four war-heads, each of which is approximately eight to ten times more powerful than the bombs dropped in 1945 on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and the submarine on patrol day and night is armed with twelve such missiles, giving in its 48 warheads sufficient power to destroy nearly fifty of the world’s major cities, with incalculable consequences for the rest of humanity and for the planet.  However, although the United Kingdom possesses about 180 of these warheads, the entire British nuclear armoury is a tiny 1% of the nuclear weapons in the world.  It is estimated that there are at least thirty thousand of these monstrous things, shared between the United States, the Russian Federation, and in smaller numbers, among France, China, Pakistan, India and Israel.
We have to ask about the authority of this weapons system, and we note that the only authority set above the nations is the shadowy authority of the United Nations, and the strength of international law, that clearly prohibits the making and the use or the threat of using them.  But we bear witness to a higher power, the power of God in heaven.  This is why we do not hesitate to challenge the power and the authority of the state to build and possess these weapons.  We appeal to a higher court of justice, the nature and will of Almighty God, who has said ‘Thou shalt not kill’.  And so today we are bold in the knowledge that although the police who watch us now, and most professional they are as well, are only doing their duty, but we are here at the behest of our consciences.  They are fulfilling the will of the United Kingdom; we believe that we are acting in accordance with the will of our heavenly Father.
Now we have the first of the seven petitions which make up the main body of the prayer: ‘Hallowed be your name’. This means that the name of God is to be held in reverence, and that we are only to do such actions as are compatible with the holy name of God.  What then of nuclear weapons?  Do they not form the greatest possible contrast to the holiness of God’s name? For they announce an intention to be ready to commit the murder of millions of men, women and children,  and not only the intention to be ready but to act upon that intention if necessary.  And the similar weapons of other nations indicate the same readiness.  Thus the nuclear weapons states are speaking of murder to each other, murder on a vast scale.
Might one not claim that all preparations for war possess this murderous characteristic?  I do not believe nuclear weapons are comparable with conventional warfare.  We can quickly realise this if we consider the fact that soldiers who kill other soldiers during military activities are not accused in the courts of murder, but if soldiers wantonly kill innocent civilians, such soldiers will be found guilty of murder by the courts.  But strategic nuclear weapons are precisely targeted at civilian populations; it is impossible for them to distinguish military from civilian targets, and their intention is to refuse such distinction. Therefore there can be no doubt that the name of God is blasphemed by the creation, use or threat of using such weapons.  They are blasphemous.
The prayer continues 

‘Your kingdom come’.
The Kingdom of God is the reign of God in peace and justice over all the earth.  That reign will come a little closer every time people such as ourselves protest against our government and every nuclear weapons government.  For who can doubt that God’s kingdom will be closer in a world free of nuclear weapons?  Many politicians say that they would like to get rid of the weapons, but since this is a real world, they think it would not be wise.  But we also claim that we live in a real world, a world in which the political reality is that if the Non Proliferation Treaty is weakened by the refusal of the nuclear weapons states to eliminate their weapons and if proliferation spreads, the world will become even more perilously dangerous.  The only hope for a safer world lies in the controlled, mutual, irreversible and total elimination of these terrible things.  That is the lesson we have learned from the real world.
‘Your will be done on earth as in Heaven’.
In the churches of the United Kingdom, too many of us have concentrated too much of our message upon the private lives of people, upon the inner life, and upon personal sin.  This part of the prayer reminds us that the will of God is to be done in the earth, the whole earth, and not just in congregations and in the spiritual lives of church people.  The Creator God who made the earth has made human beings stewards of it, and we are to build up the earth, not destroy it.  The will of God draws us inevitably into national and international politics, because there the greatest power and danger lies to the fulfilment of God’s will on earth.  We are here today to announce that our worship is a political act.  We are here to demand a change of policy, the abolition of Trident!  But we are not victims of a naïve super-naturalism.  We believe in concrete action, and we announce along with many others around the world, a series of practical steps that can and must be taken to bring safety to human society.
‘Give us today our daily bread’.
Thirty thousand children die every day in this world of ours, from preventable conditions, and we propose to spend at least 20 billion pounds renewing a weapon which can never be used, and would bring about unimaginable destruction if it were used.  Did I say ‘twenty billion’?  One careful estimate puts the total cost including maintenance over the thirty years of its life at 76 billion, and our experience of these large projects tells us how they always go far beyond the original estimates.  For every day in the planning of these weapons, thirty thousand children die, from starvation, impure drinking water, diseases of one kind or another, which are curable.  Does not the blood of these children cry out against us from the ground?  Does not the weeping of their parents sound in our ears?  Believe me, my brothers and sisters, their cry is gone up before the Lord of Hosts, who will not hold us guiltless.
‘Forgive our sins as we forgive those who sin against us’.
This brings us to the ethical heart of our subject today. These nuclear weapons are the result of the arrogance, the national pride, the fear, and the hatred that has built up over many years.  We do not like even to think about these things, so awful are they, so inconvenient to our comfort, so parasitic upon our irrational fears as well as our fearful political assumptions.  The Trident is an expression of human sinfulness at its most demonic.  Here is the most sophisticated technology devoted at the highest cost to the most dreadful of causes.  Forgive our sins!  How?  As we forgive.  Why should we forgive the pride and arrogance of other nations?  Why should we forgive them when their national interest comes into conflict with ours?  Is not forgiveness completely foreign to the world of politics, especially of inter national politics?  Perhaps, but we are here today to remember that it need not be so.  Did not the peoples of South Africa find a way of becoming reconciled after the injustices of apartheid had been largely overcome?  Did not the Soviet Union crumble before the hunger of the people for prosperity and freedom, and without the huge oppression and bloodshed of the twenties and thirties?  There is a power in the trust and the mutual advantage supplied by world-wide trade, that encourages new alliances and new projects.  Perhaps the rule of international law may grow stronger, perhaps the moral authority of the United Nations may increase, perhaps we will all work harder to make it so, perhaps things need not be the way they are, perhaps a new beginning for our race is still possible.
‘Lead us not into temptation but deliver us from evil’.

We come to the last of this series of petitions, and one that brings our protest today to a climax.  Even those whose finger is authorised to be on the button must surely pray every day,  ‘Lead us not into temptation but deliver us from evil’.  Surely such a prayer must be in the heart of every new Prime Minister, as the first folder of nuclear information is explained to him or her: the havoc that a nuclear weapon would cause in Britain, the circumstances under which the command should be given to the commander of the submarine to return or to initiate fire, the circumstances under which command should be handed over to the United States . . . indeed, my God, Lead us not into temptation but deliver us from this evil, not only us, but our children and our children’s children.
Now the prayer reaches its climax with three great assertions:
Yours is the Kingdom, the power and the glory!
And we today are citizens of the United Kingdom, and of other European countries, and we say that the United Kingdom does not belong to us, the citizens, let alone to the men of war, who deceive us into the fearful faith that these weapons are necessary, but to God, for ‘The earth is the Lord’s and its fullness, the world and everyone who lives in it’.  The Kingdom belongs to God!
And we affirm that the power does not in the last resort lie in the hands of the government but we believe that ‘All power in heaven and earth is given to me’, said Jesus Christ.  Yours is the Power!  And we proclaim that the glory does not lie in that terrible brightness, brighter than ten thousand suns, but the glory belongs to God alone.  How long?  For ever and ever.  Amen

