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Looking from the Mount of Olives. From left to right are: Sir Edmund Allenby the Bishop of Jerusalem,
Lieutenant Colonel Murray, Military Secretary to His Royal Highness the Duke of Connaught, Major
General J S M Shea, Sir E S Bulfin, General Sir Harry Chauvel and Sir Philip Chetwode. Sir Philip is
describing the battle, which ended in the capture of Jericho. (This photograph was taken by the
American Official Photographer and presented to Sir Harry Chauvel by Mr Lowell Thomas).
A century ago, the mounted charge of Beersheva opened the road for the Desert Army Mounted
Corps, a force of 180,000 Australian, New Zealander and British units, to the Holy Land. On 31
October 1917, with only an hour of daylight remaining General Sir Harry Chauvel ordered the First,
Third and Fourth Light Horse Brigades to charge the Ottoman positions from horseback, galloping
over six kilometres through the desert to take the city of Beersheva. Private Hunter wrote in his diary:
‘the dust was terrible, one could not see beyond his horse’s head’. Their General reflected on the use
of an almost medieval force against modern technology of war: ‘owing to the constant attacks from
aeroplanes, which had devoted a good deal of attention to my own headquarters, it took some time to
assemble [the Light Horse Brigades] and push them off’, Chauvel recorded.
Push off they did, the last of history’s great cavalry charges, and took the city before nightfall.
Commander of the Fourth Light Horse Regiment, LTCOL Bourchier later wrote: ‘I consider that the
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success was due to the rapidity with which the movement was carried out. ... The morale of the
enemy was greatly shaken through our troops galloping over his positions thereby causing his
riflemen and machine gunners to lose all control of fire discipline’. The capture of Beersheva enabled
the Desert Army Mounted Corps to take both the railway and road links to Jerusalem, which enabled
the capture of Jaffa exactly a hundred years ago, and the occupation of Jerusalem by 9 December
1917. It would take another year for Chauvel’s troops to take the Galilee, Golan, and the Damascus
Road. On 1 October 1918, Chauvel took Damascus, which finally exhausted the military resources of
the Ottoman Empire.
For Chauvel the reality of war remained with him as a peace-time churchman. For twenty-five years a
Church Warden of Christ Church South Yarra, Synod member and Lay Canon of this Cathedral, on
his bronze memorial in the pulpit aisle he is immortalised at the moment of the charge of Beersheva. It
was his profound faith that had persuaded Chauvel in 1915 to establish the Army Chaplains’
department, but it was his first hand experience of lives given and taken in the Gallipoli, Sinai and
Palestine campaigns and, particularly the heavy loss of life in the fierce battle of the Barada Gorge on
the road to Damascus that would transform his faith. In many ways, Chauvel’s experience of the
Damascus Road, that famous route along the Biblical river Abana travelled two thousand years earlier
by our patron Saint, never left him. By the time Damascus was captured, the road leading to it was
littered with the bodies of men and animals and the wreckage of transport wagons. Just as Paul
became convinced of the reality of the resurrection of Christ on the Damascus Road, so Chauvel
became convinced that those who believe would never be parted from the love of God among the
destruction and death of the battle fields.
On the same road to Damascus that Chauvel would liberate in late 1918 our patron Saint came to
know that it was true that the Christ who died for our sins was real (Acts 9.1-20). There Paul came to
know that Christ was alive, and that because of Christ’s resurrection ‘those whom he called he also
justified; and those whom he justified he also glorified’, as he told the Romans a verse or so before
our second reading commences (Romans 8.29-30). Paul understood that he was called to proclaim
this certainty, and that he would suffer for the faith he gained in this radical way. In his letters Paul
reveals that the suffering promised him by Jesus on the road to Damascus was just as real as his
conviction that Christ was alive and brought life. Indeed, during his ministry as an ambassador of
Christ’s resurrection, St Paul came to know that because of their faith in the resurrection people can
and do endure ‘hardship, distress, persecution, famine, nakedness, the sword’ (Romans 8.35), and
that because of their faith, they find that they can live lives meaningfully and with purpose.
At the same time, St Paul assures his readers, if Christ truly died for us nothing at all can separate us
from that outpouring of divine love when Jesus gave his life so that all might have life forever: ‘we are
conquerors of death through him who loved us’, Paul argues (Romans 8.37). Our lives are given their
dignity and value of because of the redemptive act of the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ; we
are given our worth as children, heirs of God because of Christ’s love for us. Human life is invaluable,
is inviolable, because Christ gave his life for ours, so that we might be empowered to share his life.
Conversely, if we suffer with Christ then we also may be glorified with him, as Paul tells the Romans
at the beginning of our chapter, (Romans 8.17). We derive our dignity from the things we do as a
result of our knowing ourselves to be beloved children of God. That love is so strong that it has
overcome death: is so profound that it can render even those who ‘are being killed all day long, are
accounted as sheep to be slaughtered’, to be ‘more than conquerors’, Paul knew (Romans 8.36-37).
And in the strength of that conviction, Paul assures the Romans, nothing at all may stand between us
and God’s love: ‘neither death, nor life ... nor rulers ... nor powers’. Nothing at all, neither human nor
supernatural power can stand between the love that was shown forth on the cross and those who love
Jesus. And in that certainty, Paul tells, we may live with confidence and die in peace. If God truly did
give his own Son for our lives, then our lives are secure in his hand, wherever we find ourselves,
whatever we do: ‘He who did not withhold his own Son, but gave him up for all of us, will not with him
also give us everything else’, Paul asks rhetorically, before sharing the conviction he gained at his
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conversion with the Romans: ‘if God is for us, who is against us?’ No one, nothing, conquers the love
of God.
Sir Harry Chauvel, who led the ANZACs to victory in Beersheva a century ago, and would a year later
lead his men through the slaughter of the Barada Gorge to Damascus, saw human suffering on an
unimaginable scale. Like St Paul before him, his experience in the Holy Lands and on the road to
Damascus would never leave him. In spite of the unprecedented hardship he witnessed, for Chauvel
the message of the resurrection nevertheless rang true; even on his own, blood-covered, road to
Damascus. The message of death defeated that St Paul received in his personal encounter with the
risen Christ on the road to Damascus; the certainty that Christ’s death on the cross has put an end,
once and for all, to our deaths. The conviction that Christ is to be the model for our deaths, as well as
for our lives.
The faith that Christ can bring new, can bring eternal, life, does not diminish our grief, nor does it free
us from the task to ensure that the memories of those we love and see no longer are kept alive. But it
does enable us to re-frame our understanding of the fundamental nature of death: ‘the last enemy to
be overcome’, St Paul knew, ‘is death, for God has put all things in subjection under Christ’ (1
Corinthians 15.25-26). And his belief invites each one of us, like Lay Canon Chauvel and countless
other Christians who have known and still know hardship and adversity, to make our own response of
faith.
As we recall the memory of those who gave their lives in war and conflicts this Remembrance-tide, we
do well to remember the cost of their service. Let us remember their sense of duty to others, as well
as their willingness to stand up for what they believed was true and right. Let us also remember those
whom they left behind, those who mourned their deaths: the communities that shaped and nurtured
them, the places that, like this Cathedral, continue to remember with thanksgiving their example and
service. Let us remember their families, their friends, and all those for whom their death—or their
return as scarred and wounded people—has changed life forever. And as we remember their service,
let us also remember the hope that is set before us: a life that is forever, a life with God that is for all,
where ‘we are more than conquerors through him who loved us’, Jesus Christ, our ruler and Lord.
Now unto the King eternal, immortal, invisible, the only wise God, be honour and glory, for ever and
ever. Amen.
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