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Donald Horne, in his book, The Lucky Country, made four brief comments about Anzac Day.


He wrote: “On Anzac Day, commemorating the landing of Australians at Gallipoli in 1915, in every town in Australia ordinary veterans in very ordinary clothes march down the streets (many out of step), go through a brief ceremony and then many of them go and get drunk. Themes of death and sacrifice [are commemorated]: but the appeal of Anzac Day is as an expression of the commonness of man (even death is a leveler), or the necessity for sticking together in adversity. It is not a patriotic day but, as Peter Coleman said in the Bulletin, “a tribal festival”, the folk seeing itself as it is - unpretentious and comradely” (p.23).


In recent years, the patriotic element has come to the fore and also the sacrifice of soldiers’ lives for the defence of Australia in the Second World War more than at Gallipoli.


Donald Horne wrote: “There is little public glorification of success in Australia. The few heroes or heroic occasions are remembered for their style rather than for their achievement. The early explorers, Anzac Day: these commemorate comradeship, gameness, exertion of the will, suffering in silence” (p.34).


Ned Kelly is remembered for his style. The Victoria Cross for valour has never been awarded to anyone in the Royal Australian Navy. Churchill had no time for them after the Gallipoli debacle. The Army honours its valiant, but not necessarily because they were successful. The New Year honours list hardly raises a ripple of glory. Success in sports wins public glorification far more than success in anything else. Adulation abounds for our Olympic champions, as long as they are winning.


Donald Horne commented: “When Anzac Day (the Australian folk festival) is commemorated on a Sunday, the protests of the churches are likely to be met by the counter claim that Anzac Day is more important than the churches. To many Australians it is. The beliefs associated with Anzac are more Stoic than Christian” (p.66).


Comradeship (or mateship), gameness (taking risks), exertion of will and stoical suffering in silence are natural virtues that can be converted into Christian virtues by following the example of Jesus Christ. Many of our servicemen and women were and are genuine Christians, inspired by the Holy Spirit.


Donald Horne adds: “Many people still living were born into an Australia, which, according to its official texts, did not achieve full status as a nation until April 25, 1915, when the Australian soldiers assisted in the Gallipoli landing by storming a cove in the Dardenelles. It was as if the whole process of achieving nationhood was so easy that it was not until men died - if quite irrelevantly, and in a minor and unsuccessful campaign - that Australians felt they had earned their way into the world. This is one of the several reasons why the Anzac legend has been such an important element of belief among 20th Century Australians” (p.167).


Even more so among 21st Century Australians. The celebration of Anzac Day has never been as popular as it is today. Its importance in the spiritual life of the Australian nation is also more fully appreciated.


A nation, like a man, comes to maturity through pain. Australia came of age, not at Federation in 1900 but in 1915 at Anzac Cove.


We do not perpetuate the glory of war. War is savagery that brings out the worst and the best in men and women, but it is unworthy itself of any memorial.


We recall not only the ill-conceived sacrifice of Australians at Gallipoli but also the sacrifice of every life lost in war in our nation’s defence, lest we forget that they died to secure our peace. We recall with admiration those who kept their human integrity in adversity, even in the worst possible circumstances, and finally in death. We recall them so as to imitate them, because they learnt the meaning of life and reached eternal life even while they died.


In our Anzac Day Mass, we commend to the humble crucified love of Jesus our Saviour all service men and women killed in wars. We ask God the Father to receive them as his sons and daughters. In this Mass, too, we pray for servicemen and women everywhere, for those who survived past wars and for those who are serving in war zones today. May the Lord make them instruments of his peace.

