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Plowshares and Pruning Hooks 

WWII took my father’s life.  He didn’t actually die until 1982 but it was memories 

of his wartime service that slowly took his life! 

Canada was the first Commonwealth country to send troops to Britain in 1939.  

That year my father had just turned 16.  He was too young to enlist in the armed 

forces and contribute to ‘the cause for victory.’ 

I picture him listening to regular news updates on the radio or hearing the buzz 

about town as to who had enlisted, where they were stationed or which families 

had received news from their son, Bill, or Cousin, Mary. I imagine recruitment 

posters calling out from every pillar and post.  

It must’ve seemed exciting to a boy from the little town of Sackville, New 

Brunswick, a boy with an adventurous spirit surpassed only by the magnitude of 

his imagination.  Here was the opportunity of a lifetime to break free, see the 

world, wear a uniform and do the honourable thing. And, the best part - the 

government would pay him to do it!  He might even get to see his three older 

brothers who had already gone overseas. 

Eighteen months later, my father did what many other young men did, he lied 

about his age in order to enlist. The Army needed men so he was quickly 

stationed to England where he, and many like him, were trained while waiting to 

be called to the front lines. 

Dad was a gunner and then later a stretcher bearer in the Royal Canadian 

Artillery.  From July 1943 to February 1945, his battalion was engaged in the 

Italian Campaign.  It was Canada’s first major ground participation in Europe.  

25,000 soldiers were wounded and 5,900 more died before the campaign ended. 

The Boudreau family had been lucky.  Four sons had enlisted to serve their 

country, four had returned and only one had been injured.  Praise be to God!  But 

as we know, not all injuries are physical.  There are also social and psychological 

costs to war.  My father, like most who served, never spoke of the horrors of war.  

Every now and again he would talk a little about Italy, the places he`d seen and 
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the food and drink he had enjoyed.  On occasion, a service buddy would drop by 

for a visit and they would head off to the local Legion.  It was only there, amongst 

the banners and beer that these brothers in arms could allow themselves to speak 

of fallen friends and the vicious winds of war.  I remember going to fetch my Dad 

from the Legion Hall.  As I entered, everyone looked up, lowered their voices and 

huddled closer together!  War was never a topic for discussion at home! 

 

When young men and women are shaped for war their training involves a two-

way dehumanisation – both of them as soldiers and of those they name as 

enemy.  War shaped, or rather misshaped, my father.  He departed for England 

with visions of the glory of war filling his head but four years later he returned 

bearing the weight of its reality. He must have felt betrayed or foolish or both. In 

any case, he was a man no longer able to face himself. 

Like many veterans, my father learned to self-medicate with alcohol.  Some days 

he would start drinking right after breakfast and stop only when his head hit the 

pillow at night.   Most days he handled his liquor well – no staggering, no slurring 

of his words.  On occasion, he would over indulge.  He rarely missed a day of work 

always provided for his family and he was never a violent drunk. 

Dad attended mass every Sunday with all of us kids in tow.  He loved God.  He 

remembered to keep the Sabbath holy.  He honoured his mother and father and 

so on.  Being both a gunner and a stretcher bearer must have created a crisis of 

conscience within him. The Allied soldiers he was transporting to the field hospital 

must have born and uncomfortable resemblance to the enemy that he had killed 

and maimed when firing his gun. 

Dad talked a lot about respect.  It was important to him.  Everything was about 

respect.  In the end, I believe he couldn’t reconcile what he was asked to do by his 

country with the Catholic faith he was raised in.  He couldn’t countenance his 

actions in the face of the God he loved.  Pain and anguish gets expressed one way 

or another, either outwardly with violence or it turns inwardly.  Alcoholism, even 

without domestic violence, hurts a family.  It redirects financial resources, leads to 

deception, co-dependency and a culture of secrecy and shame. 
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Alcohol was Dad’s escape and it robbed him of the ability to live into the fullness 

of who God called him to be.  At the age of 59, the accumulated effects of four 

decades of heavy drinking took his life.  I was 22 years old at the time, almost the 

same age Dad was when he returned from the war. 

2014 marks the 100th anniversary of the start of WWI.   There were 37 million 
casualties arising out of that war.  The ‘war to end all wars’ did nothing of the sort 
and twenty-one years later, WWII, the deadliest military conflict in history, began.  
Over 60 million people died in World War II.  Almost half of whom were civilians. 
It defies all reason that 30 million unarmed men and women, children and the 
elderly were killed. 
 
So, let us remember those who fought for our country.  Those who risked their 
lives for what they thought was right. Let us remember those who fought against 
our country – who also risked their lives for what they thought was right.  Let us 
remember those who did not choose to risk their lives and lost them through the 
indiscriminate happenstance of war.  What did we lose?   Another Isaac Newton 
or Albert Einstein?  Another Johann Sebastian Bach or Yo Yo Ma?  Another Gandhi 
or Malala Yous-af-zai? Today, let us mourn this collective loss.  Today, we count 
the cost to all of humanity. 
 
With each passing generation and each new war, we as a global community find 

ourselves engaged again in the learning process.  Citizens of every nation must 

insist their governments exam all possible alternatives prior to engaging in an act 

of war.  As global citizens, we would be wise to ask whose interests are being 

served by the weight of our country’s presence in any conflict.  We have a right to 

know what the costs of engaging in conflict will be in terms of human life and 

suffering. 

This Tuesday as the flag stands at half mast, let’s pause to ask ourselves if there is 

a way to honour the spirit of sacrifice but not condone acts of destruction.  Is 

there a way to give thanks for the selfless nature of our veterans without 

honouring the violence they were enlisted to be party to. 

Perhaps, the best way to honor all veterans is to make sure we do not add to their 

number.  May their sacrifice awaken in us a determination to recognize and break 
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down the barriers of hate.  May their deaths call us to discover the common good 

in each other, our God-given humanity.  If so, we will remember them as they 

should be remembered. Remembering what they gave for us in the hope that we 

might be the ones to build that better world – “where swords become plowshares 

and spears turn into pruning hooks.  A world where nations do not take up arms 

against one another.” 

Today, let’s build a world of peace, where mothers and fathers are never again 

called upon to sacrifice their children to war.  Let’s build a world where the lion 

lies down with the lamb.  Then we will live in true harmony with one another and 

with our God.  What a legacy we would leave for the generations yet to come.  

God, we pray, let there be peace on earth and let it begin with us. Amen! 


