Greetings from Camp Bastion, Afghanistan 



From: Andrew Rawding [mailto:andrewrawding@gmail.com] 
Sent: 09 November 2010 02:52
Subject: The Sangin Rose
Dear all,

 

In this approach to Armistice Day and Remembrance Sunday, I thought you might find the following poem useful for your reflections, and prayers for our armed forces.  

 

I wrote it in my last week at Forward Operating Base Jackson, shortly before we handed responsibility for Sangin over to the United Sates Marine Corps, when the Union Flag was replaced with the 'Stars & Stripes.'  (The memorial in the attached photo stands in the middle of the base)

 

The Sangin Rose
In the corner of a war zone,
In the heat and dust,
I've watched it and marvelled.
How does it grow?

How does it flower without the rain?
Why is it not scorched by the merciless sun?
Why does it not wilt under the sounds of machine-gun fire,
Rocket fire,
Mortar fire,
Jet fire,
And the blast wave of IED explosions?
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Is it deaf?
Has it lost its hearing?
Has it heard too much?

The sounds of pain and injury
En route to the sickbay,
The groans and complaints
Of shocked and weary soldiers 

Smoking nearby,
The prayers and lament of memorial services,
The deafening silence of grief and remembrance.

Has it learnt to ignore it all?
Is this all just normal?
Am I wrong to be surprised by its presence,
Next to a concrete memorial,
A neighbour to brass plaques and wooden crosses?

In the corner of my heart I need this rose to grow,
To release its fragrance,
To counter the smell of death and burning,
To bring glorious colour in the darkness,
To ward off fears and trauma with its thorns.

I need the miracle of its existence.
It is a symbol of love,
Of hope and new life.
It will survive the harsh winter and blossom again.
Thank God for the Sangin Rose.

 

 

All the best,

 

Andrew

 

Revd A Rawding RN  Padre  40 Commando Royal Marines

12/10/10

Dear all,

 

A final message of thanks for your support and prayers over the last 6/7 months.  Half of 40 Commando Royal Marines have now returned to UK.  The remainder are in Camp Bastion, completing final administration and waiting for flights home.  

 

I am currently located in Cyprus.  I'm on duty here for a couple of weeks covering 'decompression' for the Royal Marines and Army units as they transit through on their back from Afghanistan.  The 24 hour 'decompression' package includes time on the beach (variety of watersports), a BBQ, entertainment from a comedian and a band, and a 5 can ration of beer (or a bottle of wine).  I deliver one of the mandatory 'Coming Home' briefs, alongside the psychiatric nurse.

 

Although we are all enormously relieved to have finished our deployment in Afghanistan, we are all conscious that hanging over us are the deaths, and the injuries sustained by our comrades.  Before the deployment I talked with the marines about the 3Gs: Grief, Guilt and Grievance.  I also talked about the 3Fs: Faith, Family & Friends, and Forgiveness.    

 

I would value your ongoing prayers for us all as we come to terms with what we have experienced over the last 6/7 months.  I am enormously confident in the unconditional love, grace and forgiveness of God.  I am less confident in my ability, or the ability of the churches, to provide legible sign posts, and accompany our armed forces on their journey of healing and reconciliation with themselves, their memories and experiences, and the world.

 

Our time in Afghanistan has been a dehumanising experience for many.  We have not been able to take time out to recover emotionally, and fear, combined with exposure to, and participation in violence has created 'enemies'.  Finding outlets for their anger and frustration will be an aim for the marines.  The pursuit of adrenaline to regain the highs of combat and the 'normality' of being on edge will also feature in post-deployment life.

 

Please pray that over the next weeks, months, year, our marines and their families will be able to find green pastures, be led beside still waters, and that their souls will be restored.  They have walked in the valley of the shadow of death, and are now living in the shadow of their comrades' deaths.    The injured will need new hope for the future.  May they find light in the darkness.

 

Once again, thank you for the support, practical and spiritual, for the men and families of 40 Commando.  It has been really appreciated by many.  We may never see the fruit, but we can be confident that seeds of love have been sown, and nothing in all creation will prevent their growth.

 

Peace be with you all, and with all those suffering through war and conflict.

 

All the best,

 

Andrew

 

Revd A Rawding RN   Padre   40 Commando Royal Marines  

From: Andrew Rawding [mailto:andrewrawding@gmail.com] 
Sent: 03 August 2010 08:16
Subject: Greetings from Sangin, Afghanistan
Dear all,

 

We are now just over half way through our tour here in Sangin.  It's been tough and relentless: 14 Royal Marines killed, and many more injured, some very seriously.  I have been encouraged and strengthened by your prayers and support.   I know that many of the marines have been turning to God as a source of comfort and hope, in some very dark situations.  There are numerous stories here of 'miraculous' escapes, but obviously one death is too many for the loved ones.

 

We have been very well supported with 'welfare' parcels, and I know from feedback that support at home from the churches has been beyond expectations.  Thank you.  We really appreciate it.  Knowing our families are being looked after helps us remain focused on the job here.

 

I would value your prayers for peace.  We are participating in the suffering that is present throughout the world, and sadly will continue.  However we have a moment here to focus our prayers on Sangin, because 40 Commando are drawing our attention there.  In the last few days in Sangin an old man blew himself up in the middle of a patrol, fortunately only injuring two of our marines.  A marine was killed by an IED.  An insurgent blew himself up accidentally killing a local child and seriously wounding another.  There have been gunfights and attacks on our Patrol Bases, with more IEDs.  This is a fairly typical week, which exposes the marines to experiences and images which are often horrifying.  Please pray for peace: body, mind and spirit for the marines and all the soldiers serving here.  

 

The insurgents are resilient, skilled and determined.  They need peace.  Please pray for them and their leaders, that they will choose stability over violence and chaos.  The chaos suits them because it allows them to intimidate and move freely.  However we need them to choose the local governance provided by GIROA (Government of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan).  The Governor in Sangin is Mohammed Sherif.  Pray for wisdom and strength for him and his staff.  Ultimately the insurgency will be stopped through economic incentives and access to power.  Pray that the local tribes will align themselves with the Governor and expel the foreign fighters from their areas.  The people here are tired and weary; pray for strength for them.  They need peace. 

 

40 Commando will be the last British Forces to serve in Sangin.  We will leave in the next couple of months, handing over to the US.  My prayer is that we leave knowing that it has all been worthwhile, despite the costs.  I know that our marines have shown love and compassion to the Afghan people (I was there in the Sickbay yesterday when the doctor and medics tried to save the life of the young boy), and I trust that the Holy Spirit will remind them, and the parents of the deceased of that truth, in the days and years to come.  If God in his mercy and grace can offer something more in the next couple of months it would be great.

 

'In the tender compassion of our God, the dawn from on high shall break upon us, to shine on those who dwell in darkness and the shadow of death, and to guide our feet into the way of peace.'  Luke 1:78
 

Thank you once again for your prayers and support.

 

All the best,

 

Andrew

 

Revd A Rawding RN  Padre  40 Commando Royal Marines    

From: Andrew Rawding [mailto:andrewrawding@gmail.com] 
Sent: 11 June 2010 17:21
Subject: Thank you for your prayers and support for our families
Dear all,

 

A quick note to say thank you for your prayers, and thank you to all those who are offering practical support to our families.  We can't always measure it, but it is greatly appreciated.  

 

You will have seen the news, so you know what we're going through.  This is a very dangerous place and by God's grace we are not suffering fatalities every day; but we could be.  Only God knows why some are killed, some are injured, and others escape unscathed.  Please pray for an outpouring of God's comfort and strength.  I have been at several memorial services now where candles from Taunton have been lit.  At times many may wonder where God is in all this, but then on the other hand at times they have nowhere else to turn.  

 

I'm well, trusting that I'll be in the right place at the right time, and trusting that if I am there God will be gracious to use me, and If I'm not there God will be gracious enough to reassure me that his love and compassion is there anyway.  

 

Looking forward to returning to drizzly rain, green fields and the rolling hills of Somerset...but not just yet.

 

All the best,

 

Andrew

 

Padre 40 Commando Royal Marines

Sent: 06 April 2010 09:41
To: robert.rainbow@cliftondiocese.com
Subject: RE: Candle & Prayers for 40 Commando RM
Dear Fr. Bob,

Please forgive the last minute reply (I depart Taunton this evening), but I wanted to say thank you for the letter, the photographs and candle.  

I have given the candle to the Company Sergeant Major who will be running Forward Operating Base (FOB) Jackson, where our HQ will be located in Sangin, Helmand Province.  I trust that it will be a great symbol of the resurrection light of Christ, bringing hope and healing.

Thank you for the support and prayers of you and your churches.

All the best,

Rev Andrew Rawding  Chaplain RN;  Padre 40 Cdo RM

Thu 15/04/2010, 04:59 
Dear friends,

 

I've been here just over a week now and thought I'd establish a link.  I've just completed a week of refresher training, and hope to leave here very soon to start visiting the Forward Operating and Patrol Bases.  

 

For most of the newly arrived marines, acclimatisation to the heat and dust is the main concern.  They are also keen to leave Bastion and get on with the job, and into a routine.

 

So far we have had three Royal Marine casualties, but no fatalities.  Yesterday I visited a marine in hospital here who was flown back from Sangin after a suicide bomber (15 yr old boy) blew himself up in front of him.  The marine had minor shrapnel wounds - a miracle.  The marine said that the boy looked terrified before he detonated the bomb.  Please pray for the boy's family and community - we have no idea what led to this event - fear, despair, deprivation, desire for revenge?  

 

I am confident in the prayer support from those at home, but also in the calibre and professionalism of our men.  However its going to be tough.  We are here to engage in 'population-centric' counter insurgency operations, which means that our priority is to protect and win the support of the population.  The buzz term is 'courageous restraint,' which means that the marines are expected not to retaliate or use lethal force (even if it is justified), in order to ensure that the cycle of violence is broken, the insurgents do not gain any moral impetus, and the population remains unharmed.  'Courageous restraint' requires courage and discipline, but more importantly 'love' - love for our neighbour.  Please pray that the marines will see the Afghans as their neighbour, and be able to empathise with them, and love them as they would want themselves to be loved.

 

Some of the marines have been asking me the menaing of Jn 8 12.  This is inscribed on the US manufactured ACOG weapon sight which each of them has on their rifle.  I have quoted to them: 'I am the light of the world, whoever follows me will not walk in darkness but will have the light of life.'

 

Your prayers are giving oxygen to the flame that I believe is alight here and will bring life to many.  Thank you.  Here's a reflection to inform your prayers:

 

Please don’t pray for me;
pray for the people who want to kill me,
for the people who have put a bounty on my head:
the people who want to see me and my colleagues dead.
 
Please don’t pray for me;
pray for the people who see me as the invader,
for the people who want to get revenge,
for the people who want to avenge the honour of their tribe.
 
Please don’t pray for me;
pray for the people who are driven by fear,
fuelled by poverty,
energised by anger and grief,
and motivated by rejection.
 
Please don’t pray for me;
pray for the people who have brought me here,
for the people who make the decisions,
for the people who want money, power, influence and control.
 
Please don’t pray for me;
pray for the people who live here,
for the people whose lives have been disrupted by violence, 
for the voiceless and oppressed,
for the people who are caught in the cross fire.
 
Please don’t pray for me;
pray for the children who have lost parents,
for the fathers who have lost sons,
for the mothers who have lost children,
for the wives who have lost husbands,
for the people who have lost everything.
 
Please don’t pray for me;
pray for those who have lost limbs,
for those who have lost their hearing and eyesight,
for those who have lost their peace, or a piece, of mind,
for those who have lost their future,
for those who have lost hope.
 
Please don’t pray for me; 
but cry out for mercy,
scream out for justice,
shout for compassion,
plead for forgiveness,
whisper for peace.  

 

All the best,

 

Andrew Rawdings,  Padre, 40 Commando Royal Marines.
�








