Chapter 14 d
The Mourner
The waiting of grief has a restless quality. A bereaved person makes a meal, then cannot sit to eat it. The present seems unbelievable, the future insupportable; both solitude and company are unbearable. Tears are awaited, then pushed away; when they do come the time and place are often inappropriate, and in any case, what the person really wants is to scream. And of course there are other griefs. 
The tragedy of the human condition is that we can look around and see that things can and should be better. So we are, or should be, restless about the world. Like waiting mourners, we should think to ourselves, “how long are things going to go on like this?” Like mourners we should have a sense of seriousness - that what we are dealing with is the only important thing, so how can the world carry on as if nothing has happened? We mourn because of the uneasiness of being in the world and trying not to be of it.
The film of ‘The Bridge on the River Kwai’ is illuminating. Alec Guinness leads as the Commanding Officer of a group of British soldiers captured by the Japanese during the 1939-1945 war. They are made to help in the building of a railway. Guinness sticks out against bullying and torture. He wants treatment according to the standards of the Geneva Convention. He wins his case when the Japanese commanding officer begins to break under pressure from his superiors because the soldiers are not working well enough on the railway bridge. In return, Guinness takes command of his men in building a really superb bridge. Meanwhile an Allied guerrilla team is sent to blow it up. The end of the story is the completion of the bridge, its demolition as the first train crosses it, and the portrayal of Guinness's agony as his creation is destroyed - by himself - he is shot and falls on the detonator!
Although Guinness is collaborating with the enemy, it is imperative for him to do this to build up the morale of his soldiers, so that they have a chance of surviving in this prison camp. In fact because they work hard, they get better than usual treatment from the Japanese - which probably saves lives. There is also the imperative that one should not do a shoddy job, but should take pride in work. The alternative would be to refuse to co-operate, which would mean suffering and death. Perhaps this is the point of the parable of the talents [Luke ch 19 vv 12-27].  In it, three servants are given money to look after while their master is away. The third servant does not invest his money like the others, but buries the gold coin he has been given. He may be the hero, because he co-operate with a cruel and grabbing master.
The story of the prison camp is a parable of the world. We cannot escape from the world, nor should we try to. This is where we have been put by God, and where we can find Him. But in this complex world, right and wrong are inextricably muddled. Even the best intentioned acts can go astray and have unintended consequences. We often mean well and do badly, both individually and corporately. We are faced with two alternatives: on the one hand refusing to co-operate and on the other participating. Pragmatism points us towards choosing participation - we want to survive. Principle points the same way - we know we ought to strive for quality, and we are commanded to seek the welfare of the place where God has sent us into exile [Jeremiah ch 29 v 7].
But if we commit ourselves to the world / prison camp, we need to keep in mind one rather unworldly thing. We need to have just one - no more, no less - foot in this world, and one - no more, no less - foot in the next world. Our fundamental allegiance is not to the railway, not to this world, but to the Kingdom of God. Our world, our work, are both unsound. The bridge does get blown up!  We are in the situation of trying to make a bad system work better. It is a system which can never be completely good, and therefore both commitment and detachment are required of us. Commitment, so that we are ready to give our all to make the world a better place and build up God's Kingdom in it. Detachment so that we have a critical perspective which recognises the fundamental flaws of the world, and refuses to be seduced by its rewards, or even by success in improving it.  And so we mourn and wait.
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