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Today we celebrate Air Training Corps Sunday.  I’m 

choosing my words carefully:  we’re celebrating it 

today.  The Air Training Corps was founded on the 5th 

February 1941.  So this year is its 75th anniversary.  

And we’re cheating a bit because last Sunday was 

really Air Training Corps Sunday – the nearest Sunday 

to the 5th February.   

 

But if anything defines the identity of Bridlington, it is 

that Bridlington is the town that remembers the Great 

Gale of 1871 when, on the night between the 9th and 

10th February 30 ships were lost in Bridlington Bay, 

including the Lifeboat and at least 70 people died, 

including six members of the Lifeboat crew.  So on the 

nearest Sunday to the 10th February there is always, in 

this church, a service to commemorate that tragic loss 

of life, to pay tribute to the volunteers who are the 

present crew of the Lifeboat, and to pray for them.  

And with all respect to the members of the 252 

Squadron of the ATC, its civilian committee and to 

honoured guests from the Central and East Yorkshire 

Wing, in Bridlington the RNLI takes precedence 

because it is so important to the civic identity of who 

we are as a town. 

 

But we certainly do celebrate that the Air Training 

Corps was founded 75 years ago this month.  And 

almost from the off there has been a squadron in 

Bridlington.  It was during that same year, 1941, that 

there was a meeting in the Town Hall here in Brid 

presided over by the then mayor that it was agreed to 

start a squadron.  And that means there has been 75 

years of unbroken ATC activity in Bridlington, even 

though originally the squadron was known as the 

Burlington Squadron rather than the Bridlington 

Squadron.   

 

So today Bridlington may be gripped with Dad’s Army 

fever, but there is nothing new about civilians dressing 
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up in uniform and s going out on parade in Brid.  Of 

course, I’m far too scared of the ATC’s Officer in 

Command, Bob Hill, to suggest that there is any 

resemblance between him and Captain Mainwearing 

but I have no doubt there have been plenty of Dad’s 

Army moments along the way.  There was the 

occasion, not that many years ago, when some top 

brass from Wing came to visit the squadron and the 

person detailed to make a coffee forgot actually to 

switch the kettle on, so what was presented was a 

stone cold cup of coffee.  You may think that’s the sort 

of thing Private Godfrey might do, but I couldn’t 

possibly comment.  And, of course, the truth is that it’s 

not rally all that funny, but it’s the sort of story that 

will simply never be lived down.  And it provides a 

vehicle for the sort of esprit de corps upon which a unit 

like the ATC thrives. 

 

The Sunday on which we come together to make these 

celebrations is the Sunday of the year when we read 

the story of Jesus being tempted in the wilderness.  

And what he’s being tempted to do by the devil, in this 

story, is to leave God out of the equation.  The things 

that we’re told the devil tempted Jesus to do are, in 

themselves, really good things to do.  He doesn’t say to 

Jesus “Let’s go off and have a really gross time of wine, 

women and song.”  He suggests things to Jesus that, 

actually, might be a pretty good use of his divine 

power. 

 

He suggests Jesus should turn some stones into bread.  

Well, actually, when you see on TV pictures of children 

dying of starvation, as they are now in places like 

Ethiopia and Democratic Republic of Congo, wouldn’t 

you rather that Jesus just produced a bit more food?  

He offers Jesus all the kingdoms of the earth.  And 

when you look around and see President Assad in 

Syria; and the human rights records of governments 

like Saudi Arabia and China; and you contemplate the 

possibility of Donald Trump being the President of the 

United States of America; wouldn’t you think it a 

better idea if Jesus were in charge?  He suggests that 
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Jesus should pull a stunt like jumping off the temple 

and getting angels to catch him.  And when you see 

people enslaved by poverty and addiction and crime, 

wouldn’t you rather see Jesus displaying his power a 

bit more? 

 

And this is the sort of stuff that Jesus is interested in.  

When he’s ready to set out on his work on earth, he 

sets out a sort of manifesto of what his priorities are 

going to be.  And he makes it plain that they’re about 

poverty and disability and freedom:  they’re about the 

actual conditions that people live in.  But in this story, 

today, Jesus makes it clear that that, in itself, is not 

enough:  it has to be balanced by a healthy respect for 

God.  People do not live by bread alone – they need 

bread, make no mistake about it – but we also need 

the word of God. 

 

The ATC, the Air Training Corps, gets this.  There are 

three strands to the way the organisation of the ATC 

was set up 75 years ago this month.  There’s a quite 

necessary and proper concern for the defence of 

national security.  There’s the hope that young people 

passing through the ATC will be equipped to make a 

constructive contribution to society.  So the ATC is 

constituted by former members of the forces, like the 

Bridlington Squadron’s Officer in Command, Bob Hill 

– ex-RAF, he scares me stiff:  I don’t know at affect he 

has on the cadets, but I wouldn’t dare say boo to him.  

And then there are civilian instructors, coaching these 

cadets in life skills; because as well as having a great 

time, so that 30 or so young people keep coming back 

twice a week for more, these cadets are trained for 

National Vocational Qualifications through the ATC as 

well. 

 

But in addition to those two strands, there is a third 

strand to how the ATC is organised, as well.  It is 

crucial to the ATC that local clergy act as chaplains, or 

padres.  Everything the ATC is and everything the ATC 

does is held within a framework of honouring God.  Of 

course, in a multicultural society, provision is made for 
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different apprehensions of God.  But when new cadets 

come to the Squadron, as soon as they have their 

uniforms, the first thing that happens is that it’s the 

padre who inducts them.  And when something 

important happens, like getting a new banner for the 

first time, certainly in living memory, it is dedicated 

within the context of worship and blessed to be used 

within God’s priorities. 

 

It is keeping this balance that makes for fully rounded 

people.  It is this balance that Jesus encourages us to 

find.  And as we enter the run up to Easter, what 

Christians call Lent, we are all encouraged to work out 

for ourselves whether we have made room in our lives 

for the resurrected Jesus to be part of them. 

 

Amen. 


