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I am calm and happy, but desperately anxious to live.” He died just two days later
on the 8th September 1916, aged 36. Before the battle, on the 6th September, he had
written a little sonnet to his daughter who had been born just a few days before and
whom he never got to meet. It reads:
The gift of Love
In wiser days, my darling rosebud, blown
to beauty proud as was your mother’s prime –
In that desired, delayed, incredible time
you’ll ask why I abandoned you, my own,
and the dear breast that was your baby’s throne
to dice with death, and, oh! They give you rhyme
and reason; one will call the thing sublime,
and one decry it as a knowing tone.
So here, while the mad guns curse overhead,
and tired men sigh, with mud for couch and floor,
knowing that we fools, now with the foolish dead,
died not for flag, nor king nor emperor,
but for a dream, born in a herdsman’s shed
and for the secret Scripture of the poor.
The significance of the title, 'The gift of love' is, I believe, found in those words
“died not for flag, nor king nor emperor, but for a dream, born in a herdsman’s
shed”. It conveys the hope and assurances which come to us because of that little
stable in Bethlehem, where Jesus, God’s gift of love to all mankind, was born.
His friend and Second Lieutenant, Emmet Dalton, wrote of his death. “I was behind
Tom when we went over the top. He was in a bent position and a bullet got over a
steel waistcoat that he wore and entered his heart. Well, he only lasted about one
minute and he had my crucifix in his hands. He said ‘This is my seventh
anniversary of my wedding’ …”, though he was not sure whether he said it was his
seventh or his eighth wedding anniversary.
I wonder what you think of that. To me, it not only speaks of the terrible horror and
waste of war, it also speaks of the height to which man can rise through his
adversities by the love and grace of God. I’m reminded of the words of Jesus as
recorded in John 14:19 – “Because I live, you will live also”. Despite all the horror
and difficulties around us we can have this absolute certainty; Christ lives and
through Him we can live and know His love and peace in our hearts. Tom Kettle,
an Irish Catholic Nationalist, knew that certainty and also knew that the only thing
worthwhile living and dying for is the hope that arises from the gift given in a
humble herdsman’s shed, some two thousand years ago. “For God so loved the
world He sent his only beloved Son that whosoever believes in Him, shall have
everlasting life”. Tom’s daughter was called Betty, and she died in an Irish nursing
home in the late 1990s, having never known her father but, I think, knowing that
one day she will get to know him when that great day of resurrection comes.
God bless you.

