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Memorial Day  

Scripture Reading: Psalm 106: 10 – 14 

 Every year at this time, all of my friends and acquaintances who know that I 

served in the military offer their thanks for my service. Please make no mistake; this 

acknowledgement of my service is appreciated, especially since when I first enlisted in 

1974 nobody’s service was appreciated by the public. Here is the thing, though. This 

holiday is not for me, nor the other veterans who got to come home. We have our own 

day, it’s in November and it’s even named Veteran’s Day. That’s the day to recognize 

the service of us living veterans. This holiday is for another purpose. It’s to acknowledge 

and recognize those who did not come home. It’s for the 57,939 servicemen whose 

names are inscribed on a black granite wall on the mall in Washington, D.C. and did not 

come home from Vietnam. A visit there should be on everyone’s bucket list, it’s truly a 

moving experience. This holiday is for the 57,246 servicemen who died in Korea – their 

names are not on a wall, but they deserve to be remembered as well. According to 

Veteran’s Administration estimates, the death toll of America’s wars from the 

Revolutionary War through Desert Storm totals about 1,190.100 deaths. Every one of 

them deserves to be remembered. 

 When did Memorial Day start? While the origins of Memorial Day are not clear, it 

is known that soon after the American Civil War, veterans desired to show respect and 

honor to their comrades who died in the war. The first documented instance was on the 

5th of May, 1868, when General John Logan, the National Commander of the Grand 

Army of the Republic (a veterans organization of the time) declared that the 30th of 
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May, 1868 should be set aside “for the purpose of strewing with flowers, or otherwise 

decorating the graves of comrades who died in defense of their country during the late 

rebellion”. Over time, this became a tradition on the 30th of May every year, and was 

known as Decoration Day. In May of 1966, President Johnson officially proclaimed 

Memorial Day a holiday, and in 1971 the official date was changed from May 30th to the 

last Monday of every May.  

 Our Bible lesson is a direct admonition to remember those who sacrificed for us. 

It speaks of how God, through Moses led the Israelites out of bondage in Egypt and 

saved them from Pharaoh’s pursuit only to see them lose faith and disobey God. They 

forgot God’s providence in leading them, and Moses’ sacrifice. David, in his Psalm, 

reminds us that we must not forget our past. Paul said in Romans 13: 7 “Render to all 

what is due them: tax to whom tax is due; custom to whom custom; fear to whom fear; 

honor to whom honor” Surely honor is due to those who died in service to our country. 

Also, let’s not forget Joshua leading the Israelites through the Jordan river. He called for 

the Arc of the Covenant to be brought forward, and when the bearers entered the river it 

stopped flowing. Joshua had the bearers wait there while the all the tribes crossed, and 

he selected a man from each of the tribes to select a large stone. They built a 

monument from those stones, Joshua 4: 6-7 “6 that this may be a sign among you when 

your children ask in time to come, saying, ‘What do these stones mean to you?’ 7 Then 

you shall answer them that the waters of the Jordan were cut off before the ark of the 

covenant of the Lord; when it crossed over the Jordan, the waters of the Jordan were 

cut off. And these stones shall be for a memorial to the children of Israel forever.” 
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 Whom do we honor on Memorial Day? This is a question both extremely simple, 

and very complex. The simple answer, of course, is that we honor those who died while 

in service to our nation. The long answer is much more complex. Every person that we 

honor today has their own story. They were sons or daughters, husbands or wives, 

fathers or mothers, and all were also comrades-in-arms. To paraphrase Shakespeare, 

they were a Band of Brothers. Every veteran knows a comrade-in-arms who did not 

return and, in a very real way misses and honors that person as much as their flesh and 

blood families do. Perhaps that’s why most veterans are so passionate about Memorial 

Day. There truly is no familial bond stronger than the bond that comrades in arms form. 

In fact, the old adage about how soldiers, when they get right down to it, fight for each 

other, and not for Mom, apple pie and the American Way is true. That’s not because the 

men don’t understand those concepts and values – quite the contrary.  When you get 

them away from the noise, confusion and danger of the battlefield most are quite 

passionate about those values. It’s just that in that noise, confusion and danger your 

world shrinks. Those lofty values get pushed aside for the moment, while we deal with 

the immediate danger. Nothing matters but the soldier on your left, the one on the right, 

and making sure that we all live through the threat. John 15: 13, in the New Living 

Translation, tells us “There is no greater love than to lay down one’s life for one’s 

friends.” We know that this is true, as the testimony of millions of military men 

throughout history confirms this.  

 In a bigger sense though, what motivates people to join the armed forces in the 

first place? What do they think they are going into harm’s way for? Most of the soldiers 

that I knew, and the veterans that I still know, did it for much more complex reasons. 
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They see real danger in the world, and real threats to the United States and our way of 

life. They are men and women from all economic levels, various social and family 

backgrounds, and while they may claim various reasons for serving - money for college, 

vocational training, a desire to test oneself, what it really comes down to is a loyalty to 

and belief in the freedom and liberty provided to us by the Constitution. The oath of 

enlistment makes no mention of fealty to anything except the Constitution. When we join 

the military, we swear to support and defend the Constitution, and to bear true faith and 

allegiance to the same. We swear to obey the orders of the President and the officers 

appointed over us. The oath ends with “so help me God” - although I suppose it won’t 

be long before some atheist tries to have that phrase removed.  

 So, we have a lovely holiday, in the spring, which helps us delineate the end of 

winter and the beginning of summer fun. Most of us watch a parade, go to a ceremony 

in a park or a cemetery somewhere, and at some point we see a high government 

official place a wreath on the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier in Arlington National 

Cemetery. We’ve now done our duty, honored our war dead, so let’s break out a beer 

and some burgers and have a cookout. Hey – it’s summer’s opening day, why not.  

There’s nothing wrong with that, I encourage you all to take this long weekend and 

spend it with your family, making memories for your children and grandchildren. Do not, 

though, think that we are finished honoring the memory of those who sacrificed so much 

for us. We should honor them every day in how we live, what we stand for, and how we 

treat others. Does this sound familiar? It seems to me that we honor God by how we 

live, what we stand for, and how we treat others. While I don’t suggest that our war 

dead are gods, I do say that living lives that are pleasing to God also serves to honor 
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our war dead. It’s not quite as simple as that, though. The service members who died in 

battle was also fighting for the ideals which made this country as great as it has been. 

Those ideals are under attack, and our liberty and freedom is in grave danger of being 

lost. When children receive trophies for just showing up, they are taught that there is no 

reason to strive for excellence. When the reward for merely showing up is the same as 

the reward for excelling, there is no incentive to excel. It’s a fairly simple principle, and I 

don’t understand how people much smarter than me can’t see that. Similarly, we are 

hearing a lot about “safe spaces” on college campuses. To me, this is the antithesis of 

what schools should be. While every school should be as physically safe as is practical, 

all schools above grade school should be intellectually dangerous. Sending our kids to a 

school which only allows one viewpoint is not only a waste of time and money; it’s 

downright dangerous to a student’s intellect. When one is taught that ideas are not to be 

challenged, one never learns to challenge them. The result of that is the circus that we 

call a presidential campaign. Not one of the three candidates is presidential material, 

but since nobody will listen, even for a minute, to the other side’s argument, nobody 

cares. It’s my opinion that what’s happening today in our society and politics does not 

honor the sacrifice of those who died fighting for our country. I hope we can get back to 

the ideals on which this country was built.   

 For the last two years, in the week before Memorial Day, I have posted this on 

my Facebook page:  

To all my friends who have not had the honor of serving in uniform. I appreciate all of 

your thanks to me on this weekend. In no way should what I am about to say diminish 

my appreciation of your recognition of my service. That said, this weekend is not about 
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me, it is about those who gave their last, full measure of devotion to our nation and did 

not return home to their families, as I was so fortunate to do. In recognition of this, I 

propose a homework assignment. In these days with the internet, it's certainly easy 

enough to find out almost anything you want to know, so here's the challenge. Find the 

name of someone who did not return home to their loved ones, and post their name, 

rank, branch of service, and whatever honorable information you can discover about 

them in the comments of this post. I'll start: 

CPL Irvine Wellington Moore, of Everett, MA 

Corporal Moore was a member of the 7th Infantry Regiment, 3rd Infantry Division. He 
was killed in action while fighting the enemy in North Korea on September 21, 1952. 

Godspeed, CPL Moore 

Apparently, I’m not as inspirational as I should be, because in two years of posting this, 

I’m 0 for 2 in getting people to respond. Such a small thing, a few moments of your time 

to honor someone who sacrificed so much for us. Maybe it makes people uncomfortable 

to acknowledge such a heavy debt, I don’t know. 

 I think Memorial Day was summed up perfectly by the chorus of a song written 

and performed by a duet known as Rushloe Harris. The song is named “Bagpipes 

Crying”, and the chorus goes like this: 

“I hear bagpipes crying ‘Amazing Grace’ as tears run down a mother’s face 

and Old Glory draped like Heaven’s mercy over her fallen son” 

Let us pray: Dear God, let us never forget the sacrifices of the brave men and women 

who died in service to our country. Remind us every day of that sacrifice, and our need 

to honor it. In Jesus’ name, Amen. 


