MEMORIAL DAY...MAY 30, 2011

Thank you for the privilege of speaking with you today...on this day when we remember those who have died in the service of our country. Someone once said that the word 'remember' is really two words 're' and 'member'...putting the parts of a person, an event or a number of persons and events back together as they were at another time. Today, we do 're-member' our fallen heroes.  
I don't know many of you here, so the converse is, obviously, true as well. You can tell by the collar that I am an Episcopal priest. I can report to you that I am also a retired business-person, that I have a wife of nearly 42 years, three daughters and five grandchildren. But, most of the time, when I start to introduce myself, I get those preliminaries out of the way, and I add "by the way I am an ex-Marine." 
In my own mind, and, maybe in the opinion of some others, nothing defines who I am and the life I have lived more than the fact that I am a Marine. (I'm told that there are no 'ex' Marines...at the very least the experience is one that imprints itself on one's soul and spirit. I can still remember my two drill instructors' names at boot camp on Paris Island and my service number as well...while, at the same time, I can't remember what I had for dinner last night or where I'm supposed to be tomorrow. It's the human condition, I know.) And I served in Viet Nam, leaving as a platoon sergeant in a combat unit.
But this isn't about me. This is about those who have died...those who have given their lives in the service of their country. At the same time, we should acknowledge that many use Memorial Day as the day when they remember all their relatives who have died and gone before them...placing wreaths and flowers on their graves, spending time remembering the persons they were, the times they spent together and the influence they had on the lives of the people around them. This talk will focus on our fallen soldiers.
Memorial Day has been around for a long time. It started three years after the War Between the States ended, on May 5th, 1868, when the head of an organization of Union veterans established “Decoration Day” as a time for the nation to decorate the graves of the war dead with flowers. It was declared that Decoration Day should be observed on May 30th. It is believed that date was chosen because flowers would be in bloom all over the country.  The first large observance was held that year at Arlington National Cemetery, and it's been celebrated on this day ever since.
President Kennedy once said “A nation reveals itself not only by the men it produces but also by the men (and women) it honors, those whom it remembers.”  

Memorial Day is day when we remember and we mourn the deaths of our brave soldiers. It's also a day of celebration when remember the lives they led, the examples they set and  the gratitude we have for ultimate sacrifice they made.
It is a day to remember soldiers like Army Sergeant First Class Lance Vogeler. The 29-year-old from Savannah, Georgia, gave to his country repeatedly until he made the Supreme Sacrifice on October 1, 2010. He was serving his eighth tour in Afghanistan after serving four tours in Iraq. 

That’s twelve – yes, 12 – tours of duty in both wars in just over nine years since the 9/11 attacks. This husband and father gave to his country until he simply had nothing left to give.
During a speech delivered in St. Louis on November 13th, Marine Corps Lieutenant General John F. Kelly recalled the sacrifice made by two Marines in Iraq – Corporal Jonathan Yale and Lance Corporal Jordan Haerter. He said:

A couple of years ago, security cameras recorded Corporal Yale and Lance Corporal Haerter on sentry duty outside a barracks housing 50 Marines in Ramadi.

A large blue truck loaded with 2,000 pounds of explosives headed in their direction. Nearby Iraqi police did what most normal people facing certain death would do – they fled. Not the two Marines. Knowing that they only had seconds to live, they stood their ground, fired their weapons nonstop at the truck and died in the ensuing blast. According to the security footage – the men did not even step aside but actually leaned into the danger.
Their actions saved countless lives.

We must honor and remember our fallen – but that alone is not enough. They died not just for their country, but for their comrades serving next to them. The United States would have survived if Corporal Yale and Lance Corporal Haerter fled from their post, but the Marines serving with them would not have. They died protecting those with whom they served. The lives saved are their legacy.
Shakespeare wrote of the bond between warriors in Henry the Fifth.
“We few…we happy few…we band of brothers. For he that shed his blood with me, shall be my brother.”
In his Memorial Day speech last year, President Obama, asked "If the fallen could speak to us, what would they say? 
Would they console us? Perhaps they might say that while they could not know they'd be called upon to storm a beach through a hail of gunfire, they were willing to give up everything for the defense of our freedom; that while they could not know they'd be called upon to jump into the mountains of Afghanistan and seek an elusive enemy, they were willing to sacrifice all for their country; that while they couldn't possibly know they would be called to leave this world for another, they were willing to take that chance to save the lives of their brothers and sisters in arms."
If the fallen could speak to us, what would they say?

That’s why Hal Moore tells us in “We Were Soldiers Once and Young,” that the last words of many soldiers dying on the battlefield are “tell my wife I love her.”
If you asked our heroes before they died how they would like to be honored, most would probably say, “take care of my family.”

That is also why in his second inaugural address, Abraham Lincoln included widows and orphans when he pledged that the government would “care for him who shall have borne the battle.” That's why the American Legion, the Wounded Warrior Project and many other organizations and individuals give their time and talent to welcoming home our warriors and to supporting them as they re-orient into their continuing lives.

President Harry Truman once said: “I think I know the American soldier…He does not want gratitude or sympathy. He had a job to do. He did not like it. But he did it. And how he did it. Now he wants to come back home and start again the life he loved…”
Those we honor today never got the chance to start again the

life they loved.

	The Young Dead Soldiers Do Not Speak 


	 
	The young dead soldiers do not speak. 
Nevertheless, they are heard in the still houses: 
who has not heard them? 
They have a silence that speaks for them at night 
and when the clock counts. 
They say: We were young. We have died. 
Remember us. 
They say: We have done what we could 
but until it is finished it is not done. 
They say: We have given our lives but until it is finished 
no one can know what our lives gave. 
They say: Our deaths are not ours: they are yours, 
they will mean what you make them. 
They say: Whether our lives and our deaths were for 
peace and a new hope or for nothing we cannot say, 
it is you who must say this. 
We leave you our deaths. Give them their meaning. 
We were young, they say. We have died; remember us. 


Remembering our fallen once a year is not enough. The widows, widowers, fathers, mothers, brothers, sisters and children, friends remember EVERY DAY.

The empty seat at the dinner table, the smaller gathering on Thanksgiving, and the voice of a loved one heard only as a distant memory in one’s mind are constant reminders that they are gone.

Let us honor those who would have filled those empty seats. Let us re-member those who gave their lives so that others, including ourselves, could live. Let us hold in our hearts, and live in our lives, the example these heroes have set. Let us honor them both by re-membering them and also  by supporting the families and friends they have left behind. Let their names, their heroic deeds and their sacrifice for us never be forgotten. Amen.
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