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Tomorrow is Memorial Day in the United States. Originally called Decoration Day, from 
the early tradition of decorating graves with flowers, wreaths and flags, Memorial Day is a day 
for remembrance of those who have died in service to our country. It was first widely observed 
on May 30, 1868 to commemorate the sacrifices of Civil War soldiers, by proclamation of 
General John A. Logan of the Grand Army of the Republic, an organization of former Union 
sailors and soldiers. 

During that first national celebration, former Union General and sitting Ohio 
Congressman James Garfield made a speech at Arlington National Cemetery, after which 5,000 
participants helped to decorate the graves of the more than 20,000 Union and Confederate 
soldiers who were buried there. In his speech future President Garfield said, “We do not know 
one promise these men made, one pledge they gave, one word they spoke; but we do know they 
summed up and perfected, by one supreme act, the highest virtues of men and citizens. For love 
of country they accepted death, and thus resolved all doubts, and made immortal their patriotism 
and their virtue.” 

Before I proceed too far, I want to discuss an issue that may be troubling some of you, as 
it did me. Just two weeks ago, David, our pastor, preached that we should pray for peace and that 
“swords be turned into plowshares and spears into pruning hooks.” How do we resolve this 
teaching with our remembrance of military personnel killed in combat. This disparity has caused 
some of the greatest Christian minds over the centuries to struggle and eventually develop the 
concept of a “just-war”. The just war doctrine was first articulated by St. Augustine in the fifth 
century to provide a moral rationale that, as theologian Stanley Hauerwas put it, “enables 
Christians to use violence in a limited way to secure tolerable order.” This topic, by itself, could 
be a whole series of sermons or workshops and so I am now going to return to my main topic of 
remembrance. 

As some of you know, I served in the British military. In my own case, I joined the 
military for the career opportunities as much as the desire to defend my country and my 
comrades. I served for 14 years in the Royal Navy, including four years in submarines at the 
height of the Cold War. While President Garfield would not have been so eloquent about my 
service, I do remember those days as a mixture of vivid instances among a long string of tiring, 
repetitive days. It is amazing how we generally remember only the humorous times and the 
really bad times. Such as a two-month patrol to the Russian port of Murmansk in the Barents Sea 
when we took influenza to sea with us. There were a few very pleasant times, such as meeting 
Fluryanne, now my wife, when as a USN Lieutenant in Charleston, SC she was ordered to attend 
a cocktail party on the British boat.  



While I was a cadet at the British Naval College, on Sunday mornings we would sing the 
fourth verse from the hymn “Eternal Father Strong to Save,” the verse which begins “O Trinity 
of Love and Power.” This hymn is often referred to as the Navy hymn (although I know some 
other service personnel who like this hymn). At the naval college this verse was sung softly as a 
prayer. This hymn was originally written as a poem in 1860 and so being used as a prayer (even 
if sung softly) is not all that strange. Singing this every Sunday kept our fellow officers and men 
in our minds every week. 

On this Memorial Day we remember those who served in the military and lost their lives 
and we give thanks for their sacrifice. I was reminded recently by a colleague of Christ’s words 
in the Gospel of St John, “Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his 
friends.” But isn’t there more to be done than just giving thanks and prayers for those in the 
services who gave so much. This seems somewhat passive. As we heard in the Gospel of St. 
James, Christ calls on us to do good works and thereby demonstrate our faith. We therefore need 
to be active and change the world around us. I think we are called to do “Active Remembrance.” 
This is my term but what I mean by it is that we remember the sacrifices of others and try to 
emulate their example by doing good works. But, how can we do this when most of us do not 
have military experiences to remember and how could we apply them to our daily lives anyway. 

Let us consider what memories are and why we have them: 

One definition is: 

“Memory is the faculty of the mind by which information is encoded, stored, and retrieved. 
Memory is vital to experiences and related to limbic systems, it is the retention of 
information over time for the purpose of influencing future action.” Let me say that last piece 
again – “Influencing future action.” And as I had to look it up, I will share with you that the 
structures of the limbic system are involved in motivation, emotion, learning, and memory. 

So, memories are important in learning – we all are familiar with the expression we learn by 
experience. But memories are also important in our motivation. It is as if our mind does 
everything it can to prepare us for action based on our memories. 

Now we know what they are and why we have them, where do they come from? What 
are the sources of our memories? Obviously, our own activities and experiences are a major part 
of our memories. But we also gain memories from people we know, stories we hear from other 
people, books we read, (perhaps non-fiction more than fiction for this discussion), museums we 
visit, and, of course, the media. Let me give you a couple of personal examples to illustrate. 

I remember as a teenager watching a television broadcast of the Remembrance Day Service in 
the Royal Albert Hall in London. In Britain paper poppies are sold to raise funds for disabled 
service men and women and these are worn on the lapel on Remembrance Day, November 11. 
This was Armistice Day in 1918, the end of World War I. At the end of the concert poppies were 
released from the ceiling, one for each of the almost one million lives of British and 



Commonwealth service personnel lost in World War I. While the congregation and service 
representatives stood in silence, the poppies floated down and filled this enormous concert hall. 
This image told a story far more vivid and terrible than any statistics could portray. I think this 
image provided a backdrop for my later decision to serve my country. It is interesting to me that 
I never realized that until preparing this sermon. 

I was recently at a memorial service for Willard Everett, who is my wife’s, Fluryanne, 
Uncle Bill. He served in World War II in the war in Europe and in the Minnesota Air National 
Guard. During the remembrance service many talked of his courage, not least was the fact that he 
taught eight nephews and nieces to drive. This was just one example of how he was an excellent 
uncle – a model for us all (aunts as well). That memorial service got me thinking that just 
remembering Uncle Bill was not sufficient. Those stories I heard about him coupled with my 
own memories of him should inspire me to be a better “Uncle.” Any change in me would be a 
better memorial for Uncle Bill than just thinking about him for that day. My nieces and nephews 
already know how to drive so I am too late to take on that task, but there are ways I can support 
them in their lives in a way that is different from their parents. I should be inspired to do that. 

So, who are the Uncle Bills in your life – either living or deceased. They may be family 
members, friends, neighbors, coworkers. If living – I would let them know, while you can, what 
an inspiration they are to you. For all of them, remember those stories about them and tell them 
to others. This may not only trigger positive changes in you but in others. Those positive changes 
should include action (i.e. good works) to honor those memories. In other words, practice 
“Active Remembrance” by becoming better family members, better neighbors, better supporters 
of charities (including those for disabled veterans), better Christians. 

In conclusion, on this Memorial Day, I would ask that you remember and give thanks for 
all service men and women who gave their lives or were disabled defending this country. But 
more than that, I would ask you to use that remembrance and the remembrance of other friends 
and relatives, whatever walk of life they may come from, to motivate you and inspire you to do 
the good works of Christ. 

Amen 


