Memorial Day 2009
I Corinthians 15:50-58

Memorial Day is a special time of remembrance for our Nation. It is a time set aside every year, to remember and honor those who have died in service to our country. Its origins are traced back to the Civil War, when in April 1863, in Columbus, Mississippi, a grieving mother, after decorating graves of her two sons who died while serving in the Confederate Army, also decorated two Union soldiers’ graves at the corner of the cemetery. When asked why she was doing it, She is said to have replied, "I know that somewhere in the North, a mother or a young wife mourns for these two boys just as we do for ours." From the action of that woman  and a band of ladies the practice was set in motion which would later become Memorial Day. Memorial Day was officially proclaimed  five years lather on May 5,  by General John Logan, who was the national commander of the Grand Army of the Republic. And it was first officially observed on 30 May 1868when flowers were placed on the graves of Union and Confederate soldiers at Arlington National Cemetery. Today Memorial Day is set aside each year to remember not only the Civil War Dead, but all those who died while serving in our armed forces during time of war. We remember not only those who died here, but also those who died and were buried on far away battle fields to bring freedom oppressed people around the world. We commemorate their actions by honoring them in ceremonies across the land. 
And it is very important that we have Memorial Day because we are a forgetful people. And we know that when we forget the past we will fail to learn the lessons it needs to teach us, and doom ourselves to repeat those same mistakes and pay the same costly price all over again. For many, Memorial Day reminds us that the cost of freedom is dear. It is usually blood stained and comes with great loss. Wars can easily begin with an offence, as in WWI, then ostentatious military might, parades and gallantry, but it always ends with returning wounded warriors, caskets and taps being played for grieving mothers, wives and children. However, don’t misunderstand me, War is sometimes absolutely necessary, to protect our freedoms. But we should remember its costs. Memorial Day reminds us of that very thing. 

If we were able to visit The Mall in Washington D.C. tomorrow we would see aging WW II vets eager to view their new memorial. Statisticians tell us that already two thirds of these warriors have passed on to be with the Lord and we loose over one thousand of them each day. Each star in the WWII memorial represents one hundred war dead, and the stars stretch on forever. Four hundred and seven thousand dead are represented there.  In the Pacific theatre in WWII on a small island called Saipan, 3,500 Americans died. On Okinawa 12,500 died. On Iwo Jima, an island 4 ½ miles long by 2 ½ miles wide, 19,000 American soldiers were wounded and 7,000 were killed. 

One of the most visited sites in the D.C. area is the Viet Nam Memorial. Fifty eight thousand names are carved in stone on that memorial. It shoots out of the ground like a huge black tomb.  And when you are there you will see veterans, friends and family members seeking  out a name, and eventually tenderly touching the wall, rubbing the place where the name is carved, trying to connect with one they will always love but are forbidden to see because they paid the ultimate sacrifice. 
But, you know sometimes when we lump men and women into a compilation of numbers and build memorials to them we forget that each of them died, one at a time, at the prime of their lives. Just kids who wanted to live as badly as you and I. Men and women who wanted to raise families. Men and Women with dreams and hopes for the future, just as you and I have. How do we keep them from becoming just statistics or numbers? How do we remember that they were someone’s Father or Uncle or Aunt or Sister or Friend? We do so be honoring them on Memorial Day. And honoring those who served and returned home. We remember them by thanking them for their service and insuring that they did not serve in vain. And that no future American Soldier’s blood will be shed needlessly. These are what Memorials are all about. Remembering the life, sacrifice, and heroic deeds of others. 

Now you may not have thought of it this way but there is another remembrance that soldiers themselves cling to for strength and comfort as they themselves prepare for battle. And that remembrance is the death of Christ. We have that remembrance on Good Friday. For Good Friday is probably the most universally celebrated Memorial Day in the world. On that day Christians are called to remember the great sacrifice that Jesus paid for our sins. Here at St. Mark, we come together and share a communion meal in this sanctuary, as our altar is stripped of all color and draped in black. We leave in silence, feeling the impact of Jesus death for us. And ceremonies like ours go on in every part of the world on that day. On Good Friday Jerusalem itself, becomes a swollen melting pot of humanity, with all races, colors, and costumes as Christians from all corners of the world come to remember the journey Jesus made down the Via Dolorosa to his ultimate crucifixion. They recite prayers, burn candles and sing hymns in an attempt to thank Jesus for his great sacrifice. For he won freedom for every person’s eternal soul. His sacrifice was so profound that death itself was turned upside down. When Edward the Confessor was getting ready to be martyred for his faith, he said to those grieving near by, “Weep not… I shall not die, and as I leave the land of the dying I trust to see the blessings of the Lord… in the land of the living.” Now I don’t know if you caught his insight here, but most of us call this world the land of the living, even though it would be more accurate to call it, the land of the dying. For everyone who abides here is in the process of physically dying. But when one trusts in Jesus death of the cross, death is actually put to death itself, because he is ushered into a new world where death no longer reigns, and he becomes a citizen of the land of the living. And we know that we who have trusted in Jesus death for our sins, at our physical death, will travel not to the sunset, but to the sunrise of our lives. We will leave behind a land of darkness and death, and inherit a land of light and life. 

Therefore Good Friday is an important Christian holy day and we celebrate it every year. But, in a real since, we celebrate what happened on Good Friday, every time we share in the communion service together. Jesus said, “Do this in remembrance of Me” In other words, “Remember what I have done on the cross for you and trust in me so you can receive my eternal life” And in obedience to him we break the bread, and remember that it represents his body, and we drink the wine, to remember his blood which was shed to wash our sins away. As often as we do this… we keep his sacrifice ever before our eyes, and hearts and enjoy it’s blessings. 
Why do we do this so often?  Well we do it because we are, like I said before, a forgetful people.  And sometimes can forget to give thanks for the greatest gifts that we have ever received and the eternal life of Jesus we receive not the moment we believe in him.

Robert Brown was an Army Chaplain during WWII on a troopship along with 1500 marines who were returning to America from Japan for discharge. He was approached by a small group of the men asking him to lead them in a Bible study on the life of Christ. He jumped at the chance and started the group. Near the end of the voyage, they were studying the story of Jesus raising Lazarus from the dead. After the study one night, a marine came to him. He said, “Everything in that chapter is pointing to me.” He went on to explain that he felt he had lived in Hell for the last six months. The young man had gone straight into the marines from college and had been sent to Japan. The war was over when he got there and he became bored with his duty. Out of boredom he started going places and doing things he knew were terribly wrong. He got into trouble and did some horrible things that no one knew about but he and God and he had tremendous guilt. He felt he had ruined his life and felt so guilty that he knew he could never face his family again. He was sure that he had literally killed himself emotionally and spiritually and was beyond help. However, after studying about Jesus and what he did for Lazarus and us, he said, “I have come alive again. I am forgiven and I know that I have experienced a resurrection. Jesus has raised me from death to life.” This young man’s journey was not over, and he would certainly have some adjustments when returning home, but his battle over sin and his sense of guilt had been won by the death of Jesus. 

On Memorial Day let us not forget the debt we owe to those who so blessed us with their sacrifices which protected the freedoms we enjoy today. And let us also remember and give thanks to Jesus Christ who gave his life so that death itself would be defeated. So that all that trust in him, even those who died in battle, shall one day leave this land of the dying and live forever in the land of the living.
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