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Memorial Day marks the beginning of summer.  It marks the season of setting off for mountain retreats and lakeside cottages, of opening wide the calendar to moments of leisure and memories of joy.  I have great memories of Memorial Day.  It was always the weekend we opened our little cottage in Union Pier Michigan.  It was always the weekend my Dad warned, it’s too cold to go into the lake, and yet Rita and I would dip our toes in anyway, freezing as we skittered away laughing with glee.  My childhood memories of Memorial Day will always be associated with happiness.
But in the midst of it all, it’s easy to forget why the last Monday in May was set aside as a national holiday.  Memorial Day is really about remembering those courageous men and women who defended our nation’s highest virtues and goals.  It is about the lives of those who made earth’s ultimate sacrifice in the name of honor and freedom.  
Memorial Day is about men women like Private Jefferson Moses, Company G, 93rd Illinois Volunteers.  A soldier in the Union Army during the Civil Way, a child of 19 when he enlisted, a boy from Freeport, Illinois.  In 1863, from Vicksburg, Mississippi Private Moses wrote,

There we were in camp.  [Some of our boys had been killed at Champion’s Hill and we lost others on our way . . . . ] We lay there for some time till Grant had his plans perfected for storming Vicksburg. . . .  One day we had to lay in rifle pits about three feet wide, three or more deep.  I know I got awful tired so I got up and set on the ground. I did not set long till the Captain seen me. He yelled  . . . get down . . . . You will get your head shot off.   I . . . dropped down [and then] zip came a bullet.  To say I was scared is mild.  I never after that exposed myself.  [Lord, what it means to fight for the Union.  I am scared.  But I am here.]
This holiday is about Private Moses’ fear and his fierce courage to go on in the face of that fear.  It is about his hope for something greater, maybe even greater than life.  
Memorial Day is about people like Dick Goodie of the 486th Division in World War II.  He was one of those from the “greatest generation” who landed on Omaha Beach.
  Hear his words,
It was June 6, 1944; I was twenty-one. . . .   Only fools feigned bravery at Normandy. It would have been inconsistent with the situation: the new army from the streets of America was untried; the front lines were ill-defined in a tangle of hedge-rowed pastures; and the [opposing] army had the psychological edge, having gained a ruthless image in the world press. I can remember the skies over Normandy that first night were aglow with pulsating war lights. Two of the world's largest armies wanted to move in opposite directions. The deep rumble of artillery seemed to come in shockwaves from the core of the earth.

In 1977 on the occasion of the 32nd anniversary reunion of the 486 Battalion, Third Armored Division, Dick Goodie, spoke these words to his battalion brothers:
Even though the world moves on and tends to forget, we don't. We cannot. Our input was too great. Witness our presence here tonight. Starting as of tonight, we want the young to know and the not-so-young to remember: our contribution came by bloody encounter. Think of our group here tonight as directors attending an investor's meeting. We come to this meeting with full understanding that the contribution we made, our investment, is locked in permanent trust.
 

The Korean Conflict, Vietnam, the Gulf War, Iran and Iraq and the 1,000 souls who have made the ultimate sacrifice in Afghanistan; these men and women have created stories, memoires with their lives, memories in our names; and Memorial Day is in honor of them.  

And so what are we, who sit in the safety and quiet of this sanctuary, what are we to do as we observe Memorial Day?  How can we, veterans and spouses of veterans, pacifists and siblings of objectors; how can we, who hold so many opinions about valor and war, genuinely observe this day?

Though I do not believe the writer of the book of Joshua or of the letter to the Corinthians had us in mind, I do believe they have something to teach us.  I do believe these ancient ones have something to say about how we might observe this day, to say something about the permanent trust that is in our hands.  And Joshua in particular may well offer us a manner by which we may authentically and fully participate in a national day of remembering.
The story that rises from the Fourth Chapter of Joshua is one that is set in a particular situation.  Moses is dead now.  Joshua has been appointed leader of the Hebrew people.  The forty years in the wilderness are at an end.  And now, just as they are about to cross from the days of being an estranged people in a strange land, just as they are about to pass from being former slaves to free sons and daughters of a living God, just as they are about to inherit the land that was promised to Abraham generations ago; one more obstacle stands in their way.  

The river Jordan, which must be crossed to get to lands flowing with milk and honey, is at flood stage.  Its current is so swift, its waters so powerful that no human being can possibly cross.
  But in Chapter Three of Joshua God speaks to his new young leader and tells him not to worry.  He tells him to have the priests step into the shallows of the river with the Ark of the Covenant born on their shoulders.  He tells Joshua the moment the priests step into the current the waters will cease to flow and all will be able to cross safely on dry land into the Promised Land.  

Joshua obeys, and it is so; the current dries up, and the people cross over.  As they do Joshua tells one man from each of the twelve tribes to pick up a river stone.  Once all are safely on the opposite shore, Joshua asks that an altar be built of the stones.  These stones, Joshua declares, are a memorial and a marker.  They are set up to mark something spectacular, something Joshua wants the people to remember.  When our children ask, what are these stones, we will tell them they are a reminder of our journey, a memorial for all to see.  These stones are a marker of our remembered stories, of our memories.  We will always be able to return to them.  We will always be able to draw strength from them.  They are our guideposts, they will give us help and direction on our way.  
Joshua taught the children of Israel, and teaches us, when one has come through something, when a human being has endured and undergone trials, when a community has been cast down but not destroyed, left but refused to stay lost, when a people have been beaten but will not be defeated, been the object of scorn but clear in their bones about their own true worth; when a community has been through something and comes out the other side, no matter how scarred or warn, it is important to stop, take notice of what has been done, get the picture in your mind, make of it a memory, tell it as story over and over again, remember it and make of it a memorial.  Make of it something to which you can always return, make of it a place that gives you strength and from which wisdom can be drawn.  

That’s what that day at the bank of the Jordan was about:  stopping, taking stock, getting a picture of all God had done, making a story to tell the children so that they would remember and grow wiser and know more about whom they were and the places from which they had come and the things they had overcome.  

And that’s what Memorial Day is about.  It is our national moment to stop and take stock.  To see the lives of those who have gone before us, fighting for us, standing for us, in the battlefields of Gettysburg and Vicksburg, on the beaches of France and the Pacific, in the rice patties of Vietnam and the opium fields in Iran; to see them and to take stock and to learn from them the things we need to know for the days ahead of us that will surely come.  So that we may tell our children, this is what we learned, and I pray God we did learn.  Here are the mistakes we made because we are not a perfect people, but here is what we now know and here is how we can use it for good.  
That’s even what Jesus was trying to teach those who sat with him.  Remember me, remember what I taught you, to love and to serve, to make peace and to reach out, to obey God and to seek to bring about the ways of the Kingdom of God.  Remember what I taught you, take stock of it, make a story out of it, know it in your heart and be prepared to tell it over and over again.  Remember what God is doing for you and in you, and know what I am asking you to remember I offer you in permanent trust, I offer it to you as something greater than even life.   Take this bread and this cup and make a very deep and enduring story out of it, a story that will feed hearts and minds for centuries.  Remember it, make a memorial out of it and it will become your guidepost and your strength.  
And so we who sit here today are invited to see what Joshua and Jesus taught.  We are invited to stop, take stock, get a picture in our hearts and minds, make a story out of what we see, remember it, tell it, and make of it a place of wisdom, a place to which we can return for strength and wisdom for all of our days.  
We are invited to stop, take stock and get a picture in our hearts and minds of generations of soldiers whose stories we will read in the newspaper, hear on the radio, or that we hold in trust in our own families.  But, from my place behind this sacred desk, I would ask you to not stop there.  Go further and use this national day of remembering to stop and take stock of your own life.  Stop and notice the important stories in your life where the power of God has been present.  Take the important stories of your life that have served as markers, as  memorials; take the stories of the things God has brought you through, get the picture in your mind, remember it, make a story of it, and tell it; tell it as your remembered story of how God has blessed you, kept you, delivered you; tell is so that it may provide wisdom and strength for you for all of your days.
Because beloved of God, as we stop and take stock of our lives, as we do what Jesus told the disciples to do, remember what I have taught you; as we do what Joshua told his people to do, tell the children; as we do these things with the moments and memories of our lives; the moments and miracles when God kept us, when you overcame a challenge, when I persevered past a difficulty, when we, by God’s grace, accomplished what we thought impossible;  when you and I make memories of these things and then pass them on to those around us, as guideposts, as markers, as sources of wisdom as wells of strength then we will have honored the experiences of our own lives, just as those soldiers whose words I read earlier honored theirs; then we will have made memories for those who around us.  
Memorial Day is about remembering the lives of soldiers, but it is about reflecting on our own lives, and then recognizing that we who gather in this place right now, are the source of memories for those around us.  On this Memorial Day know that you and I are the stuff of someone else’s memories.  And maybe that’s the best question to ask today, by God’s grace are we living lives that will positively and lovingly fill someone’s heart with memories of hope and love?  Are we living lives that offer something in and for permanent trust?   Go forward from this moment knowing that the answer to that question, with God’s grace can be yes.  Go forward and make good memories.
Happy Memorial Day.

� For more information on memoirs from the Civil War period please go to � HYPERLINK "http://www.ioweb.com/" �http://www.ioweb.com/� civilwar/ or http://www.homepages.dsu.edu/jankej/civilwar/diaries.htm.


� For more information on memoirs from World War II soldiers please go to � HYPERLINK "http://www.3ad.com/history/" �http://www.3ad.com/history/�


wwll/memoirs.htm


� http://www.3ad.com/history/wwll/memoirs.pages/goodie.pages/impressions.htm.


� For more information on this please see Joshua Chapter 3.
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