Memorial Day Speech

May 25, 2009

Minneapolis Pioneers and Soldiers Memorial Cemetery

Let me begin by thanking the Friends of the Cemetery organization for allowing me to participate in this Memorial Day ceremony 
… and to Brigadier General Denny Schulstad who could not be here today but whose trust and confidence inspired him to recommend me for this privilege. 

I am humbled and deeply honored to be here to address all of you here today, but especially the military veterans … and their families.
I think it is proper to have a holiday set aside to recognize all the men and women who have died in service to this great nation of ours.
The Pioneer & Soldiers Memorial Cemetery also seems a very fitting place to commemorate this event.  I’d like to offer my appreciation to those who lovingly help take care of this special place.
Even though … when I accepted this invitation to speak … I knew I would have to spend some time preparing these comments … I figured I could simply go online … and find a few examples of speeches that were prepared by professionals … and use them as a resource to quickly put together a speech of my own.
I did look … and I found a few speeches that were relevent … but they all seemed to have some hidden agenda embedded in them … like the need for a stronger military … or perhaps as a bully pulpit to support … or criticize … the then current defense policies.
I felt these speeches all missed the true meaning of Memorial Day and so I chose to use my own words instead.  It may not be as polished as some you’ve heard in the past, but hopefully it is more sincere.

First, a history lesson.

In 1776, America’s Founding Fathers declared their intent for this new nation to be independent and free as stated in the Declaration of Independence, part of which says – 

“WE hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights that among these are Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of happiness… “
And to this day - whether out of commitment to this Declaration or to their duty to defend these rights from encroachment - our Armed Forces have fought to preserve this nation for all who call it home.

Early in the War for Independence, Captain Nathan Hale was captured by the British.  
Sentenced to death for spying, his dying words live on in history –
“I only regret that I have but one life to lose for my country”
Those words seem to exemplify the resolve of America’s soldiers who go forward into battle to protect and to defend the rights and freedoms that each of us enjoy today.

Even to his last breath, Nathan Hale firmly held to a vision of America as free and strong – and thankfully so do the men and women who continue to serve in America’s Armed Forces today.

Memorial Day has its roots in the American Civil War.  Its inspiration was sparked on November 19th, 1863 when Abraham Lincoln gave his now famous Gettysburg Address.  That speech was given at the dedication of a new national cemetery in remembrance of the soldiers who fought and died in that seminal battle which became the turning point of the Civil War. 
With your indulgence, I would like to read a portion of that now famous and seemingly immortal address - which ironically, Abraham Lincoln thought would be little noted … and quickly forgotten

"We are met on a great battlefield of that war. We have come to dedicate a portion of that field as a final resting place for those who here gave their lives that that nation might live. It is altogether fitting and proper that we should do this.

"But, in a larger sense, we cannot dedicate - we cannot consecrate - we cannot hallow - this ground. The brave men, living and dead, who struggled here, have consecrated it, far above our poor power to add or detract.

The world will little note, nor long remember what we say here, but it can never forget what they did here.

It is for us the living, rather, to be dedicated here to the unfinished work which they who fought here have thus so nobly advanced.

It is rather for us to be here dedicated to the great task remaining before us –

that from these honored dead we take increased devotion to that cause for which they gave the last full measure of devotion –

that we here highly resolve that these dead shall not have died in vain –

that this nation under God, shall have a new birth of freedom –

and that government of the people, by the people, for the people, shall not perish from the earth."


Five years later, on May 30th, 1868, the forerunner to Memorial Day was first observed.  It was called Decoration Day and it was created for the purpose of decorating the graves of the soldiers who died fighting in that awful war.

With time, the United States got involved in other wars and it seemed quite natural to honor those who died during the prosecution of those campaigns which would include the Spanish American War; World War I; World War II; The Korean War; the Vietnam War; Desert Storm; and our current conflicts in Afghanistan and Iraq.
In the last few years, I’ve noted that many Memorial Day observances have begun to include the recognition of fallen policemen and firemen who have given their lives in the performance of their duties.

In addition, many people seem to confuse Memorial Day with Veteran’s Day.
Although it is right and proper to recognize veterans and first responders, that is not the reason the last Monday in May has been set aside as a Federal holiday.  These more recent inclusions have strayed from the real purpose of Memorial Day.
Don’t get me wrong, although it is highly appropriate to have a day and a time set aside to honor those serving on active duty and veterans, both living and dead, as well as our law enforcement, fire service and other first responders, whose immeasurable contributions deserve recognition; - this is NOT that day.

We are here to remember those who gave their lives in battle as members of the military.  Those who truly did give the last full measure of devotion to their fellow service members, to their families, to their nation and to their God.

These people died defending our country and our way of life.  They have fought in popular wars and unpopular as well.

When they are deployed, wherever it may be around the globe, these warriors carry the flag which represents our Republic and the ideals and values upon which our country was founded. 

And they do so with grace, generosity and humility.  Some of the most humble people I know are members of the military – a few of whom are here today.
The people we honor today are those who died because their duly elected legislators - who represent the American people, including you and me – sent them into harms way for our benefit.   However, they did not go for glory, or honor, or fame.
They did it for values that are deeply personal and, I would say, Holy.
In the New Testament Gospel of John, Jesus is quoted as saying “Greater love hath no man than this; that a man lay down his life for his friends.”

And, before I go further, let me state plainly that our country was clearly founded on Judeo-Christian principles, notwithstanding some who profess a revisionist view of history to the contrary.

Our Founding Fathers were men of deep faith and the principles they lived, were woven into the fabric of our founding documents … so too the Constitution of every state of the Union.

Now, let me repeat those words from Scripture again which I feel  directly bear upon what Memorial Day really means – “Greater love hath no man than this; that a man lay down his life for his friends.

Those are the words of Jesus who, when tested by the question …"Teacher, which is the greatest commandment in the Law?"

He replied "Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.  This is the first and greatest commandment.  
And the second is like it: 'Love your neighbor as yourself.'  All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments"
Think about that for a moment.

If our country, and our laws, were indeed founded on Judeo-Christian values … and if the greatest value is that of love … and if the greatest expression of that love is to sacrifice oneself for another … then we are today commemorating those who have reached the pinnacle of all that is good … those whose love for their friends and family was so great that they were willing to give up their lives on their behalf.

Every day, people in the military sacrifice much and so too do their families.  But sometimes, that sacrifice includes a life.

I’ve heard it said that when a person joins the military, he or she signs a blank check … made out to the American People … for an amount up to and including their life.  If not literally true, it is certainly figuratively and effectively true.
I am quite sure that if you asked any combat veteran why he did what he did, he will tell you that he did it for his buddies … or his loved ones.  He sure as heck didn’t do it for some piece of paper or for some legislator back home … or even for a red, white and blue flag!  He did it for what all those things represented.
When it comes to the real, life and death struggle of combat, it is not some lofty ideal that comes into play.  As we say in the Marine Corps, you do it for your foxhole buddy.
I believe the true meaning of Memorial Day is lost on most people.  Maybe I’m wrong.  But it seems to me that a lot of people view Memorial Day as simply another one of an ever-increasing number of Federal holidays.

To many, it is simply the 3-day weekend that bookend’s the beginning of the summer season.  A time to break out the grill for burgers and brats … go to the mall or a ball game … spend a day on the lake … or take a short trip … It’s also one more excuse for stores to promote their wares with yet another sale.
In gatherings like this - all across America - flags will be placed on graves and speeches will be given by people who will talk about the sacrifice and the valor of those whose memory we honor.

But … particularly for those whose lives were ended prematurely in battle … I have no illusions that I will be able to add much to the silent testimony of those who gave their lives willingly for their country.

The more time I spent writing this speech, the more I realized the words I struggled to stitch together seemed so shallow in comparison to the lives and sacrifice that these graves represent.

I think it is impossible for me to say or do anything that can add to the honor these service members so nobly earned.

Rather, I feel it is our solemn responsibility to remember them and to offer the thanks of a grateful nation that when duty called, they answered that call and ultimately died for our benefit.
Although there aren’t words strong enough to adequately honor these people, I think we must try … Not only for their sakes, but for ours.

In my feeble attempts at gathering background information for this speech, I found that words written by Abraham Lincoln came about as close as one could in capturing what I am trying to convey today.

In a very moving letter, he expressed the consolation of a nation and his own deep feelings to a mother who lost five sons in combat during the Civil War. Mr. Lincoln’s letter expressed the compassion that he felt with the honor due the fallen soldiers:

Dear Madam:

I have been shown in the files….that you are the mother of five sons who have died gloriously on the field of battle.

I feel how weak and fruitless must be any words of mine which should attempt to beguile you from the grief of a loss so overwhelming.

But I cannot refrain from tendering to you the consolation that may be found in the thanks of the Republic they died to save.
I pray that our heavenly Father may assuage the anguish of your bereavement, and leave you only the cherished memory of the loved and lost, and the solemn pride that must be yours to have laid so costly a sacrifice upon the altar of freedom.

Signed

A. Lincoln

If our words cannot repay the debt we owe these patriots, surely through our actions we must strive to keep faith with them and with the vision that led them to serve in the first place.
It is important not only to recognize their service but to respect their devotion to duty and to ensure that the purpose for which they served will never be forgotten.

Ever since the United States of America was formed, its fighting forces have responded bravely when called to do so.  Whether on the field of battle … or while diligently and rigorously training to be prepared for war … our military men and women remain bound to their duty and have been the surest guarantee that freedom will continue to ring across this land

On what we now simply call 911, the United States of America was, for the second time in its history, attacked by an act of war that was unprovoked and cowardly.

The nation’s resolve was tested, and we demonstrated to the world that our passion for freedom and liberty will never be lost no matter how devious the plans of our enemies may be.
Our Armed Forces were once again called upon to protect our country from a pervasive enemy that is well-entrenched around the world and whose unprovoked hatred and bias against our country and our freedoms knows no bounds.
Never forget that it is the men and women who fought in America’s battles who are responsible for the freedom and liberty that we enjoy today.

So what can we do now?

I think we must resolve and commit ourselves to ensuring that the United States and the freedom for which it stands … the freedom for which they died … must endure and prosper.  If it doesn’t, than their sacrifice was for naught. 

The lives of service and the premature deaths of those we remember today, remind us that freedom is not free.  It has a cost … It imposes a burden of responsibility on us.
And just as they - whom we commemorate today - were willing to sacrifice … so too must we be willing to give of ourselves, albeit in perhaps a less lethal way.
Beyond the dizzying array of budget numbers and economic forecasts … Congressional bickering … and partisan posturing by the Administration … it is the willingness of some to give their lives so that others might live in freedom that never fails to evoke a sense of wonder and mystery in us.
I remember feeling that awe and reverence many years ago when I had the opportunity to visit the American Cemetery overlooking Omaha beach in Normandy, France.  Inscribed on the memorial that overlooks the cliffs are these words …
These Endured All … And Gave All … That Justice Among Nations Might Prevail … and That Mankind Might Enjoy Freedom and Inherit Peace.
In each instance … when called upon to defend the rights of this Nation to enjoy the liberty of freedom … the American soldier has responded courageously -- - whether it was WWII during which we rallied support around the world … or during Vietnam which was a time of protest and disillusionment amongst our citizens … or even today when the war in Iraq provokes bitter disagreements.
It is imperative that each of us show our respect for the soldiers who fought … and to remember the sacrifice made by each … for it is their dedication to duty that will ensure that the next call to duty will be responded to with the same assurance of victory over every threat to our freedom.

Our land has been truly blessed and honored with Veterans who have given their lives to ensure that we have the freedom to enjoy the blessings given to us by God and assured by the vision of our Founding Fathers.
The men and women who serve in our Armed Forces today are no less committed to protecting our nation than were the men who signed The Declaration of Independence and who said of it -
“… for the Support of this Declaration, with a firm reliance on the protection of Divine Providence, we mutually pledge to each other our Lives, our Fortunes, and our sacred Honor.”
Our Military continues to maintain that same standard of commitment and honor that was declared more than two centuries ago.
So let us pause to remember those who fought … for those who gave their lives … and for those who willingly stand ready to do the same today … without question, when and if called upon.
We owe each of them the highest regard, respect, and honor – and the assurance that their commitment to this Nation’s freedom will never be forgotten.

In what has become one of my absolute favorites, Lee Greenwood sings a particularly hearfelt song in which he sings of how he would gladly stand up and defend our country today, closing with those familiar words - God Bless the USA!

So today, as we should each and every day, I say God Bless those who have given their lives to make America strong and to those who remain prepared to fight for our country today.

And God Bless America.
Thank you.
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