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The Greatest Gift
As you are aware, tomorrow is Memorial Day.  For many, the holiday is the official beginning of summer, celebrated with family get-togethers, cookouts, parades and fireworks.   Oddly, many will fail to pause and remember the real reason for which this holiday was created: to honor those patriots who died for our nation.
So this morning I’d like to take this opportunity and review with you why our nation celebrates Memorial Day.  Given that our armed forces have been engaged in two separate wars approaching now nearly a decade, I believe it’s important we revisit the roots for why this holiday was created.
For many years Memorial Day was known as Decoration Day - a day set aside to honor veterans who died fighting the Civil War.  When first celebrated, businesses owners would close their shops, and citizens would go to the local cemetery to decorate the graves of Civil War Veterans with flowers and flags.  A community memorial service would follow recalling the bravery and ultimate sacrifice paid by deceased veterans.  

There are numerous stories related to the actual beginnings of Memorial Day, with over two dozen cities and towns across America laying claim to being the birthplace of the holiday.  One such community is Boalsburg, PA – just a few miles west of State College.  
It was not until May, 1966, that President Lyndon Johnson officially declared Waterloo, New York, as the birthplace of Memorial Day.  Regardless of this Presidential proclamation, the holiday has had many separate beginnings. 

The earliest written record of Memorial Day is a proclamation issued by General John Logan, national commander of the Grand Army of the Republic.  On May 5th, 1868, General Logan proclaimed that May 30th would be a day reserved for decorating the graves of both Union and Confederate soldiers buried at Arlington National Cemetery.
The first state to officially recognize the holiday was New York in 1882. By 1890 it was recognized by all of the northern states.  Southern states, however, refused to acknowledge the day, honoring instead their dead on separate days until after World War I.  It was after World War I that the holiday recognized not only the deceased veterans of the Civil War, but all Americans who died serving their country.  
In 1971, President Nixon declared Memorial Day a national holiday to be celebrated on the last Monday in May, ensuring a three-day weekend.. Memorial Day is now celebrated in almost every State.
As already indicated, Memorial Day is about honoring the brave men and women who died serving our nation.  In keeping with this purpose, we’re reminded of the words Jesus spoke to His disciples when He said, “Greater love has no one than to lay down his life for his friends.”  (John 15:13).  

Admittedly, not everyone who died serving our nation was a Christian.  There were patriots who died claiming no religion at all, and never darkened the door of a church.  Others adhered to religions other than Christianity, including Judaism and Islam to name a few.  So Memorial Day is not a religious holiday.  Rather, it’s a secular holiday, created to honor all who died serving our nation regardless of their religious beliefs.  

Although Memorial Day is a secular holiday, we as Christians need to remember what Jesus said: “Greater love has no one than to lay down his life for his friends.”   Jesus did not limit His remarks to only those who share the same religious Faith.  All veterans who died for America – regardless of their religious beliefs or lack thereof – did so preserving our freedoms - including the freedom of worship.  
Though not all veterans who died defending our nation were Christian,  nonetheless we are indebted to them for the sacrifice they made to preserve our freedom of worship.  As Christians, we need to thank God for their sacrifice, and honor their memories.  For even Jesus reminded His disciples: “For whoever is not against us is for us.” (Mark 9:40)  
So tomorrow our nation will assemble to pay tribute to the brave men and women who died while serving our nation.  During the day we’ll honor those who gave their lives preserving the freedoms we so often take for granted.

We’ll honor the gallant men and women who fought and died in World War II.  While for many this war now appears distant - relegated to the dusty pages of history - for those who lived through these years, their lives were changed forever.
With the surprise attack on Pearl Harbor on Sunday morning, December 7, 1941, America was catapulted into a war which she fought both on the Atlantic and Pacific.  American men and women gave their lives liberating the nations of Europe from Nazism, fighting in North Africa and in parts of Asia, defeating Japan’s Imperial Navy and Army.  When the fighting ended on August 15th, 1945, 405,000 Americans had died.
The smoke from the guns and destruction of World War II had barely cleared the air when America again found herself engaged in combat.  Though Congress never formally declared war, courageous men and women were again dying for their country on foreign soil.  This time the place was Korea. 
Engaged in a Civil War on the other side of the globe, The United Nations became the ally of South Korea.  Led by American troops, United Nations forces fought side by side South Korean soldiers.  Eventually the war would divide Korea into two separate nations – one becoming democratic, the other Communist.  During the four-year conflict which raged from 1950 -1953, 36,940 Americans lost their lives, including 8,176 still listed as Missing In Action.
By the end of the conflict, a million and a half American veterans had served in the Korean War.  Regrettably, it took four decades before America would honor the brave men and women who served in Korea with a memorial of their own.  It was not until July 27, 1995, that the Korean War Memorial was unveiled on the Washington Mall.  
The Vietnam War was our nation's longest, and until then, costliest war.  When the war ended in 1975, it had claimed 58,229 American lives.  Only the Civil War and the two World Wars proved deadlier for Americans.  

The Vietnam War marked the first time in her history that the United States failed to achieve its stated objectives.  The goal of preserving an independent, non-communist government in South Vietnam was never realized.  In April, 1975, the last American troops left Vietnam, and a Communist government gained control of all Vietnam.
During the years that the war dragged on, it divided our nation.  There were those who argued patriotism required supporting the war, while others argued the war was unjust and too costly in lives and money.  Many of the soldiers dying in the field were high school graduates ages 18 and 19, and college grads in their early 20’s.  Young men eligible for the draft began to burn their draft cards in protest, while others fled the country to avoid serving in the military.  Public protests against the war increased and became more violent.   

It was during the Vietnam War that for the first time in history the horrors of combat were broadcast every night into every American home via TV.  Those having never served in the military saw first hand the horrifying images of combat, including the wounded, the dying, the devastation, and black body-bags. 
Because the war so divide our nation, soldiers returning home from Vietnam were virtually ignored, never formally receiving a welcome, nor recognized for their bravery, service and sacrifice.  In fact, many service men and women were publicly humiliated for having served in Vietnam.  It took nearly a decade for America to come to terms with her defeat, and to rectify the injustice shown to those who bravely served their country. 

On November 1st, 1982, the Vietnam Memorial was dedicated on the Mall in Washington.  Comprised of 78 panels of polished black granite from India, the Wall identifies the names of the 58,229 service men and women who died in Vietnam, or listed as Missing In Action.  Two years later in 1984, the sculpture of the “Three Fighting Infantrymen” was dedicated.  Nearly ten years later, on November 11, 1993, the Vietnam Women’s Memorial was dedicated honoring the women who served in the war, most who were nurses. 
For the next fifteen years our nation remained largely at peace.  A generation was raised never having been exposed to our nation being at war.  Though a small number of troops were engaged in covert operations in Central America and other nations around the world, America enjoyed relative peace.
Then in August, 1990, Saddam Hussein invaded the nation of Kuwait, annexing it as a part of Iraq.  After the United Nations ruled the annexation of Kuwait a violation of international law, U.N. Forces were sent into Kuwait to oust Saddam Hussein, forcing him to return to the former bounders of Iraq.  American forces led the way.  
After an intensive period of air bombardments that convincingly softened up the Iraqi army, U.S. ground troops were successful in pushing the Iraqi army back to their original boarders in only four days.  By the end of Desert Storm, 148 American and Allied causalities were recorded.  By March, 1991, the first U.S. troops were returning home to the States.
The remainder of the 1990’s again saw relative calm.  Nearly a generation of young people grew up without being exposed to our nation being at war.  But that suddenly changed one day in September, 2001.
It was a sunny Tuesday morning, a beautiful autumn day.  Then, at 8:46 AM, a huge explosion thundered over the sky of New York.  
Suddenly, without warning, a commercial airliner had crashed into one of the two towers of The World Trade Center.  New Yorker’s were stunned.  As Firefighters, Medics and Police Officers rushed to the scene to give aid to those who had escaped the explosion, and rescue those still trapped inside, another airliner crashed into the second Tower.  By then it was becoming apparent America was under attack.  But the who and why were still unclear.  The nation screeched to a halt as everyone, everywhere became glued to the nearest TV or radio.  
Horrified by the unthinkable scenes occurring in New York, no one was prepared for what happened next.  At 9:38 AM in Washington, D.C., another commercial airliner crashed into the Pentagon.  The nation was numb with disbelief as we watched images in both New York and Washington that were more akin to a fictional Steven King movie than reality.  

As the morning unfolded, we soon learned of still another plane – Flight 93 – crashing into a wooded area in rural Pennsylvania.  Later it became apparent that the passengers of that plane had learned what had been happening in New York and Washington, and took matters into their own hands.  Rather than allow their plane to be used as a weapon of terrorism, several passengers bravely chose to struggle with the highjackers to take control of the aircraft.  It’s unclear what exactly took place during those eventful moments, but Flight 93 crashed killing all on board.  By their heroic action, the passengers of Flight 93 prevented further loss of life and destruction.
Literally - in the blink of an eye - the world had changed.  Not only did America begin grieving for the loss of innocent life, but so did the nations of the world.  Not only did life in America come to a screeching halt, but so did the world.  In a rare sense of unity, the nations of the world stopped to grieve - mourning as one soul.  Few nations were unmoved by the tragic events, each displaying an outpouring of grief and sympathy.
Within days President Bush was standing atop the rubble of the Trade Center in New York, declaring a new kind of war – a war on terrorism.  Unlike past wars declared against specific nations, the war on terrorism was described as an international war transcending territorial boundaries.  It was to be a war waged against a faceless enemy that hibernated in nations around the world.  

Within weeks of 9/11, U.S. Forces were in Afghanistan engaged in combat.  Their mission was to rout out al-Qaida from their hiding places, and topple the Taliban government that harbored terrorists.  Eight years later American soldiers remain in Afghanistan continuing to pursue their mission.  
On March 19th, 2003, President Bush gave the command to attack Iraq – another country believed at the time to be harboring al-Qaida terrorists, and also suspected of developing chemical and nuclear weapons of mass destruction.  
For three weeks, every night Baghdad came under heavy assault from bombardment, while Coalition ground troops swiftly moved through 300 miles of Iraqi desert to downtown Baghdad.  Within three weeks from the start of the war, Saddam Hussein’s regime had collapsed.  Within another week all major cities of Iraq were under Coalition control.  
Six years later American military forces remain in Iraq.  Over 3,000 men and women have died during this period.  
As we prepare to observe Memorial Day tomorrow, may it be more than just another paid holiday for which we have reason to party.  May we pause to remember the courageous men and women who sacrificed their lives for the freedoms we enjoy daily – freedom which most of us take for granted.  

May we likewise remember those currently serving our nation in harms way, praying that they may return home safe and well.   Let us also pray that in a day in the not too distant, nations of the world will learn to live together in peace.
AMEN
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