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As we grow up, we come to learn that Memorial Day is a day for remembering those who gave their 
lives serving their country.  We might learn the history of the day, of how southern women decorated 
the graves of their fallen Confederate family members after the Civil War and how Northern women 
took up the tradition for their departed.  We might note that that history is why the day was originally 
called Decoration Day. 

But most of us don’t really stop to think about what Memorial Day truly is about.  It’s not about politics.  
Whatever your feelings about current or former wars, remember this:  All military personnel take an 
oath.  The fallen swore and gave their lives honoring a promise...Quote: 

“I do swear that I will support and defend the Constitution of the United States against all 
enemies, foreign and domestic; that I will bear true faith and allegiance to the same; and that I 
will obey the orders of the President of the United States and the orders of the officers appointed 
over me, according to regulations and the uniform code of military justice.  So help me God.” 

The soldiers who gave Uncle Sam a blank check with their lives offered to answer our nation’s call to 
arms.  The military does not decide to go to war; it just answers the call of our nation.  And the numbers 
of those who have died answering that call continue to rise: over 4,500 in Iraq; 2,077, and counting, in 
Afghanistan; 58,200 in Vietnam, 36,574 in Korea; 405,399 in World War II; 117,465 in World War I.  
Since 1775, in fact, 1.3 million American personnel (and counting) have given their lives for this nation. 

It’s a huge number, but then Memorial Day is not about the numbers.  It’s about the individual:  the 
American, the man, the woman, the father, the brother, the spouse, the friend, the son, the uncle, the 
daughter who answered the call of our nation to deploy into violence…into war. 

Memorial Day is about the men and women of Bedford we honor today.  It’s about the sacrifices of 
these individuals.   It’s about who each one of them was.  We should not forget that every day is 
Memorial Day for the fallen’s families, friends and comrades-in-arms.  It’s about their everyday pain as 
they continue through life even as their loved ones become names on monuments.  It’s about the 
infinite void that each deceased hero leaves.  

These are your fellow citizens, who died in your name.  It is very important to keep their memory alive.  
We need to remember what the early 19th century Scottish poet, Thomas Campbell, wrote in his poem 
Hallowed Ground: 

What hallows ground where heroes sleep? 
'Tis not the sculptured piles you heap! 
In dews that heavens far distant weep 
Their turf may bloom; 
 
But strew his ashes to the wind 
Whose sword or voice has served mankind,-- 
And is he dead, whose glorious mind 
Lifts thine on high?-- 
To live in hearts we leave behind 
Is not to die. 

“To live in hearts we leave behind is not to die”….. words of such importance they are engraved on the 
bell of the First Parish Church here, in Bedford;  words to remember as we honor those who have served 
our country, and express our gratitude for what peace the world has enjoyed and for the liberties from 
which we benefit.  


