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Memorial Day. On this holiday set aside to honor those who served and to 

mourn those who have died in war, who do we remember and how?  What 

are some of the national, local, and personal memorials that keep alive the 

memory and the legacy of war – and what are the conversations these 

memorials invite? 

 

Message: 

From time immemorial human beings have laid our dead to rest with flowers 

and tears.  With nations and states came allies and enemies; came armies and 

wars; came the particular sorrow of soldiers fallen in battle; came rituals of 

remembrance that honor lives given and lives taken and causes fought and 

died for. 

America was torn asunder by the Civil War.  At least 750,000 American 

soldiers died in the war itself; perhaps another 100,000 soldiers, tens to 

hundreds of thousands of formerly enslaved people, and an unknown 

number of civilians bring the total death toll to well over a million.  As early 

as 1861, families in the South were decorating the graves of soldiers with 

flowers.  By 1868, Union Civil War veterans had taken up the custom, and 

Decoration Day was observed across America each year on May 30.  By 

1968, Decoration Day was officially renamed Memorial Day, and declared a 

federal holiday.  A day dedicated to memory; to reflection on service and 

sacrifice.  To coming to terms with the  human cost of war. 

General William Tecumseh Sherman well knew the cost of war.  After his 

infamous March to the Sea, Sherman wrote, “You cannot qualify war in 
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harsher terms than I will. War is cruelty, and you cannot refine it; and those 

who brought war into our country deserve all the curses and maledictions a 

people can pour out.”  And at the end of the Civil War, Sherman further 

wrote, “I confess, without shame, I am sick and tired of fighting—its glory is 

all moonshine; even success the most brilliant is over dead and mangled 

bodies, with the anguish and lamentations of distant families, appealing to 

me for sons, husbands and fathers ... tis only those who have never heard a 

shot, never heard the shriek and groans of the wounded and lacerated ... that 

cry aloud for more blood, more vengeance, more desolation.” [both quotes 

found at https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_Tecumseh_Sherman#Strategies]. 

More than a century later, no less an authority than fictional Army captain 

and M*A*S*H surgeon Hawkeye Pierce argued with his fictional chaplain, 

Father Mulcahy: 

Hawkeye: War isn't Hell. War is war, and Hell is Hell. And of the 

two, war is a lot worse. 

Father Mulcahy: How do you figure, Hawkeye? 

Hawkeye: Easy, Father. Tell me, who goes to Hell? 

Father Mulcahy: Sinners, I believe. 

Hawkeye: Exactly. There are no innocent bystanders in Hell. War is 

chock full of them - little kids, cripples, old ladies. In fact, except for 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_Tecumseh_Sherman#Strategies
https://www.imdb.com/name/nm0000257/?ref_=tt_ch
https://www.imdb.com/name/nm0160639/?ref_=tt_ch
https://www.imdb.com/name/nm0000257/?ref_=tt_ch
https://www.imdb.com/name/nm0160639/?ref_=tt_ch
https://www.imdb.com/name/nm0000257/?ref_=tt_ch
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some of the brass, almost everybody involved is an innocent 

bystander. [https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0068098/characters/nm0000257]. 

It behooves us to remember the human cost of war. 

Ordinary men and women plucked up out of their ordinary lives, thrust into 

military service – a disorienting mix of waiting for the unknown and fielding 

the unimaginable.  Ordinary men and women answering the call of duty to 

country, of love for country, of fear for a beloved way of life.  Ordinary men 

and women choosing military service as a path to education, to personal 

growth, to a future.  Families who wait and worry and pray at home. 

Almost everybody- on both sides – is at the mercy of ideologues who 

precipitate confrontations; leaders who make policy; commanders who plan 

strategy and give orders.  Almost everybody just wants to get back to 

ordinary life. 

Letters home from ordinary soldiers tell that story. 

In July, 1861, Union Army Major Sullivan Ballou wrote to his wife Sarah,  

Sarah my love for you is deathless, it seems to bind me with mighty 

cables that nothing but Omnipotence could break; and yet my love of 

Country comes over me like a strong wind and bears me unresistibly 

on with all these chains to the battle field. 

The memories of the blissful moments I have spent with you come 

creeping over me, and I feel most gratified to God and to you that I 

https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0068098/characters/nm0000257
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have enjoyed them for so long. And hard it is for me to give them up 

and burn to ashes the hopes of future years, when, God willing, we 

might still have lived and loved together, and seen our sons grown 

up to honorable manhood, around us. I have, I know, but few and 

small claims upon Divine Providence, but something whispers to me 

… that I shall return to my loved ones unharmed. If I do not my dear 

Sarah, never forget how much I love you, and when my last breath 

escapes me on the battle field, it will whisper your name… 

Sullivan Ballou was mortally wounded one week later in the First Battle of 

Bull Run.  The letter was found among his belongings after his death, and 

delivered to Sarah. 

 

Mary Anna Newman reads: 

In August, 1945 Eddie Newman wrote home to his wife from somewhere in 

Europe: 

Sweet Heart, 

I just got the good news about the baby.  Am I a proud papa?  You can bet 

your life on it.  You have certainly done a fine job.  It just doesn’t seem 

possible.  I just can’t wait to get home.  You would think that I just had a 

baby the way I’m strutting around here… 
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It should not be too long before I’m able to get back home.  Any way you 

want to look at it[,] it will be too long. … Of course every day from now on 

in it will be like ten or fifteen years.  Gosh I would like to be home now.  

…Tell the little fellow hello for me and tell him that dad[dy] will be home 

soon.  I love you, Eddie. 

Eddie Newman made it home from World War II, and raised his son to be a 

newspaper editor, a bookseller, and Mary Anna’s husband. 

 

Karen Baggott reads: 

In October 1969, Jerry Heiser was deployed in Vietnam.  He wrote home to 

his mother and stepfather every week – about the weather, the news from 

America, the possibility of getting some leave time.   

I’m getting a little tired lately.  Ray and I talked to the … lieutenant about 

our R & R.  We’ll take it anywhere we can now, just to get out of here for 

awhile. … How are you feeling?  I guess it’s getting pretty cool back home.  

This is the warmest October I’ve ever had. 

Jerry came home in 1970.  He made a life as an artist, a cabinetmaker, and 

Karen Baggott’s husband. 

It behooves us to remember the human cost of war. 



Memorial Day 2021 

Unitarian Coastal Fellowship Zoom Worship 

May 30, 2021 

© Rev. Sally B. White 

6 
 

And so we lay our dead to rest with tears and flowers.  From time to time, 

we lay fresh flowers on their resting places, and water them with our tears, 

and remember. 

And so we build memorials.  Statues depict soldiers, acts of heroism, 

decisive moments.  Local memorials name those who went to fight and 

never came back.  In Washington, DC, the World War II memorial “honors 

the service of 16 million members of the Armed Forces of the United States 

of America, the support of countless millions on the home front, and the 

ultimate sacrifice of 405,399 Americans;” it incorporates stories and images 

of America’s experience in the war.  The Korean War Memorial includes 

statues depicting American troops, a mural wall composed of photographs of 

the war, a pool of remembrance encircled by a wall that enumerates the 

human cost of the war for Americans, and a United Nations wall that 

recognizes 22 nations that sent troops to fight in Korea.  The Vietnam 

Veterans Memorial is a polished granite wall etched with names of service 

members classified as dead; “names, seemingly infinite in number, 

convey[ing] the sense of overwhelming numbers, while unifying these 

individuals into a whole.” [https://www.vvmf.org/About-The-Wall/history-of-the-

vietnam-veterans-memorial/Maya-

Lin/#:~:text=These%20names%2C%20seemingly%20infinite%20in,into%20and%20out

%20of%20it.].  Visitors searching the wall for names see themselves reflected 

in the granite.  Many come to make rubbings of the names…of friends, 

parents, children, fellow service members.  Seeking healing, seeking 

connection, seeking wholeness, many leave behind tributes – letters, 

https://www.vvmf.org/About-The-Wall/history-of-the-vietnam-veterans-memorial/Maya-Lin/#:~:text=These%20names%2C%20seemingly%20infinite%20in,into%20and%20out%20of%20it
https://www.vvmf.org/About-The-Wall/history-of-the-vietnam-veterans-memorial/Maya-Lin/#:~:text=These%20names%2C%20seemingly%20infinite%20in,into%20and%20out%20of%20it
https://www.vvmf.org/About-The-Wall/history-of-the-vietnam-veterans-memorial/Maya-Lin/#:~:text=These%20names%2C%20seemingly%20infinite%20in,into%20and%20out%20of%20it
https://www.vvmf.org/About-The-Wall/history-of-the-vietnam-veterans-memorial/Maya-Lin/#:~:text=These%20names%2C%20seemingly%20infinite%20in,into%20and%20out%20of%20it
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photographs, medals, dog tags, favorite toys, flowers.  Some of the objects 

are collected and preserved in the park’s museum collection – a living, 

growing chronicle of the human cost of war. 

Memorials that remind us of the human cost of war break our hearts, break 

them open, open us up to healing and connection and wholeness.  But we 

must take care in remembering the cost of war, lest we forget that our loved 

ones are not the only ones who pay a price.  Lest we build memorials that 

glorify war.  Lest we use our memorials to gloat, to intimidate, to demean, to 

dehumanize those we fought against.  Those who fought against us.  Those 

who were caught in the middle. 

For every war – every single war – has at least two sides.  And every side – 

every single side – includes brass, and combatants, and innocent bystanders.  

And every one of those participants and bystanders – every single one – pays 

a price: in lives disrupted, in loss of innocence, in hopes burned to ashes, in 

anguish and lamentation.  There is no glory in war; only moonshine.  And 

every memorial, and every Memorial Day, must remind us that war is 

cruelty; that war is hell; that there must be another way, a better way of 

resolving our differences than through blood, and vengeance, and desolation. 

Our world is one world.  Our life is one life.  Our future is one future – the 

future of all humanity, of all life, of all the world. 

May our meditation music bring us home again, make us whole, make us 

one.  
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American composer and educator Randall Thompson was commissioned by 

Serge Koussevitsky to write an anthem to be performed by the entire student 

body of the Berkshire Music Center for its opening exercises in 1940. 

Deeply affected by events in Europe, particularly the fall of France, 

Thompson decided against a triumphant and celebratory choral fanfare, 

submitting instead a quiet, lento meditation on a single word, "Alleluia," 

[meaning “Praise ye the Lord”] followed by a simple "Amen." As he would 

later explain, he took inspiration from the book of Job 1:21, "The Lord 

giveth and the Lord taketh away. Blessed be the name of the Lord." With 

one word, Thompson's setting takes us through reverence, introspection, 

uncertainty, anxiety, and exuberant hope, before ending in a quiet invocation 

of peace. [https://www.coroallegro.org/season/alleluia/program-notes]. 

Alleluia 

Composed by Randall Thompson (1942) 

Performed by The Voices of Ascension Chorus 

Dennis Keene, conductor 

(video is from Temple Emanu-El) 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wOZliKEzaN0 

Tom shares screen 

 

Amen. 

https://www.coroallegro.org/season/alleluia/program-notes
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wOZliKEzaN0

