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ANOTHER LOOK AT MEMORIAL DAY

	Memorial Day, as we now know it, was originally called “Decoration Day.” I recall as a child my parents still referring to it as that. But it didn’t become a federally recognized holiday until 1967, however, people have placed decorations of all kinds, especially flowers and wreaths, on the graves of soldiers since ancient times in all nations and the U.S. is no different. There’s historical evidence of that being done here even during the Revolution.

Memorial Day is a day for remembering. And the word, remember,” brings to mind the ancient Egyptian myth of Isis and Osiris. Do you know that myth?
There are a few myths about Osiris, but his myths really form the foundation of the belief in the divine rule of the Pharaohs. In fact, his is the most elaborate myth of all the ancient Egyptian myths. In most of the myths, Osiris was the son of Geb, the earth god and Nut, the goddess of the sky (although some versions say that his father was Ra, the sun god.)

Set, the god of the desert, storms, chaos, and violence, was Osiris brother. Osiris, as the first born, assumed rule as Lord of the Earth, with Isis as his queen and consort. He found the people of Egypt uncivilized and lawless and so gave them laws, culture, religious instruction, and agriculture. But Set became jealous and so he murdered Osiris and dismembered his body, scattering the parts throughout Egypt.
But the goddess Isis, Osiris wife, wandered throughout Egypt and with the help of Thoth, the god of Magic, put his body back together again, wrapped it, and then raised him from the dead, had intercourse with him, and gave birth to a son, Horus, who became the god of the sky. That’s one reason you often see him represented with the head of a falcon and the body of a man. Eventually, Horus defeats Set in battle and regains control of the throne. Every Pharaoh after that is believed to be the incarnation of Horus. And when the Pharaoh dies, he becomes the incarnation of Osiris and is joined up with Osiris, who, by the way, didn’t live long after he was resurrected, but is now the ruler of the dead.
And so, the idea of re-membering, putting back the pieces of a loved one as Isis did, came to mind. Think about how we do that. We go through a grieving process, a time when our loss may seem inconsolable.  But if our grieving process is a healthy one, we find ways to re-member that loved one, to bring back to life the person that meant so much to us. Perhaps we go through photos and think about or talk about where that photo was taken, what the occasion was, what we felt like when it was taken. Maybe we take some of those photos and frame them and put them around our house or put them in a scrapbook that we pass on to our children or grandchildren. Or perhaps we plant a tree or a garden or a small bed of flowers and maintain that in honor and memory of that person and every time we tend it or water it or prune it, we are reminded of that person again and, in that way, we are re-membering, bringing back to life, even if only in our mind, our loved one. There are many ways to remember. Perhaps we take an annual trip to a place that was a favorite of our loved ones and ours. Maybe we watch a certain movie every year on the anniversary of their death. Some people continue to celebrate birthdays or anniversaries. All of these are ways of re-membering. 
But my use of the word remember in this sense is not the standard one, even though to me it seems logical. Because the original meaning of the word remember has nothing to do with body parts. It actually comes from the Old French remembrer "remember, recall, bring to mind,” and further back from Latin rememorari  "recall to mind, remember," from re- "again"  and memorari "be mindful of," from memor "mindful,” and "recall to mind."
If you saw the front pages of The New York Times today, you saw an example of this kind of re-membering. The times printed the names and ages of the nearly 100,000 people who have died in the past few months from the Coronavirus. Deaths that, for many could have been prevented if Donald Trump and members of his administration had heeded the warnings of his national security experts and of scientists and prepared for the arrival of the virus in the U.S. months ago. Today, many families are re-membering those individuals, the vast majority without being able to hold a funeral or having been able to say a final in-person farewell. They will be looking at photos, reading letters, and shedding tears. And what the Times did by printing their names on the front pages is to remind us that we, too, need to re-member them as people, as individuals, as fellow citizens and human beings. Not as just one number among that 100,00 dead. 
But I think that, in a sense, when we re-member someone as I first suggested, that’s just what we are doing. We are being mindful and recalling a life that was lived and how it was lived. 
I think that’s what Memorial Day is intended to be. And, yes, I know that it’s a day that we specifically re-member those women and men who served in the military and gave their lives in battle. And it’s fitting that we should honor them. In fact, I think it’s especially fitting when they have given their lives in battles and wars that nations, including ours, have waged without real cause and for reasons that are immoral and even illegal. 
But I’ve often wondered why we don’t have a day to memorialize, to re-member those who have given their lives while waging peace? It seems odd to me that a nation in which we so often hear the words, “This is a Christian nation” fails to pay honor to those who have taken Jesus words to heart and given their lives in the cause of peace. You know those words. They come from the Sermon on the Mount, Matthew 5:9: “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called the children of God.” 
Where are the monuments to these people? Oh, yes, there are a few. But for the most part, our national re-membering is about warriors and soldiers and guns and instruments of war. Where are the decorations on the graves of the peacemakers?
I think we need to expand our idea about what Memorial Day is about or should be about. I believe that it should be a day to remember all people killed in the wars we have fought. When we pause to remember the women and men who gave their lives for the wars America has engaged in - and often started - we should also remember that those who fought against us and died were also sons and daughters, fathers, mothers, lovers, friends. Like those who died in the name of “American exceptionalism,” they, too, were mostly young, probably frightened, probably not even fully understanding of the reason they were aiming a weapon at some nameless, faceless person across a field, or miles away on a ship, or in a trench somewhere in France. Or perhaps they were eating dinner around the table, or sewing a button on a husband’s shirt, or repairing a roof, studying for a math test, playing soccer in the street, recuperating from an operation in a hospital. Not soldiers, just people living their lives. Those on the other side (and we always fight “the other,” don’t we?) had dreams and hopes, too - to be a teacher, to go to art school and become a sculptor, to return home to the farm and work the earth, to become a mother or father, to see the one that they loved and propose. Maybe they were celebrating their wedding. Maybe they were trying to cross the border into the  “land of the free” so they could escape the horrors of life in nations run by dictators or criminals. And, like many now dead Americans, those dreams and hopes were never realized because a bomb or a bullet or some toxic gas ended their lives, sometimes quickly, but far too often, slowly and painfully.
And let’s not forget those killed by regimes to whom we send money and weapons, money that lines the pockets of dictators and weapons that kill innocent people struggling to be free but who our leaders use as pawns in a game of international politics.
Memorial Day shouldn’t be about jingoistic patriotism, a day to wave flags, to arrogantly say “My country is the best and we prove it by sending our young people off to die for us!”
I believe in non-violence. I believe that violence only begets more violence. 
But I’m not a pacifist. I don’t have that kind of courage. I don’t know if non-violence would be effective in many situations involving ISIS, Boko Haram, Al-Qaeda, the Israeli U.S. or any other military, or our increasingly militarized police forces around the country. We are learning all too well that they do not respond positively to non-violent protest. We’re certainly learning that about the Trump administration. And so, although I believe in non-violence, I’m conflicted.  I feel like Walt Whitman who wrote: 
“Do I contradict myself?
Very well, then I contradict myself,
(I am large, I contain multitudes.)”
If we are to have a Memorial Day, let’s remember everyone killed in war, especially the unnecessary wars that we often engage in out of greed and lust for empire. Let’s remember everyone killed by the war on our own shores against our black sisters and brothers and people of color or of a religion other than Christianity. Let’s put down the flags, end the parades, stop forcing patriotism and shaming those who exercise their right to peacefully protest – a right that all those soldiers allegedly fought and died for. Let’s get rid of, let’s melt down, stop the fetishizing of all of those cannons and tanks that mar the landscape in so many of our local parks just like we’re gradually getting rid of the monuments to men who fought to keep slavery alive. 
Let’s close the stores, stop the obscene Memorial Day rush to find a bargain as if that’s what all those soldiers and innocent people died for.
If there is a Memorial Day, it should be a day of reflection.
If there is a Memorial Day, it should be a day of penance.
And so, on this Memorial Day, day I want to read a list of people put together by the Rev. Dawn Cooley of those people who gave their lives in the cause of waging peace. It certainly isn’t a comprehensive one, but I’m sure we all know others we can add to it.
et us remember people such as George Washington Lee, an African American civil rights leader, minister, and entrepreneur who was head of the Belzoni, Mississippi branch of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People. He was assassinated in 1955.
Let us remember Medgar Evers, a civil rights activist from Mississippi. After returning from overseas military service in World War II and completing his secondary education, Evers became active in the civil rights movement until he was assassinated in 1963 by a member of the White Citizens’ Council.
Let us remember James Earl Chaney, Andrew Goodman, and Michael Schwermer, the three civil rights workers who were murdered during Freedom Summer 1964 by members of the Ku Klux Klan near Philadelphia, Mississippi.
Let us remember Jonathan Daniels, an Episcopal seminarian who was killed in 1965 in Hayneville, Alabama while working on the civil rights movement in Lowndes County.
Let us remember Jimmie Lee Jackson, an unarmed civil rights protestor who was shot and killed by an Alabama State Trooper in 1965. His death inspired the Selma to Montgomery marches.
Let us remember the Unitarian Universalist Minister James Reeb,who was beaten severely by white segregationists and died of head injuries two days later in the hospital in Selma, AL where he had been marching for civil rights in 1965.
Let us remember Viola Liuzzo, a Unitarian Universalist civil rights activist from Michigan, who heeded the call of Martin Luther King Jr and travelled from Detroit, Michigan to Selma, Alabama in the wake of the Bloody Sunday attempt at marching across the Edmund Pettus Bridge. She was shot by members of the Ku Klux Klan, while driving civil rights workers back from Montgomery to Selma in 1965.
Let us remember Malcolm X, an African-American Muslim minister and a human rights activist. He was a courageous advocate for the rights of blacks, a man who indicted white America in the harshest terms for its crimes against black Americans until he was assassinated in 1965.
And let us remember Martin Luther King, Jr, pastor, activist, humanitarian, and leader in the Civil Rights Movement until he was assassinated in 1968.
There are many  areas of life in which we need justice, so let us also today honor and remember:
Frank H. Little, an American labor leader who was lynched in 1917 in Butte, Montana, for his union and anti-war activities. He joined the Industrial Workers of the World organizing miners, lumberjacks, and oil field workers.
Let us remember Alice Cosu, a suffragette who suffered a heart attack during the “Night of Terror” in 1917, when the warden at the Occoquan Workhouse in Virginia ordered his guards to brutally beat and “teach a lesson” to the suffragists imprisoned there because they dared to picket Woodrow Wilson’s White House for the right to vote.
Let us remember Harry Simms, a Jewish American labor leader who was sent by the National Miners Union to Harlan County, Kentucky during the Harlan County War to organize the mine workers there. He was shot in 1932 near Brush Creek in Knox County by a sheriff’s deputy who also worked as a mine guard for the local coal company.
Let us remember Pete Pantowas, a longshoreman and union activist who was executed in 1939 by the mob for attempting to revolt against union leadership.
Let us remember Harvey Milk, the American politician who became the first openly gay person to be elected to public office in California when he won a seat on the San Francisco Board of Supervisors. This weekend, the Harvey Milk stamp was dedicated at the white house. Less than a year after he took office, he and San Francisco Mayor George Moscone were assassinated on November 27, 1978.
Let us remember Alex Odeh, a Palestinian American anti-discrimination activist who was killed in a bombing as he opened the door of his office in Santa Ana, California in 1985.
Let us remember those on both sides of the Palestinian – Israeli conflict and in every national conflict around the world who gave their lives in the cause of peace.
These people, and many more, too many to list – both armed forces and civilians, sacrificed their lives to bend the moral arc of the universe towards justice. They died working to turn our our country into a land where justice shall roll down like waters, and peace like an ever flowing stream. Let us remember them today, in honor of that first Memorial Day.
If Memorial Day is to have any real meaning, I believe we have to become warriors for peace and democracy. Let us, as Lincoln said, “highly resolve that these dead shall not have died in vain” and that “that government of the people, by the people, and for the people, shall not perish from the earth.” 
May it be so.






