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“Talk Peace:  You Have a Voice”   

May 30, 2021 

Sermon preached by Reverend Carolyn Patierno 

Memorial Day is a solemn affair.  Its meaning is often confused with that of 

Veterans Day.  Memorial Day is not about the veterans that survived the battle.  

It is about soldiers who died there … who never had a chance to call 

themselves veterans.  Memorial Day is about the war dead.   

And in the midst of the parades … the sales at the shopping mall … the start of 

the tourist season … the firing up of the grill ... in the midst of it all; a nation gives 

thanks.  But in general, as a nation, we don’t stop in our tracks at the parade … 

at the mall … at the beach … at the grill … in order to hold up Memorial Day’s 

meaning.   

I find myself envying the British who honor the war dead in a most stirring way.  I 

learned about this tradition in an unlikely place: in book about manners entitled 

Talk to the Hand by Lynne Truss.  Truss describes the ritual:  

In Britain … the last thing we do well (and beautifully) is pay respects to the war 

dead.  … The controlled emotion of Armistice Day tugs at conscience, swells the 

commonality of sorrow, and swivels the historical telescope to a proper angle, 

so that we see, however briefly, that we are not self-made: we owe an absolute 

debt to other people; a debt that our most solemn respect may acknowledge 

but can never repay.  We stop and we silently remember.  … The first cannon 

fires at 11 a.m., and one is overwhelmed by a sense of sheer humility, sheer 

perspective.  We are particles of suffering humanity.  For two minutes a year, it’s 

not a bad thing to remember that.  Talk to the Hand by Lynne Truss 

I don’t think that anything we do on Memorial Day here in the United States 

reminds us that we are “particles of suffering humanity”.  There is nary a mention 

of Memorial Day’s origin so I will share it here. (Although there are several origin 

stories claimed, I’ll be sharing just one of them.)  The first Memorial Day was in 

1865, the close of the Civil War, it is a year that stands out in United States’ 

history.  Black men who had been enslaved were horrified that 257 Union 

Soldiers had been buried in mass graves in Charleston, South Carolina.  It was 

these men who gave each one of the soldiers a proper burial.  It took two 

weeks’ time to do so.   

Today, that covenant is upheld with the ritualized return of soldiers who died in 

battle to Dover Air Force Base in Delaware.  From World War II through the 

Panama invasion of 1989, there had been media coverage of this honor 

ceremony that provided powerful proof of the ultimate sacrifice.  In fact, it is so 
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powerful that in 1991, in the lead up to the Gulf War, then Secretary of Defense 

Dick Cheney banned media coverage.  The first Bush administration did not 

want the American people so reminded of the real life consequences of war.  In 

2009 the Obama Administration lifted that ban.   

Unitarian Universalism is a faith tradition particularly concerned with covenant.  

What might our covenant be with the young dead soldiers we honor this year on 

Memorial Day – a national holiday founded through the covenantal 

commitment of formerly enslaved men, men who understood that at the very 

least, a soldier who made the ultimate sacrifice deserved a proper burial.   

Our covenant with the young dead soldiers – yours and mine - must go beyond 

one holiday weekend in the year.  We have a voice.  I’ll remind you of the 

weekly ritual we engaged in at All Souls when for 10 years we named the war 

dead.  I know how excruciating it was to hear those names, Friends.  I know 

because it was excruciating to speak those names, to say each name out loud. 

In each name is a story.  In each name is a grieving family.  A community of 

dearly beloved.  In each name is possibility cut short.  We called out their names 

to honor their sacrifice but as importantly, to remind ourselves that it is us who 

must give their deaths meaning.   

After death, it is up to us as civilians, as citizens, as people of faith to give their 

deaths meaning.  We have a voice and we must talk peace.  And we must 

speak honestly.   

I realize that what I am about to say may be received as profane on this 

particular Sunday.  I hope it will be heard in the spirit with which I speak.   

When I spoke out the names of the soldiers who had died the week before, 

excruciating pain filled a place in my heart where there should have been 

meaning … but where I could find none.  Did they die for “peace and a new 

hope or for nothing?” What we learned in the aftermath of the Iraqi war is that 

much of the reasons the American people were given to justify that war were 

fabrications.  So, it’s difficult – if not impossible – to accept that American lives 

were sacrificed to preserve our freedom and liberty.  Or our safety.  It is 

unbearable that these young men and women may not have died for just 

cause.   

Our covenant to these young dead soldiers must be to give their deaths 

meaning … especially if we cannot reconcile ourselves to the war they were 

made to fight and sacrifice their lives in our names.   
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Soldiers have no say in the call to war.  They do not get to decide which war is 

for worthy cause and which is not.  General Norman Schwarzkopf, said that “It 

doesn’t take a hero to order men into battle. It takes a hero to be one of those 

men who goes into battle.”  Increasingly in this country, it has been one man – 

the president – who has declared war. We have witnessed a dangerous 

precedent - one that we can ill-afford to see continue and that is the danger of 

executive power.    

And finally, as a country, as people of faith, we must care for our veterans when 

they return from war.  We must not only care for the physical, emotional, and 

psychological injury they suffer but also the haunting moral injury the battle-worn 

heart suffers.   

We pray in the poet’s words… 

Send peace for the soldiers who did not make the wars 

but whose lives were consumed by them.  Barbara Pescan 

We pray for peace.  We talk peace in the city, up the mountain, on the plain, by 

the sea.  (A reference to the story for all ages, Talk Peace) 

And on this day, we honor those who gave their lives for their country – at times 

a country whose ideals were lost on our powerful leaders.   

Every year I invite you to rise in body or in spirit as we call the names of those 

who died in war.  We will do the same this year.  I invite you to call out the 

names or to write in the chat the names of those you hold close and dear and 

who died in battle.   

Let us bear witness and honor their lives deaths.  Let us pledge to give their lives 

meaning.   

On Memorial Day, we remember those who have died in service to our country 

as we reckon with the tremendous responsibility we collectively hold in matters 

of war and peace.   

May they rest in peace. 

May we conjure the courage to give their deaths meaning.   

Amen.   
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