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 Fellow Sailors – fellow veterans – fellow Americans.  It is an honor and privilege for me to join you today.  I have the distinct privilege of speaking on a topic that is near and dear to my heart – service.  First, if you have served in the military, or are now serving, please raise your hand.  Let me be the first to thank you today for your service.  You were the ones who went out, and came back.  We are here today to remember those who did not come back.

Memorial Day was originally called Decoration Day.  The holiday officially began in 1868 and served as an occasion for relatives and grateful citizens to decorate the graves of those who died in the service of their country.  The tradition was born as a result of the civil war – a time of great bitterness between fellow Americans.  But in the years that followed the end of the war, all Americans observed the day and were once again brought together in their shared desire to honor their heroes.


As the years passed, so too did the weight of this day.  Too often, it was seen simply as a day off from work.  It marked the beginning of summer, the end of school, or the opening of the local public pool.  Now, we are at war.  


Today at 9:55 AM, in Columbia, MO they will be conducting a parade down main street to honor all fallen members of the five services.  In my most recent hometown before coming to the National Capital Region, (Temecula CA) Boy Scout Troop #309 has invited the public to share in the spirit of unity and remembrance this afternoon when they trumpet and tuba ‘Taps’ and ring bells to honor those who died so that we may live in freedom.  Not far from here, in our nation’s capital, at 2 PM, a parade of Marching Bands and Veterans units from all 50 states will step off at the corner of Constitution Avenue and 7th Street and proceed along Constitution Avenue, past the White House, to end at 17th Street.  Canada will celebrate later this year on Remembrance Day, when there will be men who will wear poppies in their lapels to remember those brothers who still lie in Flanders Fields.  And here, together with American Legion Post 268, I have the privilege of celebrating with you.
So why do we do all of this?  We have Veterans’ Day, where we celebrate all of us who have served.  We have Independence Day, where we celebrate the freedom that our forefathers’ blood earned.  We have Thanksgiving, where we thank the good Lord for every blessing under the sun.  Do we really need another holiday when these others seem to have it covered so well?  
Yes.  President Kennedy once said “A nation reveals itself not only by the men it produces but also by the men it honors, the men it remembers.”  Today, we remember your friends.  And they were friends whether you knew them or not, because they died hoping that you would come home.  They died knowing that by doing so, they would give at least some of you the chance to raise families, build careers, and carry on the torch of freedom.  Which you have done.
Some people say that “…there is no greater gift than to lay down your life for your fellow man.”  We who stand here know that to be a partial truth.  It is because of that gift that other men and women are able to take up their lives for their fellows.  Whether you are a community leader or simply a good voter; whether you stand up for the downtrodden, or merely refuse to allow people to tread on you; whether you are rich or poor, famous or unknown, whether you become the president of the United States or merely the president of the PTA – you have done all these things because of the gift that has been given to you by so many people along the way.  By those who died, and by the families of those who gave their sons and daughters.  
Today we honor those who have fallen.  We thank them by remembering their sacrifice and remembering too, that on that first day of boot camp or ROTC or the Academy, we signed up to stand next to them in combat – and after.  And we hoped, that if the positions were reversed, they would be standing here today remembering the sacrifice that we made for them.  
So on this most noble of days, take a moment to close your eyes and remember those you knew who stood next to you on the firing line and did not come home.  And if you did not know any of these personally, then remember:

· Cpt. Morris Brown, Jr., USA who died while capturing a Confederate flag during the Battle of Gettysburg, or

· Pvt. George W. Smith, USA who was mortally wounded during an attack by 125 hostile Indians, whom he and his comrades fought throughout the day, or

· CAPT John P. Cromwell, USN who, during WWII,  stayed aboard a sinking submarine off Truk Island to prevent the military secrets he possessed from falling into enemy hands, or

· SSgt. Ambrosio Guillen, USMC who exposed himself to attacks to supervise the defense of F Company’s position and the treatment and evacuation of the wounded during the Korean War, or

· Cpt. Steven L. Bennett, USAF who in the Republic of Vietnam sacrificed his own life to save the life of his passenger, down to

· Army Specialist Ross A. McGinnis who in 2006, saved the lives of four soldiers by diving on a grenade while inside a Humvee in Iraq.

Each of these men has earned the highest award from our nation – the Medal of Honor.  Each of them paid the ultimate price.  You know others who paid the same price but did not receive the same distinction.  Today, we remember all of them.  
I would like to close with a short story about a Canadian songwriter.  On Remembrance Day in Canada, many businesses ask their patrons to observe two minutes of silence to honor those who sacrificed:

On November 11, 1999 Terry Kelly was in a drug store in Dartmouth, Nova Scotia. At 10:55 AM an announcement came over the store’s PA asking customers who would still be on the premises at 11:00 AM to give two minutes of silence in respect to the veterans who have sacrificed so much for us.  Terry was impressed with the store’s leadership role in adopting the Derbyshire Royal British Legion’s “two minutes of silence” initiative. He felt that the store’s contribution of educating the public to the importance of remembering was commendable.  When eleven o’clock arrived on that day, an announcement was again made asking for the “two minutes of silence” to commence. All customers, with the exception of a man who was accompanied by his young child, showed their respect.  Mr. Kelly’s anger towards the father for trying to engage the store’s clerk in conversation and for setting a bad example for his child was channeled into a beautiful piece of work called, “A Pittance of Time”.  The chorus of the song is:
Take two minutes, would you mind?

It's a pittance of time,

For the boys and the girls who went over.

In peace may they rest, may we never forget
Why they died – It's a pittance of time.


I thank each of you for your service.  I thank your families for their support.  And on this day, I thank each of you for remembering those who have given their lives to keep alive the spark of freedom in this world.  God Bless.
