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Sermon for Memorial Day 
Sunday 

  

 

What Do We Remember? 

Some tourists were visiting a beautiful, quaint village in New 
England. As they walked by an old man who was sitting 
beside a fence, one lady, with a patronizing tone, asked, 
“Tell me, were any important men or women ever born in this 
village?” The old man hesitated, and then slowly replied, 
“No. Not a single important man or woman. Only babies 
have been born here.” This weekend North Americans 
remember the approximately one million persons who have 
died in defense of freedom. These are men and women who 
gave everything they were, and all they would ever be, to 
their country. They were not born important or conceived as 
heroes. It is by virtue of their sacrifice that they achieved 
prominence. 

Text: Deuteronomy 6:4–9 
4 Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, 
the Lord is one. Love the Lord your 
God with all your heart and with all 
your soul and with all your strength. 
These commandments that I give 
you today are to be on your hearts. 
Impress them on your children. Talk 
about them when you sit at home 
and when you walk along the road, 
when you lie down and when you get 
up. Tie them as symbols on your 
hands and bind them on your 

foreheads. Write them on the 
doorframes of your houses and on 
your gates. 
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The earthly resting places of these heroes are in Valley 
Forge and Guadalcanal, Gettysburg and Da Nang, the 
Aleutians and Kuwait. They have died on shipboard, sailing 
the seven seas, and in plane crashes on the other side of 
the world. When their bodies could be found, these heroes 
have received for their sacrifices a few square feet of foreign 
or native soil. The names of these martyrs to freedom are 
inscribed on the hearts of mothers and fathers, sweethearts, 
wives and husbands, children and on small markers raised 
above their graves. All too often their sacrifice has been 
anonymous, as the markers read “An Unknown Soldier” or a 
wreath says “Lost at Sea.” Their passing may be recorded 
on a bronze tablet, carved on a black stoned wall, or placed 
in the records where the awarding of posthumous medals is 
recorded. This Memorial Day we also remember those who, 
although still living, have also given their sacrifice. We 
commemorate those who endured amputations without 
anesthesia and those who live with constant pain. We 
remember those who have lost their limbs and, in their 
struggle with a prosthesis or wheelchair, are reminded of 
their fight. This Memorial Day, with humility and thanks, we 
recall those who never returned from the battlefield and 
those who will never leave the hospital. 

How tragic it is, as the years pass by, to see the crowds that 
once thronged to hear the patriotic speeches, see the 
parades, and mark this as a sacred and special day, grow 
smaller and less interested. How cold we have become to 
believe this day is only a day to free us from work and 
school, a day of picnics and barbecues. True, we can do 
little in practical repayment for those who have given their 
all. We cannot compensate the parents who still have an 
aching, hollow spot within them. We cannot console spouses 
and sweethearts who still search for the love they have lost. 
We cannot replace, for a growing child, the tender care of a 
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parent who will never return home. We can do little, but does 
that mean we should do nothing? This Memorial Day, before 
everyone has forgotten, we Christians need to ask the 
question: “How can we remember best those who have 
given so much for us?” 

Such a query, although meaningful and beautiful, is a hard 
one to answer. There have been many different causes for 
which people have fought. Lives were lost in the wars for 
freedom from tyranny and slavery. Lives were lost as we 
have honored our promises or struggled to defeat dictatorial 
despots. And—it must be said—lives have been lost as our 
nation has occasionally gone into battle pursuing causes that 
were less than worthy. 

As we try to remember those who have suffered and died, 
we will find further confusion. Signs of that confusion are all 
around us. The U.S. government makes provision for 
Christian chaplains in the armed forces to minister to those 
who could lose their lives any day, whose eternal fate— 
heaven or hell—hangs in the balance. The government has 
a chaplain for congress who opens the session with prayer. 
Yet that same government prohibits chaplains and prayer in 
other realms, such as public schools. Bibles are not allowed 
in schools, but they are placed in prison cells. Public school 
students are encouraged to use condoms, but are 
discouraged from witnessing their faith. Vulgar language and 
obscene music can be broadcast over the airwaves, but a 
nativity scene of Christ’s birth in the town square is 
considered offensive. The U.S. Supreme Court has the Ten 
Commandments inscribed in a wall of their building, but that 
same court has outlawed the public teaching of the Ten 
Commandments. Founding documents of the United States, 
such as the Declaration of Independence, appeal for their 
validity to God the Creator, yet what kind of reception would 
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a political candidate receive today if, to justify his views, he 
made that same kind of appeal to God the Creator? 

In this century, sin, Satan, and selfish desires have had 
much success in clouding our commitment, values, morals, 
and direction. Freedom of religion—the government’s 
constitutional promise not to interfere with the proclamation 
of Jesus Christ—has become freedom from religion—
government efforts to stifle the proclamation of Jesus Christ. 
The God who governs all things has generously given our 
country and much of our world an extended time of peace 
and prosperity, yet in this time of leisure people sit back and 
relax, forget about God and his abundant blessings and 
ignore their purpose for living on this earth. Even while these 
alarm bells are ringing, we should not be surprised, because 
throughout history many other nations and peoples have 
forgotten about God. 

Israel forgot. God had redeemed them from Egypt. Not only 
did he give them freedom, he also gave them his grace and 
salvation. Of all the nations on the earth, they alone were 
God’s elect people. But their many grumblings in the 
wilderness showed how quickly a nation can forget. God 
gave them the Promised Land, but they became lazy and 
neglected to drive out all of the idolatrous pagans as God 
commanded. In the land flowing with milk and honey, God 
still blessed them abundantly, yet they forgot. To refresh 
their memories of their dependence upon him and his mercy, 
he allowed enemies to discipline them. Then, when his 
people remembered how much they needed his forgiveness 
and protection, God raised up leaders, judges, prophets, 
kings—to deliver them. 

But always, always, the memory of God’s people remains 
short. Having diagnosed their chronic amnesia, it is little 
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wonder that God tried to tie a string around their finger so 
they wouldn’t forget. When the Israelites were about to enter 
the land he had promised to them hundreds of years before, 
God said, “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and 
with all your soul and with all your strength. These 
commandments that I give you today are to be upon your 
hearts. Impress them on your children. Talk about them 
when you sit at home and when you walk along the road, 
when you he down and when you get up. Tie them as 
symbols on your hands and bind them on your foreheads. 
Write them on the doorframes of your houses and on your 
gates” (Deut 6:5–9). 

What is God saying here? Simply this: Don’t forget me. 
Remember me in the morning, the evening, and throughout 
the day. Remember me when you’re on vacation, when 
you’re playing, when you’re eating, when you leave home for 
work, and when you come home. Remember to tell your 
children about me, so they grow up knowing my love and 
mercy. This request by God is not rocket science; it is a 
simple request. But it was soon a forgotten request. 

The same request by God comes through the sacred 
Scriptures to us Christians today: “Bring up your children in 
the nurture and admonition of the Lord” (Eph 6:4 RSV). 
“Through Jesus Christ, God’s only-begotten Son, we have 
been given deeper insight into God’s saving love and 
forgiveness, a fuller revelation than Israel enjoyed. We have 
seen the light of the knowledge of the glory of God.” Where? 
“. . . in the face of [Jesus] Christ” (2 Cor 4:6). 

And yet, over the centuries, people who have heard this 
saving message have often forgotten God’s way and will. 
They have erased God from their doorposts, removed him 
from their conversations and thoughts. What destruction 
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ensued when the land of the Reformation, Germany, 
followed Hitler, and not the Savior, into war against her 
neighbors and against the Jewish people in her midst. The 
number of lives that were lost in that dismal experiment will 
never be known. What pain was caused when the officially 
atheistic government of Russia rejected Jesus, the Savior, 
and replaced him with communistic bravado. Christians were 
persecuted without mercy. Yet by grace the church, badly 
battered, survived. God always seems to preserve a faithful 
remnant, even when nations as a whole forget God’s 
requests. 

And so, on this day when we are called upon to remember, 
we do well first to confess how much and how often we 
forget. There are voices in our media and in our universities 
that laugh at Christianity. There are schools that do a good 
job of teaching and schools that do poorly, but there are far 
too many students who start ignorant and graduate ignorant 
of true wisdom, which comes only through knowledge of 
Jesus Christ, the agent of creation and the Redeemer of the 
world. So many live with no knowledge of the greatest truths: 
creation and the fall; sin and redemption; the cross and the 
resurrection; the forgiveness of sins, the resurrection of the 
body, and the life everlasting. These are the most important 
facts for this life and for eternity. This is the knowledge that 
makes us “wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus” (2 

Tim 3:15). We need to remember what God said: “Do not 
deceive yourselves. If any one of you thinks he is wise by 
the standards of this age, he should become a ‘fool’ so that 
he may become wise. For the wisdom of this world is 
foolishness in God’s sight. As it is written: ‘He catches the 
wise in their craftiness’” (1 Cor 3:18–19). 

There are those who mock Christians for holding onto 
archaic beliefs like this: God so loved the world that he 
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sacrificed his Son to save all who believe from eternal death. 
They jeer at Christianity, saying that faith in a Savior causes 
people to be psychological failures and prevents them from 
self-actualization. They tell us that a thousand billion stars 
made themselves. When they hold in their arms the infinitely 
complex miracle of life that we call a baby, they ask us to 
behold this product of happenstance, fate, kismet, and 
evolution. They deny divine creation and any need for 
redemption or preservation by God. 

It is time for us to follow real wisdom and truth. It is time for 
us to listen to the Lord and impress his words upon our 
children. It is time for us Christians to talk of God’s love 
when we sit at home and when we walk along the road. 
When we he down and when we get up, our thoughts should 
be of thanksgiving to God, who has, by grace and through 
the sacrificial death of his Son, saved us from everlasting 
damnation. This weekend we honor those who died to win 
limited liberty and temporal peace for our land. It is right that 
we do so. But every day is a Christian “memorial day”—a 
day to remember our Lord Jesus Christ, who sacrificed his 
life to win complete freedom and eternal life for all people in 
every age and in every land. 

It is time for us Christians to remember that when the world 
says, “Everyone is basically good,” God replies, “All have 
sinned” (Rom 3:23). When the world says, “There is no 
heaven or hell,” God warns, “Man is destined to die . . . and 
after that to face judgment” (Heb 9:27). When the world 
shrugs and says, “We can’t be sure of salvation or know if 
Christianity is correct,” Christians can confidently respond: 
“God has given us eternal life, and this life is in his Son. He 
who has the Son has life; he who does not have the Son of 
God does not have life”; these things are written “to you who 
believe in the name of the Son of God so that you may know 
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that you have eternal life” (1 John 5: 13). 

This memorial, this kind of remembrance, redirects a nation 
such as ours. When we remember our Savior and Lord, we 
realize that this country is not directed so much by what 
happens at the state house (or the White House) but by what 
happens at our house. Years ago, a young boy and his 
friends were out playing ball in their yard. Their play was 
consistent enough that the grass was trampled in some 
places and nonexistent in others. One evening, as the boy’s 
parents were watching, one said, “Can’t they play 
somewhere else? They’re killing the grass.” Gently, so as 
not to be heard contradicting the first parent, the other said, 
“Honey, God has given us a job to do. That job is raising 
kids, not grass.” 

God has given us a job to do as well. We are to remember 
that we are God’s children. Born again by water and the 
Spirit in Baptism, we confess the faith so that others may 
know that salvation comes only through Jesus blood. We 
love God, who first loved us enough to send his only Son as 
the sacrifice for our sins—for the salvation of the whole 
world. Our Lord even instituted a memorial Meal, and said, 
“Do this to remember me.” In that Meal of remembrance—
the Lord’s Supper—he gives us his true body and blood, 
sacrificed for our forgiveness, to strengthen our memory of 
him by faith. For living in times such as ours, we need that 
strength! 

During the Second World War, many French people 
collaborated with the Germans and betrayed their Jewish 
neighbors into death. But that did not happen in the little 
village of Le Chambon. That small town was distinguished 
by the fact that every person there was a hero—every 
person risked his or her life to save their friends. After the 
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war, researchers went to this nondescript little hamlet to find 
out what special quality resided there. They wanted to know, 
“Is the entire village filled with great people?” Investigation 
revealed no such inborn qualities. No great men or women 
had been born there. Only babies had ever been born in Le 
Chambon. The only distinctive feature was that they went to 
church—faithfully. Over the previous decades, they 
remembered over and over that Jesus had sacrificed 
everything for them. Strong in the faith, they also 
remembered that the day might come when God would ask 
them to risk their own lives in showing Christian love toward 
their neighbor. That truth, preached by the pastor and 
handed down from grandparents to parents to children, 
became part of each family. One little old lady, who had 
distinguished herself by faking a heart attack when the Nazis 
came to search her house, summed up everyone’s attitude 
when she said, “Pastor always taught us that there are times 
in every life when a person is asked to do something out of 
love for Jesus. When our time came, we remembered what 
he did for us, and what we should do for him.” 

This Memorial Day weekend, we can confidently say that our 
time has come to remember and to act. This is what God 
says: “Hear, O Israel The Lord our God, the Lord is one. 
Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your 
soul and with all your strength. These commandments that I 
give you today are to be upon your hearts. Impress them on 
your children. Talk about them when you sit at home and 
when you walk along the road, when you He down and when 
you get up. Tie them as symbols on your hands and bind 
them on your foreheads. Write them on the doorframes of 
your houses and on your gates.” God grant that we always 
remember the sacrifice of our Lord Jesus Christ and live and 
act in his remembrance.  


