Memorial Day

This is a day of remembrance.  A day to commemorate the men and women who served in our country’s military and are now at rest.  We remember them by decorating their graves with flowers and flags.  We keep their memory alive through events like this one that honors their sacrifice and pays tribute to their actions.  Yes, Memorial Day is a day of remembrance, but I believe it’s also a time of reflection.

I’d like to use the movie “Saving Private Ryan,” to help illustrate my thoughts  That movie opens with an old man and his family walking into a military cemetery.  As the old man approaches a headstone, memories begin to surface and we are taken back to the D-Day invasion of World War II.  We become observers to the horrors of that day and the death that came to so many.  We learn that the four Ryan brothers were involved in the invasion and three of them were killed. .  The Army wants send the remaining Ryan brother home, so at least one son will return home to his grieving mother.  

A squad of eight soldiers, led by a young Captain is ordered to find the surviving brother, a private who parachuted behind enemy lines.  We watch as the squad pushes deep into enemy territory, at times questioning their mission: Is one man worth the lives of eight?  With each encounter, we see that duty to each other and to the mission strengthens their resolve to save Private Ryan.

They finally find Private Ryan and tell him that his brothers are dead and he’s to be shipped back home.  He is silent for awhile, absorbing the family tragedy.  Then Ryan tells the Captain that he will not leave his comrades, “the only family he has left” until their mission is finished.

The squad decides to stay and help Ryan’s unit defend their position.  In the resulting engagement with the enemy, most of the soldiers are killed or wounded.  In the final moments before reinforcements arrive, the young Captain is killed as he shields Private Ryan from harm.  His last words to Ryan are, “earn it.”

Now we are back in the cemetery with the old man, who we now realize, is Private Ryan.  The headstone he’s looking at is the one for the young Captain who saved his life.  As the old soldier remembers the events so long ago, emotion staggers him.  He demands of his wife and family, “Have I been a Good Man?”  “Tell me I’ve been a Good Man and have lived my life well.”

That scene resonates for me and defines my feelings about Memorial Day.  That man was remembering all the lives lost to rescue that last remaining brother.  He’s asking whether he justified their sacrifice.  Did he “earn it??”

When I look upon a military cemetery and see all the grave markers, I visualize all the young men and women who never got the chance to live as I do.  They gave up their future, to give me mine.  I reflect on how well I measure up; have I “earned it” in their eyes?  

Have I been a good husband, a good father?  Am I a good citizen?  Have I helped my neighbors, served my community and supported my Country?  Have I justified the sacrifice made for me?  

I hope that everyone here takes another look at Memorial Day and what it means.  Yes, it’s a day of remembrance, when we pay tribute to the men and women who died for our country.  But, it’s also a day to search within ourselves and judge how well we’ve lived up to the principles and ideals they fought to preserve.  

Have you met the standard for being a “good man or a good woman?”  A good spouse? a good parent?  A good American?  Have you “earned it?”  

As for me, I’m not sure whether I measure up.  But, I’m committed to keep trying.  All I can ask is that you do the same.   Thank you

