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A FATHER, A FRIEND, A SON 

 

 

If you ask me – or even if you don’t - I’ll tell you emphatically that I am a 

pacifist. Gandhi and Martin Luther King Jr. are way up there on my list of heroes. 

I suppose that it has something to do with the fact that I entered young adulthood 

during the ‘60s, and the peace movement made a big impression on me. That 

impression soon became a certitude, and I’ve never reconsidered my position 

against war.  

 

How, then, does a pacifist like me talk about Memorial Day, an occasion that 

came about after the American Civil War, when we in this country killed one 

another in the name of commerce, wealth, and white superiority?  And yet I 

totally agree with the sentiment in one of the quotes at the top of today’s order of 

worship, the one that says, “I think you can honor the sacrifice of a common 

soldier without glorifying war.”  

 

My family has strong military leanings and experience. As someone who dabbles 

in genealogy, I have found a military person in many generations of my family for 

the past several hundred years. In the most recent past, my father was a veteran of 

World War II.  Three of my cousins served in Viet Nam, two in the Navy and one 

in the Army.  My son was an officer in the Marine Corps for ten years, and my 

grandson currently serves in the Air Force in Germany.  

 

I have sometimes wondered what drives ordinary people to serve in the Armed 

Forces voluntarily, but thinking about it I realized that I was and am very close to 

three people who did.    

 

This is my father’s story.  

 

My dad was fresh out of high school when he went into the army in 1943.  He 

landed in Europe shortly after D-Day and was severely wounded in Holland just 

this side of the German border. They never did get all of the shrapnel out of his 

leg, and a wound to his wrist meant that his serious violin playing had to be given 

up for the rest of his life.  

 

Many years after the war, when retirement gave Dad more time to ponder his 

youth, he began to attend his annual army reunions no matter where in the United 
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States they were held. He even went back to Europe with his comrades for the 

50th anniversary of D-Day.  

 

Being part of World War II was a major event – probably the major event - in 

Dad’s life, as it was for many of his generation. It affected him all his life – for 

the worse and for the better. He felt fear on the battlefield, but made some life-

long friends. As a naïve, small town adolescent he found himself in scenes of 

unimaginable horror and destruction, images that never left him, but he 

experienced the triumph of coming home alive, and in more or less one piece. He 

endured months of physical and emotional pain and exhaustion, but took great 

pride in his war-time experiences and his medals.   

 

There was never a debate in his family over whether or not Dad would go into the 

army, young as he was. The people of his generations were team players. The 

young men fought and many died. The women and elders worked the factories, 

grew victory gardens, and made do. It didn’t matter whether you believed in the 

cause deep down or not; you were still there for one another and for your country.  

America was the land of the free, and its Armed Forces the liberators of the 

oppressed, the champions of democracy. 

 

Here is an excerpt from the message General Dwight Eisenhower sent to the 

American forces at the commencement of D-Day in 1944: 

 

 “You are about to embark upon the Great Crusade, toward which we have 

striven these many months. The eyes of the world are upon you. The 

hopes and prayers of liberty-loving people everywhere march with you. 

In company with our brave Allies and brothers-in-arms on other Fronts,  

you will bring about the destruction of the [enemy’s] war 

machine, the elimination of [their] tyranny over the oppressed peoples of 

Europe, and security for ourselves in a free world. … 

 

I have full confidence in your courage and devotion to duty and skill in 

battle.  We will accept nothing less than full Victory! 

 

Good luck! And let us beseech the blessing of Almighty God upon this great 
and noble undertaking.”  
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Rousing words, indeed, and true. But let’s also listen to what Ernie Pyle, the 

Pulitzer Prize winning American war correspondent, wrote about the ordinary 

American soldier’s daily realities during that war:   

 

 “[O]ur segment of the picture consists only of tired and dirty soldiers who are 

alive and don't want to die; of long darkened convoys in the middle of the night; 

of shocked silent men wandering back down the hill from battle; of chow lines … 

and foxholes and burning tanks and …  the rustle of high-flown shells; of jeeps … 

and smelly bedding rolls and C rations … and blown bridges and dead mules; … 

and of laughter too, and anger and wine and lovely flowers and constant cussing. 

All these it is composed of; and of graves and graves and graves.”  

 

 

This is my friend Ron’s story.  

 

The summer of 1962 my family move into a new house across from a lake. Ron 

lived about half a mile up the road from us.  He and I were both 15 years old and 

attended the same high school, but I didn’t know him very well. He seemed shy, 

but that summer I found out he could tell hilarious jokes with sound effects, and 

do imitations and pratfalls.  

 

Ron and I found it easy to talk to one another and became friends.  He told me 

about the rock and roll band he had started with his cousin.  Their goal was to get 

good enough to play at the high school dances and win the talent show in the fall.  

 

That summer we neighborhood kids swam in the lake, played cards and soccer, 

and had the occasional bonfire under the stars on our beach (when we could talk 

our parents into it). Many long summer evenings we gathered to listen to records. 

Ron owned most of them, so our choices were dictated by his taste.  We played a 

lot of surfing music by the “Beachboys” and “The Ventures.” Ron rhapsodized 

about surfing like it had to be one of the peak experiences of a lifetime, even if it 

wasn’t going to happen at our lake. 

        

Of the three summers I lived in that house, that one was the best.  The rest of our 

lives seemed a long way off.  We never thought about the fact that after high 

school nearly every one of us would go away - to college or jobs, or like Ron, to 

join the service. He often said he wanted to prove himself, to do something 

important that had meaning. Joining the Marines would be his ticket to that kind 

of life. 
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While stationed at Camp Pendleton, California, Ron finally had a chance to live 

his dream of surfing the big waves of the Pacific. He was especially excited and 

proud to be promoted to Lance Corporal during his first tour of duty in Viet Nam.  

During his second tour in Viet Nam, Ron did something important, something to 

be remembered by, just as he had always wanted.  It put his name on a granite 

wall in Washington, D.C.  He was killed shortly after his nineteenth birthday 

when the military jeep he was driving hit a land mine.  

About ten years ago, on a visit to Washington DC, I was able to visit the wall for 

the first time to search for his name. I found it. I can’t forget my feelings on that 

day. Neither can the veteran who wrote this poem. 

 

FACING IT 

By Yusef Komunyakaa  

 

My black face fades, 

hiding inside the black granite. 

I said I wouldn't, 

dammit: No tears. 

I'm stone. I'm flesh. 

My clouded reflection eyes me 

like a bird of prey, the profile of night 

slanted against morning. I turn 

this way—the stone lets me go. 

I turn that way—I'm inside 

the Vietnam Veterans Memorial 

again, depending on the light 

to make a difference. 

I go down the 58,022 names, 

half-expecting to find 

my own in letters like smoke. 

I touch the name Andrew Johnson; 

I see the booby trap's white flash. 

Names shimmer on a woman's blouse 

but when she walks away 

the names stay on the wall. 

Brushstrokes flash, a red bird's 

wings cutting across my stare. 

The sky. A plane in the sky. 

https://poets.org/poet/yusef-komunyakaa
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A white vet's image floats 

closer to me, then his pale eyes 

look through mine. I'm a window. 

He's lost his right arm 

inside the stone. In the black mirror 

a woman's trying to erase names: 
No, she's brushing a boy's hair.      

 

This is my son’s story.   

 

My son Brian had been a middle school science teacher before he joined the 

United States Marine Corps, about two weeks before he would have been turned 

away for being too old. I still recollect his decision with amazement, considering 

that he was 6’4” but only weighed about 160 pounds soaking wet at the time. 

Despite the grueling physical expectations of this particular branch of the service, 

he made it through boot camp after being put on double rations.  

 

Because his fellow recruits were the ages of some of his former students, he fell 

into a leadership role at boot camp. That, and the fact that he was a college 

graduate, encouraged his superiors to send him to officers’ candidate school and 

then war school. He eventually attained the rank of captain. 

 

His field was communications, so he often found himself behind the scenes in 

support operations. He was stationed at Quantico near Washington, DC, on 9/11 

when another plane was crashed into the Pentagon on the day the towers went 

down in New York City. While stationed in Okinawa, Japan, in 2004, he served 

on a ship providing humanitarian aid to an area devastated by the horrific tsunami 

that killed at least 225,000 people in a dozen countries in Southeast Asia.  

 

As things worked out, he did not end up on a battlefield or in a war during his ten 

years in the Marines, but I have no doubt that he would have acquitted himself 

bravely.  

 

I asked him once during his time in the military why he decided to enlist. One 

motivation I was already aware of; he wanted strong focus and self-discipline in 

his life, something he wasn’t sure he had cultivated up till then. His other reason 

was one I was not aware of. He said, “Mom, they call it ‘the service’ for a reason. 

I want to serve my country.” From the way he said it, I could tell he meant it.  
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As he was growing up, I, of course, did not realize I was raising a Marine. He had 

always been a mild-mannered, soft-hearted kind of son. But when he enlisted, I 

was proud of him and I still am. That doesn’t mean I didn’t dread the thought that 

he might one day experience anything like war. Mothers are like that. 

Ella Wheeler Wilcox wrote this poem during World War I, and I have to say it 

resonates with me.  It could have been written yesterday. 

 

Woman and War 

By Ella Wheeler Wilcox 

We women teach our little sons how wrong 

And how ignoble blows are; school and church 

Support our precepts and inoculate 

The growing minds with thoughts of love and peace. 

‘Let dogs delight to bark and bite,’ we say; 

But human beings with immortal souls 

Must rise above the methods of the brute 

And walk with reason and with self-control. 

And then – dear God! you men, you wise, strong men, 

Our self-announced superiors in brain, 

Our peers in judgement, you go forth to war! 

You leap at one another, mutilate 

And starve and kill your fellow men, and ask 

The world’s applause for such heroic deeds. 

You boast and strut; and if no song is sung, 

No laudatory epic writ in blood, 

Telling how many widows you have made, 

Why then, perforce, you say our bards are dead 

And inspiration sleeps to wake no more. 

And we, the women, we whose lives you are – 

What can we do but sit in silent homes 

And wait and suffer? Not for us the blare 

Of trumpets and the bugle’s call to arms – 

For us no waving banners, no supreme, 

Triumphant hour of conquest. Ours the slow 

Dread torture of uncertainty, each day 
The bootless battle with the same despair. 

https://www.poemhunter.com/poem/woman-and-war/
https://www.poemhunter.com/ella-wheeler-wilcox/poems/
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And when at best your victories reach our ears, 

There reaches with them to our pitying hearts 

The thought of countless homes made desolate 
And other women weeping for their dead. 

O men, wise men, superior beings, say, 

Is there no substitute for war in this 

Great age and ere? If you answer ‘No’ 

Then let us rear our children to be wolves 

And teach them from the cradle how to kill. 

Why should we women take waste our time and work 
In talking peace, when men declare for war?   

     

I am sorry to say I don’t have a story about other genders in the military. For at 

least the first fifty years of my binary-gendered experience of life, men served on 

the front lines while women provided support or waited at home.  I do want to 

acknowledge here every military person’s valuable role, in whatever ways they 

serve or served or were lost during wars and conflicts in all the years past.    

I said I am a pacifist, but I’m a pragmatist as well. I have no illusions. I know that 

until we, as citizens of this planet, can learn more compassion, acceptance, and 

love, there will be wars with death and destruction. Our aspiration, our 

responsibility, our job must be to teach, to practice, and to be compassion and 

love, so that someday there will be no more need for a Memorial Day.  

 

May it be so. 


