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I have to start out this morning by acknowledging what we all are probably thinking after hearing that 

reading from Luke. That poor woman! I imagine there are plenty of women who would readily agree that 

one husband is more than sufficient. But seven? That sounds like an outtake from somebody’s nightmare. 

Now, we know that this was only an example presented to challenge Jesus on the topic of resurrection. 

But we also know that it was a cultural practice prescribed in Deuteronomy. We tend to see this story 

through modern eyes and wonder about the rights of the woman. And we might even wonder about a 

practice that makes a brother responsible for keeping his sibling’s name alive. I’d guess there are some 

spouses that might wonder about that too. But as I have said this was a serious cultural practice. Serious 

because at the heart of it is an act of remembrance.  The brother’s name continues to live on through the 

children from his brother and his widow. We may not condone the practice, but we can appreciate the 

desire to be remembered. And being remembered is what we are here to talk about today. 

 

The first celebration of the truce that ended WWI was on November 11, 1919, one year after the signing 

of the truce. That truce actually had three extensions before the war was officially over in January 1920. 

Over the years the day was made into a day of observance, then a national holiday in this country by 

congressional resolution. Eventually, the name was changed to Veterans Day from Armistice Day by 

Presidential Decree. It is different from Memorial Day in that it recognizes all Veterans. Not just those 

who lost their lives in service. In the Commonwealth nations it is known as Remembrance Day. I rather 

like that designation because it feels like it captures more of the overall cost of war. Not just remembering 

lives lost or the living who served, but the broader cost to a society in general. For WWI that broader cost 

was a very real and visible thing. 

 

The number of lives lost, both combatant and civilian, in WWI is simply staggering. But that was just a 

scratch on the surface. The loss of a generation of young men reshaped the societies of Europe in ways 

never before encountered. Large numbers of returning Veterans were physically injured and 

psychologically scarred beyond anything seen before. The returning Veterans struggled to make lives for 

themselves. And the societies they returned to struggled to respond to their many medical and social needs. 

The situation was the same in the rest of the Allied countries and Germany. The American public was so 

horrified by the experience that there was a strong and enduring resistance to entering the next war.  

 

But eventually we did enter the Second World War. And by doing so we turned the tide of the war in favor 

of the Allies. America was all in. Everyone contributed. My dad and two of his three brothers served in 

that war. Both of my mom’s brothers served. Everyone sitting in this room right now probably had 

someone involved in the war effort. When it was over everyone came home to big parades and went back 

to work. But it wasn’t the same. All that effort to support the war had changed the society in ways we 

hadn’t anticipated. Then came Korea. We got war weary, as they say, and basically forgot about the men 

and women who had served there. Then it was on to Vietnam and for the first time a war, in all its glory, 

was streamed into our living rooms. The public was horrified and deeply divided by what they saw. The 

men and women who came home from that war were often vilified. When that war finally ended we laid 



 2 

off for a while. We ended the draft and moved to a professional military. No more were judges giving 

young men the option to choose jail or military service. We had a couple of small actions in the 80s and 

90s in Panama and Kuwait. Fortunately, in those situations we managed to do what we intended and 

extract ourselves. But eventually we got mired down in a couple fresh wars in the middle east.   

  

The impact of the war experience today is really not all that different from previous wars. We think it is 

individual, but it is actually societal. But over those years from 1941 to the present the brunt of military 

service has been born by a smaller and smaller portion of our society. The circumstances are different, but 

the resulting impact on individuals and families is essentially the same. We have come to understand that 

shell shock, combat fatigue and post-traumatic stress are of one piece of cloth. We’ve even begun to 

understand that lasting injury to a person’s psyche can be caused by transgressing long held moral values. 

But understanding doesn’t change the results. They are the same. Rates of divorce, homelessness, 

unemployment and suicide among current Veterans are of major concern today. It is important to 

remember those who served and those who have died. But it is just as important to remember there is a 

larger cost to war. Much of which becomes invisible when the fighting stops or we grow weary and stop 

paying attention.   

  

You’d think that knowing all this there wouldn’t be anyone left who is willing to serve. But that is not the 

case. That is not to say that recruiters don’t have serious challenges these days. There must be some 

perceived advantage to military service. And I think that advantage is in the opportunity to gain a skill and 

work experience that comes with military duty. And I think there is an advantage to society as well. I think 

it is impossible to take a young person from one part of the country and send them to another without 

affecting their world view. My own situation serves as an example. I was 19 year old kid form the south 

when I joined the Army in 1968. I was sent off to South Carolina for training with other young men from 

all over East Coast. African Americans, Mexican Americans, Puerto Ricans, Jamaicans and yes, even 

Yankees were in my training company. If nothing else the military is the great equalizer. From there I was 

sent to Texas, Vietnam and Thailand before arriving back in Virginia. I met and got to know some 

wonderful people along the way. And some not so wonderful people. One of my longest and most enduring 

friendships is from those days. My training as a linguist allowed me to have interactions with Vietnamese 

and Thai people that most of my fellow soldiers could not. During that time, I pulled on a spiritual thread 

that I have been following ever since. But I was introduced to the dark underbelly of humanity as well.  

To say the least I came home with a different world view. But those experiences have generally served 

me well in most aspects of my life.  

 

But here’s the thing I’d like you to take away from today. Tomorrow we will remember for the 100th time 

those who have served and those who have died in service to this country in all its times of war and peace. 

It is important that we do so. But I think it important to remember two other things as well. First, the 

impact of their service radiates outward from Veterans into to their families and their friends. And 

eventually out into the wider society. When the service ends, the impact doesn’t. Sometimes that’s a 

positive thing and sometimes it’s not. And second it this.  As Christians we are called to a bring a different 

world into existence. Jesus calls us to be peacemakers. He has taught us to resist the impulse to respond 

to the conflicts in our lives with violence. To work actively to promote peace and understanding among 

all people. That may sound idealistic, but there are cemeteries all over the world that serve as mute 

testimony that it is far better than the alternative. Amen.  

 

 


