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Re-think Church

Acts 1:1-11

Sunday, May 24, 2009  Memorial Weekend
Rev. J. Douglas Paterson
In Flanders Fields
In Flanders fields the poppies blow

Between the crosses, row on row

That mark our place; and in the sky

The larks, still bravely singing, fly

Scarce heard amid the guns below.

We are the Dead. Short days ago

We lived, felt dawn, saw sunset glow,

Loved and were loved, and now we lie

In Flanders fields.

Take up our quarrel with the foe:

To you from failing hands we throw

The torch; be yours to hold it high.

If ye break faith with us who die

We shall not sleep, though poppies grow

In Flanders fields.
John McCrae

This poem, “In Flanders Fields,” by John McCrae, is perhaps the best known and most representative of what we hope to accomplish with a day set aside to honor and remember those who made the ultimate sacrifice in service to country. It was written by Canadian physician and Lieutenant Colonel John McCrae on May 3, 1915, during World War I after the day he witnessed the death of his friend, Lieutenant Alexis Helmer, and presided over his funeral. Helmer was only 22 years old. The story goes that McCrae had written the poem in his notebook, but later rejected it, tore it out, and threw it away. It was salvaged by a fellow officer. It was published later that year, December 8, in Punch magazine. It became the standard bearer of remembrance for the countries of the allied forces in WWI, and for our own Memorial Day.

Memorial Day: That’s what this weekend is all about. This weekend actually represents many things. It is a three-day weekend, so it can be a type of Sabbath -- time to stop long enough to rejuvenate; or to feel good about getting those postponed chores done. For us in the northern climates, it is an acknowledged passage from the long winter to the freshness of summer when we start directing our lives from indoors to outdoors. But hopefully it is also an opportunity for you to give a moment, a thought, a prayer to remember, not only our own loved ones who have passed, but also all those who took time out of their lives, voluntarily or not, to serve in our armed forces, the too many who have died in service for our country, and those who remain at the forefront of the worlds disquieted areas.

The official birthplace of Memorial Day is said to be Waterloo, NY. Evidently in 1865, Henry C. Welles, a druggist in the village of Waterloo, NY, mentioned at a social gathering that honor should be shown to the patriotic dead of the Civil War by decorating their graves.

In the spring of 1866, he again mentioned this subject to General John B. Murray, Seneca County Clerk. General Murray embraced the idea and a committee was formulated to plan a day devoted to honoring the dead.

Townspeople adopted the idea wholeheartedly. Wreaths, crosses, and bouquets were made for each veteran’s grave. The village was decorated with flags at half-mast and draped with evergreen boughs and mourning black streamers.

On May 5, 1866, civic societies joined the procession to the three existing cemeteries and were led by veterans marching to martial music. At each cemetery there were impressive and lengthy services including speeches by General Murray and a local clergyman. The ceremonies were repeated on May 5, 1867.

The first official recognition of Memorial Day as such was issued by General John A. Logan, first commander of the Grand Army of the Republic. This was General Order No. 11 establishing “Decoration Day” as it was then known. The date of the order was May 5, 1868, exactly two years after Waterloo’s first observance. That year Waterloo joined other communities in the nation by having their ceremony on May 30.

Since May 5th, 1866, America has set aside a day of remembrance for her war dead. (1)
But as one person has said, our remembrance is not merely about the dead … but those who were left behind … wives and husbands who have lost their military mates … sons and daughters who lost parents … It is about remembering the tremendous sacrifices paid by all!

Flanders, which at one time was its own country, is in the area of southwest Belgium and northern France. Some of the bloodiest battles of WWI took place there.

The poppies referred to in the poem grew in profusion in Flanders where war casualties were buried. McCrae effectively uses their presence almost as an eerie quiet, a peacefulness, in the midst of the chaos that storms around them, and that is why it has become the symbol of Memorial Day. 

The tradition actually was started by American Moina Michael, who, inspired by McCrae’s poem, wore poppies to honor the war dead. She also began to sell poppies to raise money for disabled veterans. After meeting Moina Michael in 1920, Frenchwoman Madame E. Guerin started selling handmade poppies to raise money for poor children who were living in the aftermath of the WWI. Soon thereafter Field-Marshall Earl Haig, the former British Commander-in-Chief, encouraged the selling of paper poppies to raise funds for veterans. This tradition spread to Canada and then to the United States. 
Hence, that is why as you buzz around town this weekend you will find VFW people giving away little paper poppies for a donation.

You probably didn’t realize as you came to church today that you were going to hear a history lesson, did you? But I think it is important to have a little background on why as a nation we set aside a day like Memorial Day.

But I also wanted to use it as a transition - perhaps awkwardly so - to look at what God is calling us to be as The Church. And it has to do with poppies.

It was noticed as early as the Napoleonic Wars that red poppies grew on the graves of dead soldiers in the fields of northern Europe. Evidently, poppy seeds will lie underground for years and bloom if they are plowed or dug up; if they are re-exposed. In the spring of 1915 red poppies flourished in the fields of Flanders covering the newly dug graves. The poppy seeds were “re”-exposed. Memorial Day is a time that we “re”-member.

“Re” is an interesting prefix to a word. It means again, or anew. But it also means back, or backward. It almost seems antonymic (even though that’s not a real word, but I bet you knew what I meant). The definitions for “re” almost seem to be opposites - “anew” as opposed to “backward.” Sometimes, perhaps, backing up is the only way to do something anew.

You might have noticed the title to the sermon today: Re-think Church. The United Methodist Church is beginning a new campaign to inspire the imagination of faith and hearts. Simply put the tag line is “Re-Think Church,” with the emphasis on how to make “church” a verb. Over the next three weekends we are going to celebrate three major events. This weekend we celebrate Memorial Day and Ascension Sunday in the Christian Calendar. Next weekend we will celebrate Pentecost when the mighty winds of the Spirit breathed new life into the disciples. And then we will celebrate confirmation as we bring 23 young people into membership of the church. Each weekend the sermon title will be the same: “Re-think Church,” although each time with a different emphasis.

We are not going to exhaust the meaning or intention of Re-think Church. In fact the United Methodist campaign won’t even be the central part of our time together. Instead we will use it as a way of exposing and then re-exposing ourselves to the movement of the church.

Re: anew. The program staff was meeting and discussing possible themes to use in our next programmatic year here at FUMC. Rev. Tim suggested that we simply use “Re,” and unpack all that that means when we place it in front of the words of our faith and life - rethink, re-imagine, redefine, rework, recall, relive, revitalize. How will we live out our faith anew?

One place to start is to re-member. And that is what we do this weekend. A major part of making anew is to remember. That is the part of “re” that summons the definition of backward. We have to look back enough to see what was, so that we can envision what will be and needs to be.

John McCrae writes:


To you from failing hands we throw



The torch; be yours to hold it high.

Generations come and generations go. Each one passes the torch to the other. Perhaps we need to take our cue from the poppy seed. What is it in our faith that we need to re-plow, dig up, turn over, re-expose, so that new life might come even as we bury that which is dead?

Today we re-member, so as the torch is past we might renew.

(1.) This historical information on Memorial Day was gleaned from a sermon by Stephan Edington. There is more to this history that includes an earlier start of Decoration Day. If you are interested in learning more go to http://www.postandcourier.com/news/2009/may/24/the_first_memorial_day83450/
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