1
13

First Reading

Our first reading this morning is from a brand-new, just published

Book called “Rule Number Two: Lessons I Learned in a Combat Hospital”

By Dr. Heidi Squier Kraft,

Who spent 7 months deployed in Iraq with the Marine Corps

As a clinical psychologist.

Her main job, as she describes, was to uncover the wounds of war

That a surgeon would never see.

The title of her book, Rule Number Two, comes from one of the lessons

She learned in the military, which is: “Rule number one

Is that young people get hurt and sometimes die in war.

Rule number two is that doctors can’t change rule number one.”

This selection is from her chapter titled “The List”

In which, towards the end of her tour, she recounts the things

That we good about Iraq and the things that were not good.

“THINGS THAT WERE GOOD”

Sunset over the desert…almost always orange

Sunrise over the desert…almost always red

The childlike excitement of having fresh fruit at dinner after going weeks without it.

Being allowed to be the kind of clinician I know I can be,

And want to, with no limits placed and no doubt expressed.

But most of all, the United States Marines, our patients…

Walking, every day, and having literally every single person

Who passed by saying “Ooh-rah, Ma’am…”

Meeting a young Sergeant, who had lost an eye in an explosion…

He asked his surgeon if he could open the other one…

When he did, he sat up and look at the young Marines from his team

Who being treated for superficial shrapnel wounds in the next room…

He smiled, lay back down, and I said, “I only have one good eye, Doc,

But I can see that my Marines are OK.”

And of course, meeting the one who I will never forget…

The one who threw himself on a grenade to save the men at his side…

My friends…some of them will be lifelong in a way that is indescribable

My patients…some of them had courage unlike anything I’ve ever experienced before

And finally, above all else…

Holding the hand of that dying Marine.

THINGS THAT WERE NOT GOOD

Terrifying camel spiders, poisonous scorpians, flapping bats in the darkness,

Howling, territorial wild dogs,

Flies that insist on landing on our faces, giant, looming mosquitoes,

Invisible sand flies that carry disease

132 degrees

Wearing long sleeves, full pants and combat boots in 132 degrees

Sweating in places I didn’t know I could sweat…like wrists and ears.

The roar of helicopters overhead

The resounding thud of exploding artillery in the distance

The popping of gunfire…

The rumble of the ground…

The shattering of windows…

Hiding under flak jackets and Kevlar helmets, away from the broken glass,

Waiting to be told we can come to the hospital…to treat the ones

Who were not so lucky…

Watching the black helicopter with the big red cross on the side landing at our pad.

Ushering a sobbing Marine Colonel away fro the trauma bay while several of his 

Marines bled and cried out in pain inside

Meeting that 21-year-old Corporal with three Purple Hearts…

And listening to him weep because he felt ashamed of being afraid to go back

Trying, as if in total futility, to do anything I could, to ease the trauma

Of group after group…that suffered loss after loss, grief after inconsolable grief…

And finally, above all else…

Holding the hand of that dying Marine.

 Second Reading

When I thought our service this morning

I thought a lot about sharing stories.

I found this one, from Willa Parks Ward, in one of my

All-time favorite collections stories,

Paul Auster’s collection of stories called “I Thought My Father Was God”

from the NPR radio’s National Story Project from several years ago.

Full disclosure: this is a sad story,

A story about the day in August, August 21st, 1944,

That Willa learned her brother had been killed while fighting in France

At the age of nineteen.

This is how Willa remembers the afternoon when she learned the terrible news:

“I could never say that I had any intuition or foreboding about how that

day would turn out.

I walked into our house after the school bus had let me off at the end of our road,

And I had no idea what was waiting for me.

I remember that it was the best time of the year,

One of those golden days, summer almost gone,

Fall coming on fast.

The leaves on the trees were just beginning to turn color, getting ready for their vivid

Swan song before we moved on to the somber season ahead.

It was 1944, and I was just beginning my sophomore year in high school.

My mother and I were alone most of the time out in the country

In the old house that had been left to our family by my father’s parents.

Our few acres were in the midst of dairy farms in upstate New York.

My father worked on the Barge Canal and could get home only on weekends,

Partly because of the distance involved but also because of the strict gas

Rationing that was in effect.

My brother, who had signed up to become a paratrooper immediately after 

Graduating high school, had been shipped overseas in March of that year.

His letters to us were from North Africa, but they hinted he would be moving soon.

As I walked into the house through the kitchen, there were signs of

Activity that had been interrupted.  

Wisps of steam rose from a big kettle on the cook stove,

And a dish towel laid out on the table held empty canning jars

Lined up waiting to be filled.

Other tools of the trade, knives and ladles and funnels,

Were strewn about in the kitchen.

A box that held the red rubber rings used to seal the jars had been opened.

Some of the rings had spilled out onto the table.

It was as if all action in the room had been halted just an instant before.

Why was everything so quiet?

Where was my mother?

She always met me in the kitchen when I came home.

As I started through the house to look for her,

I remember noticing a shaft of brilliant afternoon sun striking a basket of tomatoes.

They glowed red.

Our dining room was on the north side of the house and was always dark.

In the dark I was a creased yellow paper lying on the table,

And in one terrible moment everything became clear to me.

Written on the paper were the most dreaded words of those wartime years.’

“We regret to inform you…”

“Tell Their Stories: A Veteran’s Day Sermon”

Why a sermon for us about Veterans, on Veterans Sunday?

Why a sermon to compete with all the news articles, radio stories, parades,

And remembrances?

I will admit that I asked myself this question on Friday and Saturday

When I sat down to write these words,

Words that I worried would come off sounding worn

When joined with all the other veterans observances.

I played with changing my mind, switching things at the last minute

To keep all of us on our toes.

But then page 16 in the A section of the Boston Globe appeared on Friday,

Something I had seen and read countless times over the years,

But this year grabbed me so that I couldn’t let go,

So that I couldn’t let go of this Veterans Sermon.

It said “Savings and Values Through Monday” and then below that 

VETERANS DAY SALE in something like 30 font,

Followed by guarantees of 25%-75% off all your favorite items

At Macey’s department stores,

And ending with the encouragement: “Shop During Our Veterans Day Sale!”

And when I read that I thought: 

If one of our jobs as a church and religious community is to speak 
counter to the culture, 

Then surely there’s room for a sermon that asks: 
Why have I not noticed this before?

Urgings to shop when men and women are fighting and dying?

When there are upwards of 30,000 injured veterans coming home,

And many more with wounds we can’t see?

I’m thinking: Urgings to shop during this? Are you kidding?

I’m thinking: how would I feel if I were a Vet, if I just spent 15 months on tour,

And I came home to find my name and my experience used to put things on sale?

I’m thinking: what else, if not a sermon?  

What else but a sermon to take back from Macy’s

And Target and Walmart these Veterans,

Who no matter how we feel about the war, 

deserve more from me than a nod to their service 

before I make my way happily to the mall.

So I recommitted to writing this Veterans Sermon on Friday,

And as you can see, I started off hot.  

A little too hot, you might be thinking.

But hot over how our culture, especially our consumer culture,

Sometimes tries to lead us in some pretty disappointing, embarrassing directions.

Now, I’ve said that I have seen these Veterans Day Sale ads countless times

Over the years,

So much so I think I forgot to really see them, 

That I forgot how to be embarrassed by them.

Maybe you have had a similar experience.

You might wonder what changed?

And here I begin where this sermon actually started for me,

Not in a rant against Macy’s late in the evening on Friday,

But rather in the stories I’ve been hearing these last several weeks

About Warren Berkel Detering, my grandfather,

Who passed away at the end of October at the age of 85.

He hated his middle name, so now he’s shouting at me for saying it out loud.

Tomorrow I will get on plane to attend the service we’re having for him in Florida,

Where after the service all of us will sit around a T.V. to watch the video he 

Made several years ago where he talked for the first and last time about his 

Years in the Air Corps during World War II.

My father tells me that it is on this tape that we learn the truth about his experience,

How it must have changed him.

A window now into what we’ve learned, his story:

We learn, for example, that after marrying my grandmother

He is drafted into the Army, stationed in England,

And from there was part of a crew of 10 that flew more than 30

Combat missions over Nazi territory in Europe.

We learn that though there were many close calls and much danger

On these missions,

They always returned home safe, if not sound.

And then we learn about the last mission, the 31st,

Over Nazi-occupied Holland.

We learn that on this flight Warren is the flight navigator,

The veteran, who at the age of 21 is the oldest on the crew and one of the few 

who isn’t still a teenager.

We learn that sometime during the mission the plane is hit by enemy fire.

We learn that the damage is devastating,

That the plane is going down.

We learn that despite the shrapnel in his arm,

The shrapnel that was removed and sits to this day in a small wooden box on 

The bureau in his bedroom,

Warren manages to jump out of the plane and release his parachute.

We learn that he lands safely.

We learn, sadly, that he is only the one,

That he is the only survivor among the crew of young men to make it onto the ground alive.

We learn that he hides in a farmhouse for the night,

That over the next day and the next day he travels on foot.

We learn that eventually he makes it across Allied lines into safety.

We learn that he goes back to the base in England,

Where his arm heals, where he waits out the war.

We learn that he goes back home to St. Louis, that he gets to know again

For the first time the woman he married,

that one, then two, then three boys are born.

We learn about his career as a teacher and high school principle, 

About the rhythm of career, family, and building a life.

We learn, because my father tells me, that not once until this video

Does he speak about the war and all that he did and saw.

We learn that this is why he has always preferred to drive his big white

Cadillac everywhere he goes, even halfway across the country,

Because flying in airplanes just brings too many painful memories back.

Why does he make this video, why does he talk about all this now?

He doesn’t say, but I suspect its because he learned that one can only hold 

some things inside themselves for so long.

Veterans Day.  Known as Armistice Day

Or Remembrance Day in other countries.

It is celebrated on Nov.11th,

The anniversary of the signing of the Armistice

That ended World War I,

And that President Dwight Eisenhower signed into law

In 1954, saying “on this day let us solemnly remember

The sacrifices of all those who fought on the seas, in the air,

On the foreign shores, and let us reconsecrate ourselves to the task

Of promoting an enduring peace so that their efforts shall not have been in vain.”

And after hearing this story of my grandfather

I tell myself, I say for us: never mind now the shopping, the sales, 

the 75% percent off.

Never mind now and never again.

I’ve got now this new memory of my grandfather, Warren Berkel, this 21-year-old

Kid floating though the black skies over Holland, the last one alive,

And what I’m wondering is: what does Veterans Day mean for you and me, 
if anything?

What can it mean, what should it mean?

A series of questions now, ones I don’t know the answers to, 

But raise up to help us reflect together on the meaning

of Veterans Day:

Does it seem easier to honor veterans, to honor their fight,

When the fight seems just?

Do we draw distinctions and make judgments between the service of people 

Like my grandfather,

Members of Tom Brokaw’s romanticized “Greatest Generation,”

And those who fought in less popular wars like Vietnam,

And now in Iraq?

Does honoring our veterans today

Make us complicit to the current war effort and the politics that brought it on?

If you’re gay or lesbian or transgendered and you know the military

Won’t let you be who you are,

How do you feel on Veterans Day?

Say you’re a pacifist.  Say you believe armed conflict should be avoided

At all costs.  Do veterans of wars – those killed and those who have come home – 

Do they deserve a day of celebration?

Should we even be referring to soldiers as heroic, as noble, as just?

Maybe you heard, as I did this week, about a new study of homeless people

In the United States, how of the 750,000 homeless across our country,

Nearly 200,000 of them are war veterans;

how because of the stress and trauma of war 

veterans are twice as likely to end up on the streets.

Given this, should Veterans Day be about more than remembering sacrifices?

Could it also be about committing ourselves to give better care to the soldiers 

coming home,

Many of whom are coming home changed, coming home wounded and broken?

I don’t have answers to these questions.  

These are hard questions.  

Do we separate our politics from the support of our troops?

Is Veterans Day only for the ooh-rah, the gung-ho?

What do we do when we read the names of the latest casualties in the paper,

When we see the names of the dead on the telephone poles

From Holliston into Sherborn?

Are we filled with outrage?  Empathy?  Sadness?  Are we inspired?

These are hard questions, our feelings can get so complicated.

Maybe this is why are encouraged to shop today,

Because it’s easier to avoid, the culture sometimes says.

It’s easier to pretend.

No matter how just or unjust the war,

Our soldiers come home having done things and seen things 

they can barely speak of,

things that in many cases we’re not ready to hear.

“Tell Their Stories”

is the title I gave this Veterans Day sermon

and though I sometimes think titles don’t mean much,

especially mine,

here is one that says what I hope will be our response to our veterans

in the midst of any ambivalence we might feel on this Veterans Day.

Tell Their Stories…and also, listen to their stories told.

You heard with me the story of my grandfather.

One more, that demonstrates this practice of listening,

Of offering presence to our veterans:

Remember in our first reading, when the psychologist Heidi Kraft

Makes up her list of the things that were good and bad during her 

Tour in Iraq?

She writes about the young lance corporal she meets early one morning

As he lay recovering from surgery in the ward.

“I remembered the tattoos on his arms,” she says.

“One said USMC.  And one, he told me,

used to say SEMPER FI.

After that day’s car bomb had taken out most of his forearm, only

The S and the E remained.”

“I remembered his tears and the way he swiped mercilessly at them.

He felt fear.  He felt shame that far outweighed that fear.

He went on to explain that had been in Iraq almost two months.

The injury would earn him his third Purple Heart.

He told me he was afraid his luck would run out.

He was ashamed to feel afraid.”

“I remember struggling to form the words that would normalize this 19-year-old

Young man’s experience,” she says.

And then I consciously decided to take another path instead.

I told him there was nothing normal about three Purple Hearts in two months.

I told him there were no feelings hat were usual for people in that situation.

I told him he was going home.

He laid on his pillow without making a sound.

I sat with him a long time.

And as I sat there I thought of my Brian, only seventeen months old,

And I pictured myself lying in bed when the phone rang in the darkness.

I physically experienced that sick, sinking sensation that must

Invade every mother’s heart the moment she hears a ring fracture the night.”

Can we listen to these stories that Heidi tells?

Are we ready to hear these veteran’s stories?

Here in our MetroWest communities
There is a good chance that we don’t know many people

Who have loved ones serving over in Iraq right now.

In our congregation we have only have two families

With a loved one who is currently serving.

In many ways we are removed and comfortably distant

From the impact this war is having on the soldiers

And the families they are so distant from.

And until I learned more about my grandfather’s harrowing experiences in WWII,

And his inability to share it with almost anyone for over 50 years,

I will confess to you that I was someone who grew too comfortable with this distance from our veterans and the sacrifices they have made.

But now, this year, Veterans Day feels personal.

It speaks to me of making up for missed opportunities.

It speaks to me of actively seeking out the stories of our veterans,

Especially those just returned,

So that maybe they won’t wait, like my grandfather, over 50 plus

Years to tell their story, to have it heard.

I don’t pretend to believe our listening to them will help

Us resolve any struggles we might have with this war; 

it certainly doesn’t solve mine.

But as a religious person, as someone who believes that we are expected

To take our faith with us out into the world,

I feel called by our religion to attend to our veterans with compassion

And empathy and a simple willingness to hear their stories,

So that these men and women who have served

Or are serving now will know that I have not forgotten them,

That I am not ignoring or pretending not to see them,

That this year I have finally really seen the ads, 

I have finally woken up to the Veterans Day Sales,

And as long as there are men and women dying in Iraq

I am vowing to live counter to the culture.

Today I will not shop.  
Today I will stop to read the names on the signs

In my town of Holliston.

Tonight at 7p.m. I will gather with you and our friends from Pilgrim Church

On the green in front of that great old tree in front of the library

And I will speak names.  We will light candles.  We will remember.

We will offer compassion.  We will give thanks for service.

And we will pray for peace, so that this service may not be in vain.

I speak from my heart, you can tell.

This is a free pulpit, and yours are free pews,

And this means you will decide for yourself what you will do 
with this Veterans Day.

Please know no bolts of lighting come out of this pulpit if you’re sitting there thinking,

“but I have to go the store today; I already made my list!”

But whatever we do, hear this call toward engagement.

Hear this call toward compassionate listening.

Seek out the neighbor, friend, or family member of a veteran.

Seek out the veterans themselves.

Listen to their stories.  Tell their stories.

Do not wait.  There is much inside them we do not see.

Amen.

