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There are records throughout history of men and women, nations and cities, 

honoring their dead. There is a connection between the dead and the living. 

Catholics, of all people, know something about that connection. The Church does 

not provide us with a specific Mass for Memorial Day because every Mass is a 

memorial. In the Mass we have a meeting that is far richer than a yearly pause to 

think about something that has happened and is now gone. The Greek word 

anamnesis, translated as re-membering, puts back together a presence, so that One 

Who was gone is present again, again-membered. This is not that we put Almighty 

God anywhere! Rather, it is His Promise to us. He said, “Do this in remembrance 

of Me.” Do this for coming again into My presence. 

During the year we have a special one-day focus on our own beloved departed 

family members and friends. This is All Souls’ Day, November 2nd. And at any 

time of the year we can request a Mass to be offered as a month’s-mind, or year’s-

mind, for the benefit of Christ’s grace to the departed. This practice is all part of 

what we believe when, in the Creed, we affirm “The Communion of Saints.” We 

also have Veterans’ Day, November 11th, when we give thanks for all the men and 

women who now serve, or who have served, in the armed forces of our country. 

That commemoration does not take place in a cemetery, because the focus of the 

observance is different from today. 

In our country Decoration Day was the original name for Memorial Day. The 

observance began with the tending of the graves of soldiers who died during, or 

just, after the Civil War. 600,000 men and women lost their lives in combat. That 

is a staggering number even when we read daily of death and destruction in 

Ukraine. There are many towns that claim to be the origin of Decoration Day 

ceremonies. When peace came, it is likely that people all across our land were 

similarly motivated by a desire to honor their war dead. 

One such observance in Charleston, South Carolina happened on May 1, 1865. The 

ceremony took place in the largest open area available: the grounds of the South 

Carolina Jockey Club. The property had been used as a prisoner of war camp. As 

many as 257 Union soldiers died of exposure and malnutrition during the war and 
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were buried in a mass grave. Many citizens of Charleston were dying of starvation 

and disease as well during the same hard period. A reporter from The New York 

Tribune covered the Memorial Day ceremony. Former slaves had spent two weeks 

digging individual graves for the 257 soldiers. The reporter described “a 

procession of friends and mourners as South Carolina and the United States never 

saw before.” The newspaper said as many as 10,000 people attended the 

observance.   

You can’t see the graves of the soldiers in Charleston today. The cemetery and the 

whole city fell into neglect. The soldiers’ remains were reverently moved to 

Beaufort and Florence. The race course turned prisoner of war camp and then 

military cemetery eventually became Hampton Park, a beautiful city park above 

U.S. 17, between King Street and the Ashley River. And there is a Boston and New 

York connection. John Olmstead, Frederick Law Olmstead’s adopted son, was 

hired to plan the park landscape. And the South Carolina Jockey Club also had a 

second life. August Belmont purchased the old gates for his new race track on 

Long Island. 

Belmont Park has the gates, and Hampton Park is a lovely garden spot. But our 

commemoration today is more closely connected to the event in 1865, where 

twenty-eight black workmen whitewashed a fence and built an archway over an 

entrance to the burial ground, and inscribed the word “Martyrs of the Race 

Course.” 

Ever since that time, Memorial Day honors those whose deaths were in defense of 

the liberties we all enjoy as a nation. Liberty and freedom are not free! They are 

not cheap. They are bought with, and defended with, the price of precious lives. 

The people in Ukraine know something about that which you and I often take for 

granted. So we do not, and must not, forget. We are eternally grateful for those 

unprecedented freedoms. And our war dead remind us of the responsibility 

imposed upon us to care for those freedoms and exercise them rightly. 



The Congregation of Saint Athanasius 

A sermon preached by Father Bradford on Memorial Day 

In Mount Benedict Cemetery, West Roxbury 

May 30, 2022 

+ 
 

 

And that brings us back to the Mass. At the heart of the Christian gospel we 

acknowledge that One Man suffered for the sake of all. In countless ways ever 

since, and on every day, some men and women suffer that others may benefit. On 

Memorial Day our focus is on our war dead, those who laid down their lives in 

service of our country. And that offering is not ignored or forgotten in the heavenly 

realm. Rather, in the Divine order of things, self-sacrifice resonates. It rings all the 

bells. The Lord Jesus Christ takes all suffering up into His Own perfect sacrifice. 

He joins those souls and their self-sacrifice to His Own perfect death and 

resurrection. And we pray that we who memorialize their sacrifice may thereby be 

strengthened for the Lord’s service in our nation and community in our own day. 


