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 It was a common enough school project: interview someone 

you know who had fought in World War Two.  In my high school 

history class, just about this time of year, we would begin the 

study of World War Two.  Obviously, unlike any other part of our 

history class, it was possible to actually talk to someone who had 

lived through what we were reading about.  Incidentally, the 

Vietnam War received very little attention in this history class back 

then; the emotional wounds still fresh even in the eighties.  So 

World War Two was pretty much the end of the class, and I knew 

exactly who I would talk to: my grandfather Max. 

 I had heard many stories about the war long before I read 

about it in the history book.  My grandfather on my mother’s side, 

joined the Navy in 1943 and was stationed, in of all places, Pearl 

Harbor Hawaii. His job was in electronics specifically fixing up 

battle ships and aircraft carriers.  He told me all kinds of stories.  

He once saw a battle ship with these long cannons that had fired 

so many rounds so often that they overheated and drooped down 
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over the side of the ship like mozzarella cheese melting over the 

side of a pizza.  He told funny stories of trying to learn 

semaphore, the codes transmitted through colored flags that 

would fly along the bow of the ship.  Only my maternal 

grandfather, like myself, was color blind and would get confused 

as to what the message was.  He would sometimes find himself 

frantically running about the ship trying to get to where he needed 

to be.  He told me salty tales about what a twenty year old kid 

from rural Ohio would do on shore leave in Honolulu Hawaii.  But 

the history class required that I ask him about my grandfather 

Max’s service and to tie it in to what we had learned.  I learned 

that there were aircraft carriers that the Japanese had assumed 

were destroyed in some Pacific naval battles were saved and 

went back into service; my grandfather remembered fixing those 

ships. 

 When we began our interview, my Grandfather Max pulled 

down a box full of postcards of these ships.  He showed me his 

service knife.  He pulled out newspaper clippings from those 

days.  I remember the mixed emotions he had about the war.  He 

saw suffering and death up close and personal.  While he was not 

in combat himself, he saw what a ship looked like after a battle.  It 

was horrifying.  War for him was not some maudlin sentimental 

excuse for patriotism.  And yet we were talking about his young 
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adulthood – the beginning of his adult life in many respects.  I 

remember my early twenties fondly despite the difficult economic 

and political times our nation faced.  For my grandfather these 

postcards were ties to that earlier part of his life.  Things that back 

then had been every day, mundane realities, took on a sacred 

resonance for him.  I am sure he carried that knife with him every 

day back then.  At some point I am sure it was something he 

forgot was there, or didn’t think much of.  But after the war it took 

on a symbolic purpose.  It represented war and sacrifice and 

heroism.  No wonder he kept it locked away in a box in his closet.  

We set our sacred objects separate and apart from the rest of the 

world. 

 In our story today, Lydia Sexson’s mother did much the 

same thing with the postcard of the sand sculpture.  Yes the 

postcard featured a sculpture of the Virgin Mary and the baby 

Jesus, but that is not what made it a sacred object.  It was the 

emotional connection that Sexson and her mother both felt toward 

the picture.  Somehow they connected with the dynamic picture 

and the mysterious caption that the original sender enclosed.  The 

irony, Sexson points out, is that this is a picture of something that 

is ephemeral.  The artist knew very well that his creation would be 

destroyed by the tides eventually.  And yet it is preserved through 

the decades in the form of this postcard’s picture.  It endures 
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through the generations from being her mother’s secret treasure 

to her secret treasure. 

 Ordinary objects like the postcard or my grandfather’s box of 

memories from the war, become sacred because of the symbolic 

power they hold.  Over time they come to stand for more than 

simply themselves.  They include within them our emotional 

connections to others or perhaps an emotional connection to a 

time in our life that we don’t want to forget.  Tangible concrete 

objects can be vessels for the Holy.  We need something that we 

can pick up and touch and hold to ground us and connect us to 

that feeling of transcendence.  They help us remember yes, but 

more than simply remember, they help us to re-experience some 

part of our lives that we don’t want to lose.  The ordinary can be 

sacred. 

 Toward the end of the reading Sexson talks to the writer of 

the postcard’s caption, “Did you know that your bland pencil 

would preserve you, along with your tramp and his image, not into 

eternity, but into the sandy constructions of my own shoreline of 

consciousness?”  Obviously it is a rhetorical question, but Sexson 

makes a good point.  The transitory nature of our lives is 

undeniable, and yet most days we live in denial of it.  Me too – we 

Buddhists can fool ourselves just as readily as anyone else.  Most 

of us live our lives suppressing the awareness of our mortality.  
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We don’t consider each action in light of our inevitable death.  

And yet so much that we do resonates beyond our lives.  I am 

sure Mrs. Young thought very little about the postcard she sent, 

and the note that she wrote to go with it.  And yet two generations 

of Sexson’s kept that postcard as a precious gift.  If you take it 

further, that postcard message made it into a book that got 

published, and ultimately into this sermon and presented to you.  

There is no way that at the time Mrs. Young could have thought 

that her thoughts at that moment would be so well preserved.  I 

think of the irony of Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address in which he 

proclaims that “The world will little note nor long remember what 

we say here.”  Yet I can quote that line from memory; it is literally 

written in stone at the Lincoln Memorial in Washington DC!  We 

never know what small thing we do will have a large impact on 

others down the road. 

 In Unitarian Universalism we talk a lot about the 

interdependent web of existence of which we are a part.  It is a 

good and important teaching.  Heck, I would probably say it is the 

cornerstone to Unitarian Universalist theology – even though I 

know darned well the original authors of that seventh principle 

didn’t mean it that way.  I hear about the ordinarily sacred every 

time we do a memorial service.  The Unitarian Universalist 

approach to memorials is to place a strong emphasis on telling 
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the story of the person who died.  Their life meant something to 

us, that is why we loved them and grieve their loss.  It helps to tell 

the story.  It transforms the ordinary into the sacred. 

 Often at these affairs the children or spouse, or occasionally 

grandchildren, of the person who has passed away will come up 

to this pulpit and share some anecdote about their dear mother or 

father or brother or sister.  Usually there is laughter at a 

remembering a shared story; more often tears as our hearts go 

through the slow process of saying good-bye.  What I have 

observed about these stories is how ordinary they are.  I say this 

in the best possible sense.  This month our theme is grace, and 

today I come to preach to you that grace is all around us.  It is not 

to be found solely in some mountaintop peak experience that we 

might envision.  We don’t have to be surrounded in light and hear 

angels singing our name to experience grace.  So often, grace 

happens in the small ordinary moments that touch, and connect to 

another person’s life.  I know this because those are the stories 

the children tell of their parents at their memorial service.  The 

time Dad showed me how to drive a car or Mom messed up the 

dress she was trying to fix.  I can’t remember one story about how 

Dad got a big raise and a promotion.  They seem to be about 

those small moments when the dearly departed gave something 

of themselves: their time, their attention, their presence, their love.  
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Those were the moments of grace when one life overlapped with 

another in a meaningful way.  Those are the ordinarily sacred 

moments that transcend even death, and you don’t have to 

believe in angels or the pearly gates to experience it. 

 This year marks the twentieth anniversary of my grandfather 

Max’s death.  The folded flag presented to my mother at his 

funeral is proudly displayed in a glass case custom made by my 

brother.  It is a sacred object of him – I see it every day when I am 

in my mother’s dining room, but it is set apart too.  Memorial Day 

is a good day to remember the connections we have with each 

other; particularly the connections we still have with those whom 

we love but have died.  In what way do they live on in you?  How 

has their existence transformed your existence?  What little piece 

of them lives on in memory and in practice down through the 

generations like a postcard handed off from mother to daughter? 

 One of my everlasting memories of my grandfather was that 

he was a huge sports fan.  Mostly baseball, but he loved it all.  I 

learned how to be a crazy Michigan fan because of him.  Other 

than geographic proximity, he had no connection to the school.  

He died in my junior year, so he had some knowledge of my being 

a student at Michigan.  But every Sunday of my childhood we 

would visit my grandparents.  Max would drink beer, watch the 

game, and tell us about the old days.  Stories about the old 
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players and who was better then as opposed to now.  Even 

subconsciously he is still there with me sometimes when I watch 

games.  For good or for ill.  Couple of years ago Michigan lost 

their bowl game with 15 seconds to play.  At the time I thought, 

“Grandpa would be going nuts right now if he had seen that play.”  

But then again a few years ago the Detroit Tigers baseball team 

made it to the World Series.  As I say my grandfather was the 

most crazy Tigers fan I have ever met, and if you knew more 

members of my family you would know that that is saying 

something.  Part of me was sad that he wasn’t here to see his 

team in the World Series once again.  But you know, I thought at 

the time, I just have to enjoy it for him.  I am here to see this – it’s 

up to me to enjoy this moment for the both of us. 

 Those moments of sacred connection are made possible 

because when I think of the Detroit Tigers playing baseball, I 

remember every Sunday afternoon of my childhood being in his 

house watching those games when the season was going on.  

They were ordinary at the time; they are sacred to me know.  

They are infused with symbolic meaning.  They are the concrete 

vessels through which I still feel connected to him.  They are little 

nuggets of grace that help me remember. 

 That is what we are called to do on Memorial Day after all: 

remember.  It’s funny, if you go online or maybe in the 
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newspaper, you read a lot of criticism of Memorial Day.  Memorial 

Day may be second only to Christmas in the number of people 

bemoaning how decadent the Memorial Day holiday is; how we 

have forgotten the true meaning of the day.  It is just an excuse to 

grill and shop and not go to work or school.  Hopefully there is a 

parade or some commemoration, but like the nativity scene at 

Christmas time; you can avoid that if you want to.  Surely there is 

validity to this criticism.  Memorial Day is meant as a day to 

remember those who died serving their country.  But you know I 

give the folks who want to spend the day at home with their 

families grilling and hitting a sale a bit of a break. 

 If you were here last Sunday I told you a bit of my Memorial 

Day tradition is to do some fairly serious barbequing in my 

backyard in a lawn chair reading a book, enjoying a day outside.  

Last year I found myself feeling a bit guilty for this wondrous treat 

of a day to relax and watch baseball.  You know those men and 

women died so that I could do this, I thought.  I have the freedom 

to have a day like this because of their sacrifice.  Which is true.  

But I thought you know, if those soldiers could have one more 

day, if they were magically resurrected with but 24 hours to enjoy 

the world again, what might they do?  Maybe some of them who 

harbored some desire to climb Mount Everest would do it.  But I 

bet most of them, if given a chance, would do some pretty 
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ordinary things.  They would watch a baseball game, grill a steak, 

spend some time with their spouse and the kids.  They would 

enjoy life; maybe pretty similarly to the way I was enjoying life just 

then.  They are not here to do those things; so let’s enjoy it for 

them. 

 My friends if you are looking for grace in your life, you need 

not look far.  If you want a connection to that transcending source 

of mystery and wonder that our Unitarian Universalist principles 

mention, you need not plan a long pilgrimage to the Middle East 

or India.  The sacred can be found right before your eyes.  When 

we give our time, attention, and presence to the people around 

us, the people we love, then we are in the midst of the Holy.  Let 

us be intentional about those ordinary moments where our lives 

intersect with the lives of our loved ones.  Bring your fully self to 

those moments.  Because you never know which moment will 

resonate through your life and theirs.  Amen Blessed Be. 


