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Memorial Day, like Independence Day and Thanksgiving, is a holiday of American origin. Officially proclaimed on May 5, 1868 by General John Logan, national commander of the Grand Army of the Republic, Memorial Day was celebrated on May 30 when flowers were placed on the graves of Union and Confederate soldiers at Arlington National Cemetery.


But unlike our other unique holidays, Memorial Day doesn't always get the attention it deserves. Thanksgiving is celebrated in homes across the country, a gathering of family and friends that’s steeped in centuries-old traditions. The Fourth of July is celebrated across America, in small towns and large cities, a giant national birthday party with parades, patriotism and fireworks. 


Memorial Day observances are different. While there are events commemorating the day, they are often sparsely attended and less universally celebrated. Many people enjoy a three-day weekend without giving much thought of those to whom it’s dedicated.


The military actions in Afghanistan and Iraq remind us of the threats faced by those who volunteer to serve their country and defend their fellow Americans from harm. Hundreds of thousands of men and women are spending today in dangerous places throughout the world, unable to relax and read their local newspaper, mow the lawn, kiss their children or do all the routine things that are part of normal life.


Instead, they work long, hard days with few comforts and often in the face of armed strangers who hope to kill them. They battle loneliness, fatigue, boredom, hunger, extreme temperatures, and, on occasion, gripping fear.


Our men and women in uniform are no different than you or I. They want to be at home, enjoying a long weekend. They long to spend time with their families. They have dreams about their future, a desire to live life to its fullest.


But the sad reality is that many will not. More than 230 of our brave men and women serving in Operation Iraqi Freedom and Operation Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan and the Philippines have lost their lives.


There will be no happy homecoming for these patriots. Like so many U.S. soldiers, sailors, airmen, Marines and Coast Guardsmen before them, they parted with everything that was dear to them in the defense of their nation and our freedoms.


And their loss is borne by the loved ones they leave behind. Families of military personnel share in their loved one’s sacrifices throughout his or her service. But that sacrifice is compounded beyond measure when someone close is killed in the course of duty. Parents lose a precious child. A wife is deprived of her husband. Children face the devastation of life without a parent.    


Hardly a day passes without the announcement of a U.S. military loss. The world is an increasingly dangerous place and our men and women in uniform are on the front lines in the most perilous spots. Sadly, their efforts to make the world secure for the rest of us will continue to result in casualties.


We know a lot about the men and women who died in the terrorist attacks on September 11. Media coverage, books, and documentaries have highlighted firemen, airline passengers, corporate employees and many others who lost their lives that day. Their lives - and in many cases heroism - are remembered and celebrated.


But the men and women killed in combat rarely receive national media coverage. Though they have given their lives for their country, military personnel are often anonymous outside their family and hometown. Our freedom has been secured for more than 200 years in large part because of the sacrifices of countless unsung heroes.


If you knew that an action you took today could lead to your death, would you still undertake it in order for others to be free? If you did, it would be a shame if your sacrifice was taken for granted, or worse, forgotten by those you gave your life to protect. 


Few nations in history have enjoyed the freedom, wealth, peace and comfort that we’ve been blessed with in the United States. Memorial Day reminds us that our freedom came with a price - for some the greatest price. Jesus said: “Greater love has no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends.” 


While you’re going about your activities today, remember all those brave souls - from the Revolution to Operation Iraqi Freedom - who laid down their lives protecting our cherished liberties.
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