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A writer, a poet, a politician, a speaker never takes on a more delicate task then 

when he or she presumes to speak for the dead. The famous First World War 

poem “In Flanders Fields” is written entirely in the voice of the dead soldiers. I 

had to memorize it in school – did you?  

 

Here’s what a little internet research revealed about its background. The poem 

was written by Major John McCrea, a Canadian doctor and artillery commander 

serving in Flanders, after a man in his unit, Lt. Alexis Helmer, was killed by a an 

exploding German artillery shell near Ypres. As the unit chaplain was on call 

elsewhere, Dr. McCrea was asked to conduct the funeral service for Helmer, and 

out of that experience, he wrote the poem, a mediation on what the dead would 

say to the living.  

 

The dead say poppies are blowing across the fields, but they cannot see them. 

They conclude with the stanza that gives me pause this morning: 

 

“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.” 

 

It’s a beautiful poem, a haunting poem, and for most Americans, the first 

association they have with the name Flanders. But the First World War, whose 

centennial we are observing in these years, looks from a century later like an 

incredibly stupid waste of life. Military technology had advanced, but military 

tactics had not. Against the killing power of automatic weapons, field 

commanders used ploys which had been used against Napoleon a century earlier. 

Wave after wave of infantrymen were marched into point-blank fire. 

Many anti-war poets and writers and songwriters point to the excesses of the First 

World War as reason why all war is an exercise in futility. The war did remake 

the map of Europe, but not necessarily for the better and the reparations the 

victors imposed on the vanquished fostered a resentment in Germany that ushered 

in a democratically elected fascist state fifteen years later, leading to another 

world war. 

 

Yet Dr. McCrea’s poem insists that we the living should keep faith with the dead, 

and this involves taking up their quarrel with the foe.  
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Through thousands of years of wartime rhetoric, this phrase resonates that the war 

dead should not have died in vain. In the fifth century BCE, the orator Pericles 

gave his famous funeral oration for the men of Athens who died in the 

Peloponnesian War. His is a classic statement of the value of democracy, the 

Athenian system of government, and he argues that democracy is so glorious that 

any citizen should be proud that their loved one died defending it. He said, 

I have dwelt upon the greatness of Athens because I want to show you that we are 

contending for a higher prize than those who enjoy none of these privileges, and 

to establish by manifest proof the merit of these men whom I am now 

commemorating. ... For in magnifying the city I have magnified them,... I believe 

that a death such as theirs has been the true measure of a man's worth; it may be 

the first revelation of his virtues, but is at any rate their final seal.” 

Lincoln channeled Pericles in the Gettysburg Address, the remarkable 250 words 

in which he redefined the idea of America. He articulated the transcendent ideals 

of freedom and equality as those for which the nation was founded, and then 

declared that the union dead had died in the great cause of defending those ideals: 

“We have come to dedicate a portion of that field as a final resting place for those 

who here gave their lives that that nation might live.” 

 

Yet in a famous passage of rhetorical humility, Lincoln insists that the living 

cannot make the ground holy because the sacrifice of the soldiers has already 

done that: “we cannot dedicate. . .we cannot consecrate. . . we cannot hallow this 

ground. The brave men, living and dead, who struggled here have consecrated it, 

far above our poor power to add or detract.” 

 

Lincoln’s peroration wraps up all these themes with a charge to the audience to 

renew its dedication, its devotion, to the great cause of the war: 

“It is for us the living, rather, to be dedicated here to the unfinished work which 

they who fought here have thus far so nobly advanced. It is rather for us to be 

here dedicated to the great task remaining before us. . .that from these honored 

dead we take increased devotion to that cause for which they gave the last full 

measure of devotion. . . that we here highly resolve that these dead shall not have 

died in vain. . . that this nation, under God, shall have a new birth of freedom. . . 

and that government of the people. . .by the people. . .for the people. . . shall not 

perish from the earth.”  

 

This rhetoric is beautiful it is inspiring and it is deeply troubling. Lincoln does not 

presume to speak in the actual voices of the dead, as does Dr. McCrea fifty years 

later, but he definitely gives the dead soldiers a point of view.  

 

And it is that which offends me. I love this speech, it inspires me, but in fact 

Lincoln has absolutely no way of knowing how much devotion any individual 

soldier had to Lincoln’s aims for the war. Earlier in the war, Irish draftees, newly 

arrived on this shore to escape the potato famine, rebelled when they realized that 

they were being required to fight to destroy the institution of slavery. Even among 
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the abolitionists, there was division about whether it was worth anyone’s blood to 

keep the slave states in the union. We often see this attitude among liberals today: 

“Texas wants to secede? Well let them, and good riddance!” 

 

Garry Wills, in his masterful 1993 volume dissecting this speech, Lincoln at 

Gettysburg, maintains that Lincoln was in this spare and efficient prose creating 

an idea of America that had not existed before.  

 

But Lincoln echoed Pericles in saying that we, the living, must ensure that these 

soldiers did not die in vain. That is to say, we need to prosecute this military 

campaign to a successful conclusion, or else the sacrifice of these young men will 

be meaningless.  

 

“In vain” can mean “without any purpose at all,” but it more usually means 

“without succeeding at the defined or state purpose.” If we take the latter 

meaning, a soldier dies in vain if his side loses. By that logic, half of the 

casualties of the Civil War, the confederate soldiers, would have died in vain. All 

the British soldiers in the Revolutionary War, the War of 1812, the Mexicans in 

the Mexican war, all died in vain. 

 

But suppose we take the larger meaning, without any purpose at all. In that sense, 

everyone who dies, whether in combat or at home in bed, whether civilian or 

military, dies in vain. Or at least the meaning of the death, and of the life that 

preceded it, is up for grabs. A human life does not come with assembly 

instructions, nor does it come with a statement of purpose. It is up to each of us to 

come up with a purpose for our lives, and that purpose will shift over the course 

of our lifetimes. 

 

I had to decide what I wanted my life to become when I was nearing the end of 

my student deferment in 1969 and had a low lottery number. I told my fiancee’s 

father that I was so firmly opposed to the War in Vietnam that I would go to jail 

or Canada rather than fight in it. In the end, I succeeded in getting a medical 

exemption. I came up in a small suburban Episcopal Church in Columbia South 

Carolina; some of the peers who had the most influence on my development were 

in my church youth group. 

 

Bob Hollingsworth was a handsome tall drink of water with a brush cut hairstyle; 

he always had thoughtful answers in the serious moral discussions we engaged in 

on Sunday evenings, and then he would go out with us afterwards for a burger and 

unbend a little. When we all went off to college, Bob went off to war in Vietnam, 

and in my sophomore year I learned that he had been killed. A few months later, I 

learned that Johnny Raines, another member of the youth group, had been killed.  

I believed then and believe now that the War in Vietnam was a colossal mistake, 

and I cannot see any justification for these two wonderful acquaintances of mine 

to have lost their lives prematurely.  
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I read Dave Van Wye’s Vietnam novel last year with interest and engagement. As 

I gather it, if he and I had encountered each other as he was leaving for his 

service, he probably would not have looked favorably on my resistance. And I 

have to admit there was an element of the self-serving in my opposition; I not 

only thought the war was wrong, I didn’t want to get shot at personally. If Dave’s 

novel is true to his experience, he gradually came to see some merit in the point of 

view of the war protestors. On my part, I got to carry my antiwar torch within my 

own family, where some cousins were gung-ho supporters of the war and my 

father’s cousin was General Westmoreland. I did not extend my opposition to the 

war to disdain for those who fought it.  

 

Let’s get back to the concept of dying in vain. The rhetoric reaches something of a 

feverish peak in the poem “In Flanders Fields.” The voice is that of the dead 

themselves. This is what is known in literary circles as a conceit; obviously dead 

people do not talk or write poetry, and if they did, I doubt that all the dead 

soldiers on the British side would speak with one voice, as they do in the poem. 

And given the carnage of that war, it’s extremely doubtful that all of them would 

line up behind the plea to the living, take up our quarrel with the foe. 

I want to believe that our quarrels are finite. I want to believe that the moral and 

national forces which separate us, which divide us, which lead us to kill each 

other, are restricted to a limited realm. As our Universalist forebears did not want 

to believe that the sins of this life would follow us into the afterlife, I don’t want 

to believe that I will care one whit about flags or uniforms or the justness of any 

particular cause after I’m dead. If I had to come back to say anything after I die, I 

hope it would be to comfort my loved ones, tell them I loved them, not to exhort 

my comrades to fight on.  

 

Poetic imagination is a wonderful thing. In the classic play “Our Town,” Thornton 

Wilder imagines the dead of a small New Hampshire town. What happens to them 

is that they gradually lose interest in the affairs of the living. Wilder’s dead would 

not be sending messages back about how to prosecute the latest war. They would 

take the long view. After all, whatever your views on the afterlife, you’re 

definitely dead for eternity. 

 

Now, I can see going to a war where I was convinced of the justness of the cause, 

say, fighting for the Allies in World War II or the Union in the Civil War, and 

saying to myself and my family, if I don’t make it back, please know that I love 

you very much and I love the country and I think we are doing the right thing to 

oppose Hitler or keep the Confederate States in the union. I’m sure I would try to 

reconcile myself to the possibility of my own death by telling myself it would be 

for a good cause. There is nothing wrong with that. 

 

What feels wrong is for someone else to appropriate my voice after I can no 

longer speak. And that is what Dr. McCrea is doing in the poem “In Flanders 

Fields.” 
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The answer to this poem we have already read this morning. Archibald MacLeish, 

like Dr. McCrea, served in the First World War. After the war, he began writing 

poetry, and by 1941 he had been named Librarian of Congress. He continued 

writing poetry as a new generation of young men went off to war in Europe and 

the Pacific. He had to have been well aware of “in Flanders Fields.” I think his 

poem, written in 1941, is a rebuke to the earlier McCrea poem, for it starts out 

“The young dead soldiers do not speak.” Now this may seem obvious, but 

McCrea has had them speaking all in one voice and supporting the war aims 

above all else and proclaiming it woud be worth it if our side only wins. 

MacLeish starts out flatly debunking the idea that the dead speak at all, but then 

he backtracks. Paradoxically, they speak in the silence. They speak in the silence 

of our minds. But they don’t carry propaganda. They only say “We were young. 

We have died. Remember us.”  

 

As to the larger meaning of their deaths, the dead of MacLeish’s poem insist that 

it can’t be known now: 

 

They say: We have given our lives but until it is finished no one can know what 

our lives gave.  

 

They say: Our deaths are not ours; they are yours; they will mean what you make 

them.  

 

They say: Whether our lives and our deaths were for peace and a new hope or for 

nothing we cannot say; it is you who must say this.  

 

Here’s what I think MacLeish meant. After the First World War, the victors 

imposed punitive reparations on the losers, and the League of Nations -- set up to 

try to insure that there would be no repeat of that carnage -- floundered when the 

United States, the most powerful nation and the one least damaged by the conflict, 

refused to support the League to the extent it needed.  

 

The First World War had been sold as a war to end war or to make the world safe 

for democracy. It did not accomplish either of those aims, so maybe the vast 

multitudes who died in that conflict died in vain. But if the war just starting when 

MacLeish wrote his poem were to succeed, maybe it would set up international 

structures which would prevent future wars. And then the world would be safe for 

democracy, and this would vindicate all the deaths of both world wars. 

Now that is a lot to hope for when the reality the soldier sees is all horrific 

carnage which snuffs out the lives of his buddies every day. If it is to become true, 

it is not truth from the voices of the dead soldiers, it is from what we the living 

have heard in the silence and what we resolve to do. Lincoln urged on his hearers 

at Gettysburg a resolve to see the war through, and preserve the union, but higher 

than that, a resolve to see America actually live out the ideals on which it was 

founded. MacLeish is saying if we want these young dead soldiers not to have 
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died in vain, it is up to us to build and fund and maintain the structures of 

international peace. 

 

Which brings us to last Friday, and President Obama’s visit to Hiroshima. Much 

conservative commentary on social media over this weekend deploring that 

President Obama “apologized” for America’s use of the atomic bomb in 1945. 

But this is false. The President’s people worked very hard to make sure that the 

Japanese understood, and accepted, that he was not going to offer an apology for 

the decision to use the bomb. And he did not. 

 

What he did, however, was remarkable. If you haven’t read his remarks in full, I 

recommend you do so. What he did was to try to come to terms with the 

enormous shock and suffering caused by the dropping of the bomb, and to draw 

lessons from it on the necessity of worldwide nuclear disarmament. He did not 

apologize. He did embrace many of the survivors, he touched them and by what 

he said he showed them that he understood something of what they had been 

through. 

 

On Friday, standing at the Hiroshima Memorial in the center of town, President 

Obama started this way: 

Seventy-one years ago, on a bright cloudless morning, death fell from the sky and 

the world was changed. A flash of light and a wall of fire destroyed a city and 

demonstrated that mankind possessed the means to destroy itself. 

Why do we come to this place, to Hiroshima? We come to ponder a terrible force 

unleashed in a not-so-distant past. We come to mourn the dead, including over 

100,000 Japanese men, women and children, thousands of Koreans, a dozen 

Americans held prisoner. 

Their souls speak to us. They ask us to look inward, to take stock of who we are 

and what we might become. 

 

Notice the contrast with Flanders Fields: the dead speak to us not with their voices 

but with their souls. Their souls do not bid us to take up our old quarrels with the 

foe, nor to rededicate ourselves to our national ideals, but to look inward and take 

stock. We are no longer foes. In the long view, the view of the dead, yesterday’s 

enemy may be today’s ally. 

 

The President continued, 

“... in the image of a mushroom cloud that rose into these skies, we are most 

starkly reminded of humanity’s core contradiction. How the very spark that marks 

us as a species, our thoughts, our imagination, our language, our toolmaking, our 

ability to set ourselves apart from nature and bend it to our will — those very 

things also give us the capacity for unmatched destruction. ... 

The wars of the modern age teach us this truth. Hiroshima teaches this truth. 

Technological progress without an equivalent progress in human institutions can 
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doom us. The scientific revolution that led to the splitting of an atom requires a 

moral revolution as well. 

“That is why we come to this place. We stand here in the middle of this city and 

force ourselves to imagine the moment the bomb fell. We force ourselves to feel 

the dread of children confused by what they see. We listen to a silent cry. We 

remember all the innocents killed across the arc of that terrible war and the wars 

that came before and the wars that would follow.” 

 

We listen to a silent cry. Not the soldiers’ voices urging us on, this is the plurality 

of voices of the dead from all walks of life.  

 

Memorial Day is when we honor the dead who have perished in wars. But wars 

are fought over nationality, territory, religion, ideology, race. The dead have no 

voices, but if they did, the dead of fifty or a hundred or two hundred or two 

thousand years ago would not be urging us to take up their quarrel with the foe. 

Causes are transient, the dead are dead forever. They occupy a space beyond 

nationality, beyond race, beyond religion, beyond good and evil. The quarrel 

between Athens and Sparta was resolved two thousand years ago. That between 

the Confederates and the Union was resolved 150 years ago, that between the 

Americans and Germans a century ago and then again 70 years ago. We have no 

quarrel today with the German or Japanese people. We do have a responsibility to 

put these terrible weapons beyond use, and to try to put an end to war, period. If 

the dead could speak, that is what I think they would be telling us. 

 

Amen.  

 

 

Readings Memorial Day 

 

DULCE ET DECORUM EST by Wilfred Owen 

 

Bent double, like old beggars under sacks,  

Knock-kneed, coughing like hags, we cursed through sludge,  

Till on the haunting flareswe turned our backs  

And towards our distant rest began to trudge.  

Men marched asleep. Many had lost their boots  

But limped on, blood-shod. All went lame; all blind;  

Drunk with fatigue; deaf even to the hoots 

Of tired, outstripped Five-Nines that dropped behind. 

Gas!Gas! Quick, boys! – An ecstasy of fumbling,  

Fitting the clumsy helmets just in time;  

But someone still was yelling out and stumbling,  

And flound'ring like a man in fire or lime. . .  

Dim, through the misty panes and thick green light,  

As under a green sea, I saw him drowning.  
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In all my dreams, before my helpless sight,  

He plunges at me, guttering, choking, drowning.  

If in some smothering dreams you too could pace  

Behind the wagon that we flung him in,  

And watch the white eyes writhing in his face,  

His hanging face, like a devil's sick of sin;  

If you could hear, at every jolt, the blood  

Come gargling from the froth-corrupted lungs,  

Obscene as cancer, bitter as the cud  

Of vile, incurable sores on innocent tongues,  

My friend, you would not tell with such high zest  

To children ardent for some desperate glory,  

The old Lie; Dulce et Decorum est  

Pro patria mori. 

 

IN FLANDERS FIELDS 

 

by John McCrae, May 1915 

 

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. 


