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The Progress

I was in Washington, D.C. last week for the annual meeting of the National Conference of 
Catholic Bishops. This was the 18th November meeting I have attended in Washington, 
D.C.!

It is a meeting often filled with agenda items that impact the mission of the church from 
liturgy to pastoral care, from issues of social justice to ministry, as well as a host of other 
concerns. It is a time to see friends who share the same ministry as you do as well as to 
gain a deeper insight into concerns and questions beyond one’s own diocesan church. !

For more than a decade now, a visit to Washington, D.C. always involves a visit to the 
Vietnam Memorial which is the most crowded of the memorials in our nation’s capitol at 
this time of year.!

The Vietnam Memorial is a stark, extended set of black marble panels which stretch out 
over a hillside. Each panel contains a list of names of the men and women who died in 
Vietnam in service to our country.!

No visit to the Vietnam Memorial ever takes place without seeing parents, friends, or 
relatives who have come there for the first time. It is a heart-wrenching experience to 
watch them touch the name of the young man or woman whose name is chiseled on the 
marble block. I suspect the tears that have been shed in front of this memorial have 
watered this monument in ways that give it a life of its own. !

The Vietnam Memorial!

I first visited the monument years ago when it was dedicated to look for the name of a 
young man who was a kid in eighth grade when I came to a sprawling suburban parish 
outside Chicago in 1960. He graduated from grade school in 1961 and from high school in 
1965. !

I left that parish in 1965 but young people like Eddie would be among the many young 
women and men whom I would have the privilege to meet and never forget. Eddie was a 
bright, friendly, gifted young person of faith. He was involved in everything and good at 
most everything he did. His family was strong, supportive, loving and caring. !

Like many young people of his time, Eddie found himself in service to his country which 
involved being stationed in Vietnam. Just as he was a leader back in eighth grade, he was 
a leader in the military service.!

I still remember receiving the phone call from a classmate of Eddie’s. Eddie had been 
killed in Vietnam. A story in Time magazine a few weeks later told of a young man named 
Eddie who was scheduled for R and R. However, a new squadron leader had just come, 
and Eddie volunteered to make one last foray to acquaint the new leader with the terrain. 
That was the night Eddie died.
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A November visit!

I visit the Vietnam Memorial and make my way to the spot on the marble panel where I 
once again read Eddie’s name. The memories of times long ago always flood my mind. 
The faces of countless young people pass through my memory like a quick review of a 
high school yearbook. I know what a number of these young people have done in the 
intervening years. I know of some who have died and others who have had their own 
personal tragedies. !

In general, however, most of Eddie’s classmates are turning 50 this year, and they can 
look back on years that have been filled with life and success. !

But a November visit to the Vietnam Memorial always makes me wonder what Eddie 
would have become or what he would have done if his life had not ended so quickly and 
tragically in Vietnam. Yet, instead of thinking what might have been, I usually just give 
thanks for being able to remember Eddie and so many others like him whose names are 
found on those marble panels.!

I give thanks for the gifts that countless young people have shared with all of us that we 
could well take for granted. And like so many others who visit this memorial, I also leave 
tears that seem to water the hard stone that makes this place almost a living and 
breathing reminder of times long ago and people who gave their lives in service to our 
country.!

It is good to remember. May God’s grace and peace be yours.!

Remembering at the Vietnam Memorial


