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To you from failing hands we throw 
The torch; be yours to hold it high. 

—from “In Flanders Fields,” by John McCrae 

 

In Flanders Fields the Poppies Blow 
 

Welcome 
Rev. Clare Petersberger 

 

Our spiritual question this month is: “What does it mean to be a people of memory?”  

 

Just over a year ago, we began an experiment at the beginning of worship—reminding ourselves of our 

purpose as a congregation by reading in unison a covenant from our hymnal. Because this was an experiment,  

we began with the covenant by L. Griswold Williams.  

 

We read it in worship, as it is printed in your hymnal, every Sunday from September 2017 until January 2018. 

Then a member who is a self-identified humanist asked if we might remove the last three words, “and with 

God,” since the covenant already referenced growing in harmony with the Divine. And because this was an 

experiment, we did.  

 

But this fall, a member who is a self-identified theist asked why we had removed “and with God,” since 

covenanting with God is not the same thing as growing in harmony with the Divine. So for the past few 

weeks I’ve intentionally included the covenant as it was originally published in our hymnal.  

 

This past week, two members asked me why the G word was in the covenant. Now you know. The vision of 

TUUC is to be an intentionally inclusive community engaging with each other and the world in a heartfelt 

search for truth and meaning! In this search, we use different language. This is one of the great strengths of 

our non-creedal faith. At some point, we will experiment with another covenant with different language. But 

for now, I invite us to read, in unison, number 471 in your hymnal.  

 

If you are not comfortable with theistic language, you do not have to read “and with God.” Just know that 

among us are people for whom this language of reverence has great meaning. For love to be the doctrine of 

this church, we promise acceptance of one another and encouragement to spiritual growth and practice 

generosity of spirit. On this 100th anniversary of Armistice Day, let us finally call an armistice, a truce, on the 

conflict over religious language in this church. This conflict has been waged for 58 years and it’s time for it to 

end. This is my hope. This is my prayer.  

 

The Covenant 
#471 (read in unison)        

L. Griswold Williams                                              

  

LOVE IS THE DOCTRINE OF THIS CHURCH, 

THE QUEST OF TRUTH IS ITS SACRAMENT, 

AND SERVICE IS ITS PRAYER. 

  

TO DWELL TOGETHER IN PEACE, 
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TO SEEK KNOWLEDGE IN FREEDOM, 

TO SERVE HUMAN NEED, 

TO THE END THAT ALL SOULS SHALL 

GROW INTO HARMONY WITH THE DIVINE— 

THUS DO WE COVENANT WITH EACH OTHER 

AND WITH GOD. 

 

Opening Words 
In his novel, Breakfast of Champions, Kurt Vonnegut engages in the process of remembering. As you hear this 

passage, please know that Kurt Vonnegut religiously self-identified as an atheist and was also the honorary 

president of The American Humanist Association.  

 

Vonnegut wrote, “I will come to a time in my backwards trip when November eleventh, accidentally my 

birthday, was a sacred day called Armistice Day.” (Vonnegut was born on November 11, 1922.) He goes on 

to write, “When I was a boy . . . all the people of all the nations which had fought in the First World War 

were silent during the eleventh minute of the eleventh hour of Armistice Day, which was the eleventh day of 

the eleventh month. It was during that minute in nineteen hundred and eighteen, that millions upon millions 

of human beings stopped butchering one another.” Vonnegut continues, “I have talked to old men who were 

on battlefields during that minute. They have told me in one way or another that the sudden silence was the 

Voice of God. So we still have among us some men who can remember when God spoke clearly to 

mankind.”  

 

Vonnegut concludes, “Armistice Day was sacred. Armistice Day I will keep. I don’t want to throw away any 

sacred things.”  

 

Chalice Lighting 
(Read responsively) 

The Soul Matters Team 

 

We light this chalice in honor of the memories that hold and heal us. 

 

FOR STORIES WE TELL OF THOSE  

     WHOSE HEROISM INSPIRES OUR OWN. 

 

For the pictures of loved ones who have passed in whose images we see our better selves. 

 

FOR THE WORK OF REMEMBERING THAT WE STAND  

     ON THE SHOULDERS OF OTHERS  

     WHO PAVE THE PATH ON WHICH WE WALK 

     AND BLESSED US WITH ADVANTAGES WE DIDN’T EARN 

     ALL ON OUR OWN. 

 

May these memories of those who came before inspire us to pass on a better world to those who will come 

after us. 

 

MAY THEIR LIGHT GUIDE OUR WAY. 
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Prelude 

“Give Me Love (Give Me Peace on Earth)” 

George Harrison 

Paul Azzam, vocals and guitar 

 

Story 
Proud as a Peacock, Brave as a Lion 

Jane Barclay 

 

Today, November 11th, is known in Europe as “Remembrance Day.” In our story, a young boy learns from 

his grandfather about the meaning of Remembrance Day. I’m going to need your help telling the story of 

Proud as a Peacock, Brave as a Lion.  

 

What would a proud Peacock look like? (shoulders back)  

What would a busy beaver sound like? (splashing in water)  

How about a brave lion? (roaring)  

What would a quiet mouse look like? (not moving)  

OK . . . we’re ready.  

 

[Story summary: It is Remembrance Day. A child stares at an old photo of his grandfather in military 

uniform, his hair short, his pants too long. The child knows that the old man lied about his age to get into the 

service, and he asks why. His grandfather explains that many other boys were joining, and he didn’t want to 

be left behind. And, he adds, in his uniform he felt proud as a peacock.  

 

In his uniform he bid farewell to his parents and to his sweetheart, and he sailed across the ocean to war. The 

child wonders if his grandfather, so far from those he loved, was lonely, but his grandfather reassures him 

that mostly, he was not. He and his best friend, Stuart, were too busy, busy as beavers, he remembers. As the 

child watches his grandfather dress, he remembers that the old man was a hero, decorated for his bravery, 

and he asks if his grandfather was ever scared. His grandfather shares his secret for having courage: he would 

pretend to be as brave as a lion.  

 

As the boy and his grandfather head for a Remembrance Day parade, the grandfather hands his grandson a 

poppy. Later, the man places a wreath on a monument, the wreath dedicated to the memory of his friend, 

Stuart. As he salutes, tears fill his eyes. The boy asks why he cries.  

 

“‘I am remembering,’ he says ‘The war is something you never forget.’    

 

‘“Elephants never forget,’ I tell him. 

 

“‘Then let's be elephants’ he says.    

 

A soft rain falls as a trumpeter plays his notes up into a cold grey sky.”] 

 

Hymn 
“Circle ‘Round for Freedom” 
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Meditation 
 Let us continue in the spirit of prayer with a responsive reading of number 721 in the back of the hymnal 

“They Are with Us Still.” This meditation is about remembering. The need to remember the soldiers of 

World War I began several years before Armistice Day. At a community meeting in Cape Town, South Africa 

in early 1915, one young man stood up and said, “You will forget us as soon as we are gone.”  

 

Mr. Brydone, a member of the town council, promised that the city would not forget its soldiers during their 

absence fighting in Europe. Initially, Mr. Brydone sponsored intentional monthly times of remembrance. But 

by January of 1918, the son of Cape Town’s mayor had been killed in the war. Each day at noon, a gun was 

fired and the city stopped to remember its sons in Europe. All activity in Cape Town stopped for two 

minutes. The first minute was to remember the fallen soldiers. The second minute was a time for survivors to 

offer gratitude for those fighting for peace. At the close of our responsive reading today, we will honor two 

minutes of silence to remember, and to be grateful.  

 

For They Are With Us Still 

 

In the struggles we choose for ourselves,  

in the ways we move forward in our lives  

and bring our world forward with us 

 

IT IS RIGHT TO REMEMBER THE NAMES 

OF THOSE WHO GAVE US STRENGTH IN THIS CHOICE OF LIVING. 

IT IS RIGHT TO NAME THE POWER OF HARD LIVES  WELL-LIVED. 

 

We share a history with those lives. 

We belong to the same motion. 

 

THEY TOO WERE STRENGTHENED BY WHAT HAD GONE BEFORE. 

THEY TOO WERE DRAWN ON BY THE VISION OF WHAT MIGHT COME TO BE. 

 

Those who lived before us, 

who struggled for justice and suffered injustice before us, 

have not melted into the dust, 

and have not disappeared. 

 

THEY ARE WITH US STILL. 

THE LIVES THEY LIVED HOLD US STEADY. 

 

Their words remind us and call us back to ourselves. 

Their courage and love evoke our own. 

 

We, the living, carry them with us: 

we are their voices, their hands and their hearts. 

 

WE TAKE THEM WITH US, 

AND WITH THEM CHOOSE THE DEEPER PATH OF LIVING. 
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Musical Interlude 
“Let Them In”     

David Wilcox 

Paul Azzam, vocals and guitar 

       

Reading 
“In Flanders Fields”                                     

John McCrae 

 

The Poppy Lady, Moina Belle Michael 

   

World War I became known for a poem that some remember having to memorize in grade school. The poem 

was written by a Canadian, a surgeon named John McCrae, who voluntarily enlisted at the age of 41 because, 

as he wrote to a friend, “I am really rather afraid, but more afraid to stay at home with my conscience.”  

 

So in April of 1915, McCrae joined the 18,000 soldiers of the First Canadian Division in their positions near 

Ypres, Belgium. He witnessed the Germans launch the first large-scale poison gas attacks of the war. McCrae 

wrote to his mother, “The general impression in my mind is of a nightmare . . . and behind it all was the 

constant background of the sights of the dead, the wounded, the maimed . . . ”  

 

In May of 1915, when his young friend, Alexis Helmer, was killed fighting outside Ypres, the brigade chaplain 

was not available. McCrae conducted the burial. At Helmer’s grave, he wrote a few lines of verse that were 

the beginning of the poem, “In Flanders Fields.”  

 

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. 

 

John McCrae did not survive the war. In January of 1918, he died from meningitis and pneumonia in the 

hospital where he was the commander in Boulogne, France. Back in the United States, on November 9, 1918, 

a teacher named Moina Belle Michael read “In Flanders Fields” in a copy of the Ladies Home Journal. She 

remembered, “This was for me a full spiritual experience. It seemed as though the silent voices again were 
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vocal, whispering, in sighs of anxiety unto anguish,  

‘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’.  

 

Moina wrote a poem to pledge her resolve to keep the faith with all who had died. It ended,  

 

And now the Torch and Poppy Red 

We wear in honor of our dead. 

Fear not that ye have died for naught; 

We'll teach the lesson that ye wrought 

In Flanders Fields.  

 

As a symbol of this pledge, she went “poppy hunting” on the streets of New York. It was not easy to find 

poppies in November in New York. At Wanamaker’s Department Store, she found one large and twenty-four 

small red silk poppies. She purchased them and handed them out to men and women as a symbol of 

remembrance. As veterans from World War I returned home and were unable to find work, Moina persuaded 

several national and international organizations to adopt the poppy as their symbol of remembrance. Those 

who created silk, yarn, and paper poppies raised millions of dollars for veterans, war widows, and orphans. 

And as a people of memory, the pledge was made, year after year, after year, after year for a century, now, to 

commit to be a people of peace: ‘To you from failing hands we throw the Torch; be yours to hold it high.  

 

Offertory 
“One Day”    

Matisyahu, Phil Lawrence, Peter Hernandez, and Ari Levine  

Paul Azzam, vocals and guitar 

     

Sermon 
In Flanders Fields the Poppies Blow 

Rev. Clare L. Petersberger 

 

A topic of conversation in recent visits with my family has been the photograph of my Great-Uncle Henry. It 

was not small enough for a table in a bedroom, such as the one of the grandfather in our story. It was large. 

After hanging for over 60 years in the dining room of the home in which my mother was raised, it leaned up 

against the eaves of our attic for thirty years. Unfortunately, after a bat infestation in the attic, the photo could 

not be saved.  

 

But we remember it. In this photograph, my 20-something Great-Uncle Henry gazed at the viewer dressed in 

his uniform. He looked like a young adult. His hair was not too short. His pants were not visible in the profile 

picture but undoubtedly were not too long. He went to fight the War to end all wars as a second lieutenant. 

Like the grandfather in our story, my great-uncle received an award. In 1919 Henry Rysdyk Blackham was 

awarded the Distinguished Service Cross. The citation reads: “for extraordinary heroism in action while 

serving with 116th Infantry Regiment, 29th Division, American Expeditionary Forces near Brabant, France, 
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11 October 1918.” The citation went on to read: “Although severely wounded by machine-gun fire, 

Lieutenant Blackham refused to go to the rear and continued to lead his company until he was killed.”  

 

My Great-Uncle Henry was one of the nine million soldiers, sailors, and airmen who died in World War I. 

The total number of both civilian and military casualties from World War I is estimated at around 14 million 

people. It is no wonder the poppy became a fitting symbol of the bloodshed. My Great-Uncle Henry was 

killed in battle exactly one month before the armistice, on October 11th, 1918. And in a terribly sad irony, my 

grandfather and his older brother received news of their brother's death on Armistice Day—100 years ago 

today.  

 

I try to imagine what that must have been like for them. Bells are pealing. Neighbors are rejoicing. The air is 

filled with hope and the promise of peace. And in the midst of joy they learn that their brother—who was 

twenty-seven years old and who they respected and loved—has been killed, and they will never see him again. 

They grieve and mourn the death of their brother who could well have admonished:  

“To you from failing hands I throw 

 The torch; be yours to hold it high.” 

  

My grandfather and great-uncle believed their brother died serving a higher purpose. In 1914 H. G. Welles 

had argued that only the defeat of German militarism could bring about an end to war.  

 

Although related by blood, many of the key European political leaders at the time of World War I needed to 

prove dominance and power. To counter imperialism, militarism, and nationalism, millions and millions of 

people fought and died in the war to end all wars. What I hear in Kurt Vonnegut’s words is that on the 11th 

hour of the 11th day of the 11th month, people stopped butchering one another. There was still carnage in the 

six hours between when the agreement was signed that morning, and when it was put into effect at 11 a.m. 

Up to 10,000 people were killed during those six hours, out of fear the armistice would not hold, out of anger 

and hatred after four years of horrific violence, out of ambitious military leaders craving a final victory. One 

family learned their loved one had been killed at 10:59 a.m. on Armistice Day when they went to meet him at 

the train station and he never appeared!  

 

Yet one hundred years ago today at 11 a.m. the guns went silent; the mustard gas stopped choking soldiers to 

death; the carnage stopped. After four years we humans stopped the horrific violence all at once. Our Music 

Director, Tracy Hall, found a poem by Siegfried Sassoon that was published in 1919 that captures what that 

moment and day must have felt like. The poem is entitled “Everyone Sang (Armistice Day).”  

 

Everyone suddenly burst out singing; 

And I was filled with such delight 

As prisoned birds must find in freedom, 

Winging wildly across the white 

Orchards and dark-green fields; on—on—and out of sight. 

 

Everyone's voice was suddenly lifted; 

And beauty came like the setting sun: 

My heart was shaken with tears; and horror 

Drifted away . . . O, but Everyone 

Was a bird; and the song was wordless; the singing will never be done. 
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Armistice Day held the promise that we humans could stop war, stop young people from killing young 

people as the means to resolve human political conflicts. Congress proclaimed November 11th a day “to be 

commemorated with thanksgiving and prayer and exercises designed to perpetuate peace through good will 

and mutual understanding between nations.”  

 

The League of Nations was founded to bring nations together to work for peace and security. Kurt Vonnegut 

noted how quickly we lost this vision of a lasting peace. By the Korean War, Congress changed Armistice 

Day—dedicated to peace—to Veteran’s Day—to honor those who past, present, and future serve our 

country by fighting in wars. It is good and right to remember those who served our country. But if World 

War I taught humanity anything, it was not to glorify war. This is why Vonnegut wrote in Breakfast of 

Champions:  “Armistice Day has become Veterans’ Day. Armistice Day was sacred. Veterans’ Day is not. So I 

will throw Veterans’ Day over my shoulder. Armistice Day I will keep. I don’t want to throw away any sacred 

things.” 

 

The origins of World War I were power struggles in Europe among kissing cousins, and economic 

inequalities. Today, we are witnessing a growing hostility to immigrants, the imposition of tariffs and trade 

barriers, the fervor of nationalism as equal to patriotism, and a growing isolationism as the European Union 

tries to hold itself together. We need, on this Armistice Day, to remember the promise and hope of a world at 

peace. We need, on this Armistice Day to remember the Statement of Conscience Unitarian Universalists 

passed in 2010 about creating peace. It read, in part, "Our faith calls us to create peace, yet we confess that at 

times we have lacked the courage to speak and act against violence and injustice; at times we have lacked the 

creativity to speak and act in constructive ways; at times we have condemned the violence of others without 

acknowledging our own complicity in violence. Too often we have allowed our disagreements to distract us 

from all that we can do together. May we engage with more depth, persistence, and creativity in the complex 

task of creating peace."  

 

One hundred years and a month ago, my Great-Uncle Henry was killed in a war whose purpose was the 

creation of peace. Perhaps you are remembering family members or neighbors who died in the First World 

War. Perhaps you are remembering family members and friends who served in or were affected by 

subsequent wars. Perhaps you are remembering those who taught you about love and justice and peace. 

James Broughton exhorts us to claim our humanity in these words:  

 

Forsake your devotion  

To predicament and discord 

Break the tradition 

Of rivalry and curse  

Quick while there’s still time. . .  

 

[The poem goes on to urge that hostility be uprooted and humanity claimed, that the hawks be outnumbered, 

the angels outdistanced.] 

 
Hymn 
#163 “For the Earth Forever Turning” 
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Closing Words 
Let us take leave of one another with a  prayer of remembrance by the Unitarian Universalist minister, 

The Reverend Heather K. Janules: 

 

“Spirit of life and love, 

God of memory, mourning, and history, 

Bring before us the truths of serving in war 

Bring before us— 

In compassion and in gratitude— 

Those who faced violence so we may know peace.  

We remember these sacrifices through monuments 

We remember these names, carved into stone 

Inscribe them on our hearts this day 

Inscribe them on our conscience every day 

So, like the stone that bears their names, 

freedom from violence may endure 

in our nation 

and around the world.”   

 

So may it be as we go now in peace.  

 

 

 


