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It was closed. The cemetery was closed. 
 
For years, I wanted to go to Normandy, to see those beaches in France where the liberation of 
Europe had begun, on June 6, 1944 – almost exactly 70 years ago. 
 
And this past October, I finally got there. 
 
Our first stop was Pointe du Hoc, which is a cliff (100 feet high) jutting out from the French 
coast. At the top of that cliff, the Nazis had placed heavy artillery to defend the beaches. In order 
for the rest of the Normandy invasion to be successful, Allied troops had to take out those Nazi 
guns. So 225 American Army rangers-  most of them between the ages of 18-20, landed on the 
beach below, climbed ladders and ropes, trying to get 100 feet up to the top of that cliff. 
Meanwhile, German guns and grenades were raining death down the cliff toward those teenage-
Americans. 
 
By the time they got to the top and pushed back the remaining Nazi troops, only 90 of the 
original 225 Army Rangers were still able to walk and carry a weapon. 30 years ago, President 
Reagan stood on that very spot and gave one of the most moving speeches I’ve ever heard. Look 
it up on YouTube this weekend. Maybe show it to your children and grandchildren. Explain to 
them what Memorial Day means… 
 
After this powerful experience at the top of Pointe du Hoc, I thought that we were going to visit 
the American cemetery. 
 
But our guide told us that the American cemetery was closed. Why? Well, there was a budget 
impasse in Washington DC, and American government property was closed – including the 
cemetery in France.  
 
I love politicians…. 
 
But our guide said, “Don’t worry, we can still visit an American grave.” So we went to the 
British cemetery. We walked past rows of white headstones. Their message was haunting. 
George Adams - Age 20 - Died June 6, 1944. Robert Aird - Age 22 - Died June 6, 1944. John 
Atrill - Age 19-  Died June 6, 1944. 
 
Then we came to the headstone of a man born in the United States. He volunteered to serve in 



the British Navy before the Americans became involved in the war. He was Jewish.  
 
I noted that other visitors to this grave had followed Jewish custom by putting small stones on 
top of the grave marker. A member of our group, unfamiliar with this custom, pulled our guide 
aside and asked, “Why do people put rocks on the headstone?” 
 
And our guide said, “Well, one rabbi explained it to me this way. He said, we put rocks on the 
headstone to show that someone has been there to pray. It’s a reminder that, even in death, the 
person is remembered. And,” the rabbi said, “it’s a promise that, both in life and death, you are 
not alone. You’ll never be forgotten and alone.” 
 
What a beautiful message, in a place which spoke of the horrors of war, a place where death is 
palpable. 
 
In today’s Gospel, Jesus is speaking to his disciples at a time when Death is palpable. In the 14th 
chapter of John’s Gospel, Jesus is sitting with his disciples at the Last Supper. They are going to 
experience the trauma of losing him. His bloody death is less than 24 hours away. 
 
Jesus knows that his death might devastate his disciples, so he makes a remarkable promise to 
them, and to us. Jesus says: “I will not leave your orphans.” Do you hear that? Jesus says to 
them, “I will not leave your orphans. I will come to you. I will send the Advocate, the Holy 
Spirit. You will see me. I will love you, and reveal myself to you.” 
 
On the night before he dies, Jesus says, in effect: “You will not be alone. You will not be 
forgotten. You do not have to face everything by yourself. At every moment, in every experience 
of your life, I will be with you. You will never be alone.” 
 
What a profoundly important promise, made to us by the Son of God! 
 
Jesus Christ has made you a promise. “I will not leave your orphaned! You will never be 
forgotten or alone.” So, no matter what happens in your life, He is standing beside you, facing it 
with you. 
 
+ To the person whose home has been swept away by flood waters, he says, “You are not alone.” 
+ To the family whose home was flattened by a tornado he says, “You are not alone.” 
+ To kidnapped girls and frightened civilians in Africa,  he says, “You are not alone.”  
+ To the man or woman who just lost the love of their life, Jesus says, “You are not alone.” 
+  To the child who hides in a corner, afraid of thunder, or monsters, or an abusive family 
member, Jesus says, “You are not alone.” 
+ To the person whose career seems to be falling apart, Jesus says, “I will not leave your 



orphaned.” 
+ To the parent or spouse who is struggling to be more patient, Jesus says, “I am with you.” 
+ To the suffering soul, who struggles with illness, or pain, or a new diagnosis, Jesus says, “You 
are not alone.”  
+ to the one who is not sure that they can climb to the top of whatever mountain is in front of 
them , Jesus says, “you are not forgotten. You are not alone.” 
 
We are never alone.  
 
We do not have to face anything alone – unless we decide to face it alone. And here is where we 
need to be honest with each other. 
 
Jesus said that he will never leave us orphaned. But we can choose to be orphans. We can decide 
to face life alone. We decide that, every time we stop praying, every time we stop believing, 
every time we stop serving. We chose isolation, every time we stay selfish, every time we tell 
ourselves that God does not love us, God cannot help us, God is far away from us. 
 
We can retreat from life, we can retreat from faith, we can retreat from love. We can surrender to 
life’s challenges, and try to protect ourselves by becoming isolated, or angry, or hopeless. But 
that is NOT what Christ envisions for you! 
 
These children who will be baptized this weekend must be taught the saving truth. Through their 
parents and through their church, these children will come to know that, from the moment of 
their baptisms, they are never alone. The Holy Spirit of God is with them…always. Their 
Heavenly Father, who gave them life, is watching over them…always. The Risen Christ is 
walking beside them…always. They are not alone.  

And they will discover that one of the greatest joys in life happens when we reach out to a 
brother or sister, letting them know that they, too, are not alone. 
 
The Risen Jesus is with you always. This Memorial Day, that would be a great thing to 
remember. 
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