Arlington Angst

by

Eyes Right

Arlington, VA -  Try this quiz.  What do Sufism Reoriented, Seicho-No-Ie, Eckianar, Konko-Faith, and Atheists have in common?

The answer is that each has an authorized symbol eligible to be cut into a government issued upright white marble headstone at Arlington National Cemetery to be placed on the gravesite of the deceased.

I learned this information following a recent visit my wife and I took to the grounds of our national cemetery, just across the Potomac River from Washington, DC.  It was a brisk, but sunny, Saturday afternoon, perfect for walking among the thousands of markers on gravesites of veterans who gave so much so that we can be free today.  

Our purpose for visiting Arlington was to pay respect to a friend who had passed away earlier this year.  We had been to his burial ceremony, complete with an escort platoon of active duty sailors (he was a Navy veteran), military chaplain, firing party and bugler. It had been an impressive and moving ceremony, but we had been wondering what his site would look like once the marker had been placed on the grave and the grounds restored.  So we returned to say a prayer and to observe.

Finding a friend’s gravesite is not a difficult process, as each is marked with the section number and site number directly on the back of the marble marker.  The Visitor’s Center has a “Help Desk” to provide this information from computer records, and maps are available to guide your walk to the site.  Only family members and those who are disabled are allowed to drive in the cemetery, so the walk can be lengthy.  

On our trek to our friend’s gravesite, we observed several moving scenes.  A young man was sobbing with a female companion in front of a new gravesite of a Marine recently killed in Iraq.  We stopped to talk and learned from the woman that the young man himself was still a patient at Walter Reed Medical Center due to his own injuries in Iraq.  The woman was his sister, and they were grieving the loss of his best friend.  She explained that the two Marines had been riding in a Humvee which had hit an IED (improvised explosive device) killing several and wounding her brother.  The young man, who was sobbing, turned to us and said, “I had to clean up the Humvee – it was covered in our blood.”

The marble headstones are arranged in highly symmetric rows which seem to stretch for miles in each direction.  Most contain a “faith symbol” near the top, marking the religious preference chosen by the family of the deceased.  The dominant symbol is the plain Christian Cross, but there are many others of various shapes carved into the marble.  I later learned that there are currently 38 authorized faith symbols, including, ironically, one for atheists (it is an atom with electrons in orbit with a large “A” in place of a nucleus.  Even an extremely minor (in terms numbers of U.S. members) religion, such as Sufism Reoriented, has an authorized symbol.  This sect claims to have about 500 members in the U.S., but they are in Arlington National, along with the Aaronic Order, the Bahai, the Izumo Taishakyo, the Mormons, the Catholics, the Buddhists, et.al.

At first, I was bothered by what appeared to be political correctness generating an absurd situation of “let’s include everyone’s symbol.”   But upon further reflection, it strikes me that every person in the ground there gave us a gift, no matter their religious beliefs.  The least we can do is to recognize these heroes and the faith that sustained them to their death on our behalf.

I thought you might like to know.
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