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DavidMontgomery TheWashington Post

I t’s easy to forget that cemeteries were
made for the living. Where first we may
come in sorrow, seeking consolation, we

often return for something else.
We discover that places of eternal rest

have many moods and designs — the mon-
eyed hush of Oak Hill in Georgetown area of
Washington, D.C., the canine frolic of Con-
gressional near Capitol Hill, the fields of
infinite sacrifice at Arlington, Virginia — yet
in whichever idiosyncratic refuge we linger
awhile, we sense the dead watching and tak-
ing our measure as well, keeping us company
as much as we keep them.

“I just came to say ‘Hi’ to my dad,” said
Christina Incognito, 53, eating a picnic salad
with her son, Tyler, 20, on a blanket spread
over the Arlington National Cemetery grave
of Robert Eugene Bornsheuer, senior master
sergeant, U.S. Air Force (May 21, 1927-April
5, 2012).

They drive down from suburbanMaryland
to reminisce about the departed veteran.
Incognito is awed by the crisp beauty of the
ranks of white stones that seem paused in a
timeless march.

“It gives me hope,” she says. “That there’s
still kindness, that people take care of people
who are not here.”

Hope is a concept that Romantics, Vic-
torians and plutocrats brought to ceme-
tery design in the 19th century. Before then,
urban burial grounds were dismal, over-
crowded labyrinths wedged into church-
yards, scarcely meeting the minimum
requirements of either municipal sanita-
tion or reverent remembrance. Carved stone
skulls and images of stalking Death adorned

the tombs like dire warnings.
Romantic designers with Victorian taste

and plutocratic capital launched the move-
ment toward so-called garden cemeteries
or rural cemeteries within the city. Monu-
ments and mausoleums were set along curv-
ing paths within picturesque landscapes, the
more topography the better. Stoneswere dec-
orated with cherubs and angels and hopeful
messages of gone-but-not-forgotten.

These green oases — places like Oak Hill,
Mount Olivet and Rock Creek cemeteries in
the District — became the first large-scale
parks of great American cities, places to stroll
and court and relax, before actual parks came
along, inspired in part by the restorative and
aesthetic possibilities of cemeteries.

The absence of the dead is a park’s loss,
and their presence is our gain as we hike
to the summit of Mount Olivet, where the
stone cross of the Dominican Fathers and
the graves and vaults of bishops and paris-
honers insist on an existence no less solid
and perpetual than the one embodied by the
Capitol dome visible across the urban valley
from here.

The writing on tombs — names, dates,
messages — is like the information cards
next to paintings in a museum. In a ceme-
tery, some messages draw us in and get us
thinking about people we never knew.

By the late 1980s, there was widespread
national concern that cemeteries were mor-
ibund. People stopped visiting. It’s not that
cremation rates have now reached a record
high of 49 percent. Ashes can still be buried,
or visited in the cemetery’s columbarium,
which can feel like paying respects before a
library card catalogue.

Modern families have just become too

transient, unsentimental, agnostic and for-
getful to spend much time in graveyards.

“Once the families stop visiting, the per-
sonal touch, the scrubbed look, and the feel-
ing of human presence are gone, and the
ordinary cemeteries ‘lose their soul,’” Ken-
neth Jackson and Camilo José Vergara wrote
in “Silent Cities: The Evolution of the Amer-
ican Cemetery.”

Evidence of the ravages of time, a touch
of the ramshackle, add drama to a cemetery
and richness to our musings. At the Soldiers’
andAirmen’sHomeNational Cemetery,mag-
nificent trees have grown up to disrupt the
chalky ranks of markers. Still, life goes on.

To survive, a cemetery needs a gimmick.
The little graveyard at St. Mary’s Catholic
Church in Rockville, Maryland, found one
when it accepted the remains of F. Scott and
Zelda Fitzgerald.

The writer — whose full name suggests
his Maryland roots: Francis Scott Key Fitz-
gerald — originally was denied burial there
in 1940 among other Fitzgeralds and Scotts
because he had not gone to confession and
taken communion regularly. Three decades
later, church officials relented, and the graves
were relocated from Rockville Cemetery.

Now admirers and necrotourists make
their way, where they take selfies before the
gravestone etched with the last line of “The
Great Gatsby,” perfect for a cemetery: “So we
beat on, boats against the current, borne back
ceaselessly into the past.”

Congressional Cemetery was in decline
in the 1990s when neighbors and cemetery
leaders began transforming it into a commu-
nity crossroads like no other cemetery in the
city. Residents chipped in money to cut the
grass. The cemetery welcomed dog owners

to unleash their animals to chase and romp
amid the tombstones. The cemetery hosts
weddings, bar mitzvahs, a yoga group, a book
club (Tombs and Tomes), chamber music
(Notes From the Crypt) and a Twitter feed
(CongCemetery), and the gift store is stocked
with jars of honey harvested from beehives
on the grounds.

“We needed people to care,” says Margaret
Puglisi, vice president of the Association for
the Preservation of Historic Congressional
Cemetery. “This is a living space.”

Veterans Day finds us back at Arlington.
It is at least three cemeteries in one. It has
a superficial identity as a tourist attraction,
where death is spun into a national epic. It
is also the resting place of veterans such as
Christina Incognito’s father who went on to
live full lives.

And it contains tragic groves like Section
60, where those who served the missions in
Afghanistan and Iraq are buried, men and
women who scarcely saw their 20s. Here the
grief is particularly raw.

Yumiko Southard spreads a blanket on
the grave of her son, Senior Airman Julian
Seiji Scholten (Oct. 17, 1985-Feb. 18, 2012). He
helped pioneer a new field of airborne intel-
ligence and was on his third tour when the
plane he was in crashed.

“He is in here,” she says, indicating the
grave, and she wants him to understand that
“Here’s Mom, and I’m here to come see you.”

She gave birth to six children, and when
someone asks how many she has, she still
says six.

As the sun sets, the mother passes through
the gates of the cemetery, reflecting on her
alreadywell-lived life, and says, “I would take
his place.”

AtArlingtonNational Cemetery, about 400,000people from theUnited States and 11 other countries are buried. Astrid Riecken, For TheWashington Post
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For Christians and Jews,
this weekend holds special significance.

The commercial and media world
reminds us constantly that it is time to go
to the store or the appropriate website to
buy presents for everybody: family, friends,
neighbors, co-workers, your hairdresser and
your paperboy or girl (if you still get it deliv-
ered).

It is pervasive even if not spiritually per-
suasive.

Meanwhile, Christians try to hang on to
the more significant components of the sea-
son by singing carols, going to choir con-
certs and attending services.Many churches
will have a special service, vigil or Mass for
Christmas Eve on Saturday. Remember the
term Christmas comes from Christ Mass.

For Jews,whatwas once a relativelyminor
celebration, Hanukkah, has become more
prominent, perhaps in part to counter the
commercial attention to Christmas.

Each year, the Hanukkah celebration
begins sometime in December, but because
of themonthly nature of the Jewish calendar
it rarely coincides exactly with Christmas.

This year is an exception and Hanukkah
begins Dec. 24.

The two celebrations also feature “light.”
The candles of the menorah and the candles
in the advent wreath illustrate this common
theme. At this, the darkest time of the year
(for the Northern Hemisphere), this seems
appropriate and even comforting.

This year, I was invited to be a part of
an ancient Christian tradition called the
“Advent O Antiphons,” a seven-day series
that began Dec. 17 and leads us to Christ-
mas Eve. It includes a candlelight proces-
sion, the singing of hymns and Psalms and
reading andproclamation of Scripture. Each
day focuses on a particular title or aspect in
anticipation of the Christ. It begins with “O
Wisdom” with readings from the books of
Proverbs and Isaiah.

Speaking on the wisdom theme, and
given my background in science, I reflected
on the difference between knowledge and
wisdom. Science has been apowerful tool for
discerning knowledge in the physical world.
There is no doubt our lives are significantly
different thanks to the discoveries in medi-
cine, communication, travel, etc. But has all
of this knowledge of our physical world led
tomorewisdom?Arewewiser than Socrates,
the author of Proverbs, or Jesus?

Jonas Salk, the scientist and discoverer of
polio’s cure, asked: “At one time we had wis-
dom,but littleknowledge.Nowwehaveagreat
dealofknowledge,butdowehaveenoughwis-
domtodealwith thatknowledge?”

It is a tragic observation that today sci-
ence gathers knowledge faster than society
gathers wisdom.

Krista Tippett, host of the popular radio
series “On Being,” has discussed some of
these issues with over 400 guests.

In her recent book, “Becoming Wise,”
she explores the mystery and art of living.
She points to what is called the “Axial Age,”
which occurred a few centuries before our
common Christian era.

Plato andAristotle inGreece, Confucius in
China, the Buddha in India and the Hebrew
prophets in ancient Israel, all at about the
same time but in their own countries and
cultures, came to the startling proposi-
tion that the well-being of others beyond
one’s own tribe — namely the stranger, the
orphan, the outcast — were linked to their
own well-being.

In Tippett’s words: “Humanity gave voice
to the questions that have animated reli-
gion and philosophy ever since: What does
it mean to be human? What matters in life?
What matters in death? How to be of service

to each other and the world?”
These questions, raised centuries before

the development of science and the modern
pursuit of technology, still pertain today.

She also writes that the “religious and
spiritual traditions have borne (this) wisdom
across time.” She cites Albert Einstein, who
articulated amoral equation fully as import-
ant as his more famous mathematical equa-
tions. In her words, Einstein “began his life
with a profound faith in the social good of
the scientific enterprise.”

However, he then “watched German sci-
ence hand itself over to fascism,” as chem-
ists and physicists created weapons of mass
destruction. He said that science in his gen-
eration had become “like a razor blade in the
hands of a 3-year-old.”

“He began to see figures such as Gandhi
and Moses, Jesus and Buddha and St. Fran-
cis of Assisi, as what he called ‘geniuses in
the art of living.’ He proposed that their
qualities of spiritual genius were more nec-
essary to the future of human dignity, secu-
rity and joy than objective knowledge.”

Whatever your tradition, in this dark sea-
son of the year, it is certainly a time to seek
the light of goodwill to all, peace on earth,
and respect and dignity for all persons.
interfaith@gvsu.edu
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