Recently, I had to dig through my closet to find a blazer, a tie, dress slacks, dress shoes, and a button down shirt for a funeral. I dress up for funerals. It’s something I learned from my parents and grandparents. It shows respect for the deceased’s family and friends. While searching, I ran across my uniforms in the back of my closet.

This rummaging reminded me of a scene in “The Chronicles of Narnia.” C. S. Lewis, the author, and his adopted son imagined a whole other universe after his wife, his adopted son’s mother, died. By pushing through the scratchy wool winter wear and tickly fur coats in the back of an attic closet, they pretended to magically push through the snow-laden evergreens in the wintry woodlands of Narnia, the kingdom of Aslan, a mighty lion, Lewis and his son’s imaginative depiction of God.

And now, in the penultimate scene in my own life’s story, I have my family, friends, memories, and a few old uniforms I have to shove and push to. My wife would love for me to get rid of these uniforms. But I can't. They connect me to what I did, who I was, what it meant to stand with a raised right hand and swear an oath to defend and support the U. S. Constitution against all enemies, both foreign and domestic.

My mess dress uniform reminds me of the times I danced with my wife at formal military affairs, and later with my daughters at their weddings. What handsome memories we made: me in my military tux and my wife in her evening gown, and then later dancing with my daughters in their wedding gowns. 

Wearing my service dress uniform with my rank, badges, and ribbons brought my military history with me when I officiated funerals for Veterans after I retired. Wearing my military history on my chest and on my shoulders allowed my memories to mingle with the stories I heard about the deceased. 

As I told stories of the deceased that I had gleaned from his family and friends I also recollected to myself, "Yeah, jumping out of a perfectly good plane with a military parachute is a lot more dangerous than jumping with a civilian chute. I remember the time where I had to hook my trigger finger into the belt loop of another paratrooper so I could limp out of the drop zone because all I saw was a whirl of shooting stars.” For me, my service dress uniform served as a hermeneutic bridge to what other Veterans had done.

My ”battle dress uniform” reminds me of the time I held an orphaned toddler, the only survivor of a family that was slaughtered in Yugoslavia's civil war in 95. I wanted to adopt this two year old and take her home with me but was told by our state department officials that, because of our host country’s policy of “ethnic cleansing,” adoptions of children native to the area we were in to someone from another country was not allowed.

That camo uniform also reminds me of the time I officiated a memorial service with my Roman Catholic colleague, Father John Mack, Jr., for six pararescuers in Afghanistan in 03. I told an audience at the VAMC in Tomah, Wisconsin, about that deployment four years later. I confess I stammered through a veil of tears and hard hitting flashbacks. I thought I was ready to tell this story since four years had passed but I was wrong. I still had a lot of angst to process.

Backstage, two Vietnam Veterans hugged me and told me that they wished they could stand before an audience and tell their stories. We all cried those silent, repressed sobs men do when they think other men will think less of them because we feel weak and out of control. We laughed a little at our frail humanity, and then these two old grizzled Vietnam Veterans did something that astounded me. They vowed to me that they would find a way to tell their stories. 

If not for these Vietnam Veterans, I would have left that night feeling broken and ashamed that I could not share a story about these six fallen heroes in my unit. The three of us all agreed civilians need to hear these stories from eye witnesses.

My wife tells me I should find a home for these uniforms—one that’s not ours. She’s right in a practical sense; I don’t wear them anymore. I rationalize, who but me would want them? Who but me values them like I do? They’re my portal to some of the most important benchmarks in my adult life.

The movers lost my trophy case during the last move, which included a flag, my ribbons, my paratrooper badge, and my cross. I wanted that flag draped over my coffin. But in reflection–a trophy box? How stale, flat, and tasteless in comparison to these uniforms.

I rationalize that my uniforms mean a billion times more to me than a trophy case because I wore them. They were there with me. They have “street cred.” I received the trophy case as a sort of military equivalent to a civilian gold watch on my way out the door. Looking at that box didn't tug on my heartstrings. But these uniforms — there's nothing but tugs on my heartstrings when I look at them.

My uniforms give color, contour, and credibility to what it means to me to serve the United States of America: raising my right hand, pledging my life, defending an idea about freedom for all. Trusted authorities have told me that I’ll receive a new uniform one day, a uniform that won't fade or fail, tear or tatter, imperishable, eternal. Until that day, I'm hanging on to my old uniforms.

