The Christmas We Seldom See
  Every day starts a new story.  I’ll begin with a Merry Christmas to all as I am writing this on Christmas Eve for publication after Christmas begins.  While most consider December 25th the last day of Christmas, in our home we observe the church’s 12 days beginning on Christmas day.  It’s a tradition that was observed in my wife’s family and I’m thankful that Sue has given this gift to ours, a better time to consider the gifts of the Christmas season.  The rats have hit the showers and it will be several days before they will again put on their running shoes.  Some people have to keep a schedule while others have the blessing of a few days off while vacations are used up, schools are closed, and some corporations take a break.  While we enjoy this respite, there are many around the world who guard our easy cheer while Christmas remains for them an unfulfilled longing.     
  I’ll begin with a Christmas prayer for Sgt. Glen Richardson who is once more separated from his best buddy Marie.  As in World War II their time apart is impossible to determine, but the faith and fight they press will lead to separation no more and peace eternal.  Until that day Glen do as you did then, rely on your fellow soldiers.

  I recently mentioned the loss of Rodney Hicks.  In thinking of Rod I tried to match his personality to one of the Veterans we had interviewed.  I quickly thought of Don Welter.  Like Rod, Sgt. Welter is an easy guy to like.  Don is outgoing and encouraging.  If a smile is not the result of a meeting with Don, one is simply not paying attention.

  I first met Don on July 4th, 2005 at Applewood.  We were filming greetings to the soldiers of the 138th Signal Battalion, who had just been deployed to Iraq.  Don started out with his usual glad greeting, but he faltered a bit as he said, “from an old soldier”.  Here was a man who had seen the worst man-not-so-kind could press on a young soldier.  In World War II Sgt. Welter served in the field artillery.  As such he found himself exposed to sights that were anything but friendly or in the spirit of Christmas.  His convoy was chased by German mortars. The roads were littered with the burned hulks of vehicles and the broken bodies of soldiers.  Don often found himself in a forward observation post within easy range of the enemy.  On one occasion General Patton rolled up beside Don’s truck and was urgently told by a nearby Sergeant that the only thing forward of that position were the Germans.  Patton prudently pulled back, but Don didn’t have that option.  
  His most frightening time came in an O.P. at the edge of a woods.  The Germans had them spotted and pounded their position for hours.  Fragments of metal, yards of dirt, and the thousand arrows of the splintered trees filled the air.  Don made the mistake of leaving his foxhole during a lull and suddenly became the fourth man in a three man hole when the shelling resumed.

  It’s hard to imagine Christmas in a blistering sand storm, a damp jungle, a bitter cold ridge, or in the bottom of a frozen mud foxhole.  It’s impossible to compare our suffering in the Wal-Mart parking lot or our struggle to find the toy that every child wants and no store has, to the suffering of our soldiers and their distant families.  Meanwhile the strains of “I’ll be home for Christmas” both sustain and ring bitter in the hearts of those who maintain our Christmas peace. 

  When Don Welter’s voice faltered in that July 4th greeting it was the voice of a father who had been there and would do anything to spare his own child from the same danger.  I often think of that on Christmas. I hear the angles rejoice, but I see the father in a quiet place with thoughts of his son whose own battle scars would change our story.                         
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