
FROM THE PASTOR 

HOMEGROWN HEROES… 
 
 Memorial Day which we celebrate this Monday, always reminds me of the beginning of the sum-
mer season.  The beaches and the pools will open and the barbecues and the picnics begin!  However, Me-
morial Day should mean a great deal more to us as Americans.  On this special day, we commemorate all 
those who served in the Armed Forces in defense of freedom in these United States.  We think of those 
men and women who made the supreme sacrifice on behalf of this country; those who laid down their 
lives so that others could enjoy theirs.  
 Memorial Day makes us reflect upon the fact that “freedom is not free.”  No; it comes with a very 
high price!  Thankfully, this year as we emerge from the Covid 19 crisis, the Memorial Day Parade down 
Forest Avenue will be held as usual.  At first, as you might recall, the parade permit was denied.  However, 
pressure was brought to bear the veterans who rightly pointed out that there was a recent “Cannabis” pa-
rade in New York City with a gigantic replica of a marijuana cigarette carried in procession!  Things in our 
society are really upside down.  I was honored this year to be chosen as the Memorial Day chaplain. 
 On Memorial Day, it would be appropriate to consider the lives of two “Homegrown Heroes” who 
grew up right here on Staten Island.  Their names are familiar to us; Private Joseph F. Merrell and Father 
Vincent A. Capodanno.  If you rode the ferry some years ago, you might remember that there was a boat 
named after Private Merrell.  And certainly most of us know about Father Capodanno Boulevard in south 
Beach.  But who were these two valiant men? 
 Private Joseph F. Merrell grew up in West Brighton.  He attended P.S. 45 and Curtis High School.  
Although Joseph Merrell was a quiet man, he was a fighter.  He was posthumously awarded the United 
States Medal of Honor for his actions in combat on April 18, 1945 near Lohe, Germany.  As a U.S. private in 
the 3rd Infantry Division, Private Merrell launched a one man attack, running over 200 yards through 
heavy enemy fire devastating two German machine gun positions and killing twenty three enemy soldiers 
before being fatally shot with a machine pistol. 
 Father Vincent Capodanno grew up in Port Richmond and attended Port Richmond High School.  
He was ordained a Maryknoll priest in 1958.  The priest enlisted as Chaplain in  the United States Navy 
Corps in 1965 and was assigned to Vietnam with the Third Batallion, Fifth Marine regiment.  During the 
sixteen months that he stayed in Vietnam, Father Capodanno preached the gospel and brought the sacra-
ments to those young men who served in combat who were struggling daily with the uncertainties of life 
and death.  He was known as “The Grunt Padre” because of his work with these men. 
 A couple of years ago, I had the privilege of meeting Father Capodanno’s brother.  He told me the 
story of how his brother died.  It was on September 4, 1967.  The priest was giving Last Rites to the dying 
and wounded Americans fighting against the Vietcong.  His arm was blown off but amazingly, he contin-
ued his ministry to the dying.  Finally, this heroic priest was killed by another round of fire.  He had made 
the ultimate sacrifice for his country. 
 We should never forget the heroism of those brave soldiers, sailors, airmen, marine and others who 
laid down their lives in a gallant defense of our country and the principles we stand for.  As we enjoy our 
holiday this Memorial Day, let us say a little prayer for those who cherished duty, honor and their country.  
May we always appreciate the valor and bravery of those who laid down their lives so that we can be free! 
 
        Sincerely in Christ, 
        Father Jerome 
 
  


