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If you would all join me in a moment of prayer. God I pray that the following words be yours 
and not mine. That you would speak truth in love to us and bless us with your wisdom this 
morning. Amen. 
  
So, today, I’d like to talk about memory. Or, the phenomenon that we call memory.  
 

And with that, I’m going to just dive right in. So. Classically, in the world of psychology, 
memory, was and is observed and interpreted to occur in two main ways: short-term and long-
term memory. Though theories have at times re-worked these names to better reflect new 
understandings of memory, for the purposes our discussion, we’ll stick to these traditional 
names. So, short-term memory, simplistically explained, might include things such as what you 
ate for breakfast this morning, or where you parked your car. Long-term memory, on the other 
hand, includes things from further in the past, and this is where we will spend more focus today.  

Long-term memory, has often been separated into two categories, explicit and implicit 
memory. Explicit memory would be when someone might recall a specific event or episode that 
they describe in detail from their past. An example might be if I were to tell you the story of the 
day I picked up my dog Kensa as a 9 week old puppy. Great story, won’t share it now. Explicit 
memory could also be general knowledge that we might hold about our histories or how society 
works, such as that WWII ended in 1945. Implicit long term memory, however, often called 
unconscious memory includes thing such as remembering how to ride a bike, or how to brush 
your teeth, or associations such as that the grass is green, even recalling the words to a song once 
someone starts to sing the first few words. Implicit long-term memory typically takes less effort 
than explicit, and is more ingrained in the way that we live our daily lives and experience 
ourselves and our environments.1 This, in a very simplistic nutshell, is the basics of memory 
understood from a psychological perspective.  

From my own more philosophical perspective perhaps, I would argue that memories are 
the basis by which we understand ourselves, each other, and ultimately what it means to be a 
human. Memories are what we have left of our past, and our past in many ways tells us who we 
are in the present. Therefore, memory shapes our very identity, our self-understanding both as 
individuals and as pieces of the human family.  Now, memories take many forms. Some we keep 
to ourselves hidden in the recesses of our own minds, only to be taken out when we feel safe or 
are alone. Others we hide and repress even from ourselves within our own subconsciousness 
while still others we make a point to share with those around us. Some memories we write, some 
we tell orally through stories, others we collect pictures of, and many, many, if not most 
memories, we forget, we lose them. The memories we choose to keep and those we choose to 
forget, some consciously others unconsciously, shape and mold the way we experience 
ourselves, each other, our environments, and ultimately the relationship we have, or don’t have, 
with God.  

                                                
1 Alan D. Baddeley, “The Psychology of Memory,” in The Essential Handbook of Memory Disorders for Clinicians 
(England: John Wiley & Sons, Ltd, 2004). 



So, memories are crucially important, because so tied to our very identities, if we forget 
the past, it means we forget who we are. And when we’ve forgotten who we are, we are lost, 
searching and burdened with the task of trying to reconstruct ourselves, trying to decide who 
want to be, who we should be, all amidst the pressures, demands, and complexities of an already 
difficult life. I think God, being who God is, knew this, or rather knows this, and I think the 
danger of forgetting who we are is in large part why God commands Israel over and over again 
to remember their past.  
 In Deuteronomy chapter 5 it says, “Remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt, 
and the Lord your God brought you out from there with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm. 
Deuteronomy 6, as we read today, yet is another example among many that similarly commands 
Israel to remember God’s liberation of the people so that they might teach their children. It says 
“You shall say to your children, ‘we were Pharaoh’s slaves in Egypt, but the Lord brought us out 
of Egypt with a mighty hand.’” The trouble is, though we are commanded to remember, we’re 
not so good at the remembering thing. In fact, the entire book of Judges, later on, is basically a 
testament to this issue. Judges tells story after story of the Israelites continually forgetting what 
God had done for them and thus Israel experiences turmoil or oppression until God rescues them 
in one fashion or another, under the understanding that this time Israel will remember who they 
are and to whom they belong. Then there is a period of peace until Israel forgets again, and the 
cycle continues. Forgetfulness, is a common human struggle. So what do we do, how do we 
safeguard against forgetting, and keep God’s commandments to remember? Well, God seems to 
have an answer to that, found in ritual. For instance, God establishes Passover for the explicit 
purpose of helping the Israelites remember from where they came and thus who they are. Exodus 
12:14 says “This day shall be a day of remembrance for you. You shall celebrate it as a festival 
to the Lord; throughout your generations you shall observe it as a perpetual ordinance. Seven 
days you shall eat unleavened bread; on the first day you shall remove leaven from your houses. 
For whoever eats leavened bread from the first day until the seventh day shall be cut off from 
Israel. … [It goes on, etcetera and then it says] . . . you shall observe the festival of unleavened 
bread, for on this very day I brought your companies out of Egypt.” As we know, much of the 
first five books of the Bible establish and/or give instructions on rituals and practices such as 
these, that must be observed by the Israelites. Often misunderstood by us, particularly in our 
modern context as tedious, menial, or lacking in spiritual significance, we miss their vital 
importance for our capacity to remember. 
 Let me explain, psychologist Alan Baddeley writes on the psychology of memory, and 
states that “learning does not require retrieval of the original learning episode, but can be based 
on implicit memory that may be accessed through performance rather than depending on 
recollection.”2 In other words, for our context and example, to learn the significance of the 
Exodus for instance, does not require us to have experienced and thus remember the original 
Exodus ourselves, but rather the significance, the emotional experience of being freed, can be 
learned through implicit memory by way of the performance of the Passover rituals. Through 
performing the Passover rituals we may make the feeling and experience freedom an 
unconscious memory, as easily accessed as the memories required to brush our teeth at night. 
God, is trying to help us make the memory, the emotional experience, of liberation an implicit 
memory. Another example would be, rather than trying to remember the Last Supper as though 
we had attended it ourselves, trying to deduce and internalize what it must have felt like for the 
disciples, through the practice of ritual communion we might implicitly learn and access the 
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experience of grace, of forgiveness for ourselves. God seems to want the experience, the 
emotion, the feeling of freedom, of grace, and of mercy, to be so ingrained in us that it is like 
riding a bike or brushing our teeth; whenever we perform those rituals we might be filled 
instantaneously, and with relative ease, with the remembrance, emotions, and experience of such 
love as easily as if we were recalling that the sky is blue. Thus the art of memory is found in our 
traditions and rituals. 

Now more than ever, I think we are called to rest and rely on these rituals, now more than 
ever I think God is calling us to these well-worn paths of performance. Why, you may ask? For 
two reasons. One, because I think we have forgotten, forgotten who we are, and we need help 
remembering. I think we are in a crisis of memory, collectively as a people, and at the same time 
I think we are deeply afraid of being forgotten as individuals. Let me start with the first bit. I 
would characterize our modern age, at least in part, by a crisis of memory. We don’t remember 
who we are, the collective story of ourselves, of our humanity that could bring us together, unite 
us and point us forward in a cohesive and comprehensible way. We don’t remember from where 
we came, in any collective theological or spiritual sense, and so the unknown of where we might 
go terrifies us, all while burdening us with the task of trying to decide who we must be, who we 
ought to be, who we want to be. While some might paint this or see such burden as a freedom, 
“you get choose,” in reality we see the consequences of so much limitlessness in the division, the 
confusion, and the insecurities we project around our ourselves and onto each other. One does 
not have to look too far or too deeply to see the profound confusion and insecurity that wracks 
our collective identity as a country and often too as individuals. Let me put it this way, happy, 
secure people do not do manipulative, commit violent, and act carelessly towards others, and 
unfortunately manipulative, violent and careless describes much of our current social and 
political paradigm. Furthermore, as a nation, what memory we do have of ourselves is deeply 
distorted. Entire peoples have been forgotten, entire cultures killed, languages erased, and the 
memories we do hold on to often glorify the ugly, paint the destructive as productive, and the 
sinful as righteous. Our crisis of memory has led us to a profound collective insecurity marked 
by violence, destructiveness, manipulations and fear. Perhaps fear because somewhere deep 
down we know we don’t know, we know we have forgotten.  

This is our common reality. The reality in which we then reside as individuals trying to 
make sense of the world and of ourselves. As individuals, then, at the same time, I think we are 
deeply afraid of being forgotten; in part I think that is why many folks concern themselves with 
legacies. We worry about what we are leaving behind in this world, so that we will be 
remembered when we are gone. This fear of being forgotten speaks to both our understanding 
that our memories are fragile, and at the same time so too are our lives here on earth. So we 
know that we are forgetful, and one of our biggest fears seems to be that we will be forgotten. 
Perhaps because we know, or at least we assume, that only that which does not matter is 
forgotten. So if we are forgotten perhaps it means we don’t or didn’t matter. A crisis of memory 
indeed and a deep need to remember who we are, and that we are matters.  

 
 So what do we do with this today? Well, at some point, the very time we are in now will 
only be experienced, will only exist, but as a memory. How will we remember this time? How 
will we remember these months, these weeks of isolation, of fear, of political and social turmoil? 
How will we remember ourselves within these contexts? Will we remember ourselves as loved 
children of God? Or will we become confused, lost, wanderers amidst the chaos searching for a 



story and a narrative of ourselves that will better explain or satisfy the curiosity of our souls 
seeking answers to this madness?  
 

I’ll tell you what I will remember. I will remember you. Each of you, this congregation 
and this church, tackling the challenges of zoom, the unexpected curveballs thrown your way, 
the unknown futures that you took on with grace and compassion for one another. I will 
remember the prayers we have shared for Shepard and for each other. I will remember the 
patience we had for one another. I will remember the gratitude, the privilege I have felt in being 
allowed to be a part of your journey in this time. I will remember how much each of you have 
given me, and how honored I feel to know each of you. To call you, I hope, friend.  

And what God will remember? I think God will remember each time we tried. Each time 
we could have laid down and stayed down but got up instead. Each time we called upon God’s 
name with earnest hearts and open minds. Each time, we practiced the paths of performance 
given to us, God’s people all those years ago. I bet God will remember the day God created each 
of us and saw that we are good. I bet above all, God will remember how much God loves each of 
us for we are worthy of being loved. We are worthy of kindness, of grace, of compassion. I 
wager God will remember each of our stories, even when this time has long passed. For God, we 
will never be forgotten. Since we were loved intentions before our birth, through our time on this 
earth, to wherever we may go when we leave, we will forever be children of God, loved, 
cherished and always remembered.  
 
 It is our sacred duty, as a church, to remember. To remember, for those who have 
forgotten, that they are indeed loved by God. To retell the stories, to the preform the rituals so 
that we may remind even ourselves as we go out into the world, that love, grace, compassion is 
who we are. I pray that through our practice of our time-honored traditions that these 
experiences, emotions and actions of love might be reflexes, unconscious or implicit memory; so 
ingrained us that to feel free, to feel God’s love for us, will be as easy as remembering how to 
brush our teeth at night. That with God’s help, kindness and compassion towards ourselves and 
towards others that that, might be as easy as remembering that the sun rises each morning. I think 
it is our sacred duty to remember who we are. Beloved of God, freed by God, cherished by God, 
and perhaps most importantly for today, remembered by God. Amen.  
 
 

 


