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One of my favorite quotes is from George Bernard Shaw.  He says, “We learn from history that we learn nothing from history.”  It reminds me of the George Santayana quote, “Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.”  Both of these quotes get at the fact that history has a way of repeating itself , because we forget the lessons we learned from the tragedies and confrontations we’ve already been through.  

We are called to remember on this Memorial Day.  We remember those wars and conflicts in which our country has fought.  We remember those times and places where hope seemed lost and justice seemed impossible.  We remember those who served our country and the cause of peace and paid the ultimate price – they died so that others might live in freedom.  We take a day to remember that our rights were fought for, long and hard, by men and women throughout history.  We take a day to remember that war has a cost, and that peace is precious.  We take a day to remember those who did not live to see this day, fighting for a future that they would never know.

We have learned from history that we tend to forget – forget the cost, forget the battle, forget the pain – and actually need to set aside time and space to remember.  If we forget our history, we forget who we are.  If we forget who we are, we have nothing.  On this day, we as a nation are called to remember who we are, remember what has been done for us, tell the stories of sacrifice, promise to never go that way again, and give thanks with profound gratitude.


We understand, as a country, that we need to be reminded of these things.  We have a Memorial Day to call us back, year after year, to the stories, the people, the sacrifices, and the freedom we enjoy.  What traditions do you follow?  What stories do you hear?  What do you tell your friends, children, or coworkers about the importance of this day?  

After all, how can you be reminded of something you don’t know in the first place?  How can you be mindful of that which you have never fully understood for yourself?  That’s why we listen and recount the stories of war and those who served – because if we don’t know them in the first place, we can’t remember them; if we can’t remember them , we can’t be grateful for them.   This doesn’t just apply to our country’s history – it applies to us as people of faith, too.  Maybe that’s why it’s sometimes so hard to remember to do something we should be doing as people who follow Jesus Christ.  It is hard to remember to share our faith when we don’t understand it in the first place.  It is hard to share the story of what God is doing in your life when you haven’t stopped to recognize and express it.  It is hard to invite people to share in the story of Jesus when you don’t know the story yourself.  

In our first lesson today, Paul saw an altar to an unknown god in Athens.  Instead of walking past, he took the opportunity to share with the Athenians what they did not know.  He told them the story of God’s action in history, making the unknown known to them.  He gave them hope in a God who is the Lord of all, who created everything, who judges righteously, and who promises to us a life everlasting.  He told them who God is so they could know for themselves, so they could remember their God and not lose their way.  He empowered them to know and own their faith and their God, strengthening them to remind each other of God’s mighty acts in history and in their own lives.


In our Gospel lesson, Jesus is talking to his disciples and preparing them for all that is to come.  It’s often referred to as Jesus’ farewell discourse, because he is instructing them in everything they need to know when he dies and leaves them.  Listen to the reassurances he gives them: you can show your love for me by following my commandments.  You will receive the Holy Spirit, an Advocate who is with you forever.  You will never, ever be alone.  You will live just as I live.  You who love are loved by Jesus and by God his Father.  These are promises, assurances in who God is and who Jesus is and what faith means for each and every one of us, giving us peace and hope for all time.  When Jesus leaves his disciples in the tragedy and torture of his death, they can remember his words – they can know he will not leave them, and that they are beloved by God.  We who are his disciples today can also know this, remembering Jesus’ words for us as we go through each day of our lives, no matter what it brings us.

But here’s the thing: you can’t remember unless you know in the first place.  Unless you hear the stories, interpret them for you and your life, share them with those around you, talk and interact and invest in these promises, unless you do this, you have nothing to remember.  You have nothing to ground you.  You have nothing to call on when times are hard.  We recognize as a nation that we need a Memorial Day to keep us accountable to telling the stories and remembering the lessons learned and lives lost.  Let each Sunday be your memorial day of faith, keeping you centered in God’s word, reminding you of God’s promises, sending you out to share your faith and serve your neighbor and watch for God’s incredible saving action in each day of your life, reminding you to return to church on Sunday and begin all over again.


And so I ask you, on this Memorial Day weekend: what do you believe?  How can you remember your faith if you do not know it in the first place?  I leave you with a challenge.  Get a piece of paper and something to write with, right now.  I’ll wait.  Your challenge is to answer these three questions: first, who is God?  Secondly, what does God do?  Thirdly, where is God in the world?  And underneath these, write: so what?  I dare you to talk to each other about these questions as you leave today.  Engage a coworker about it on Tuesday.  Ask a friend the same questions on Wednesday.  Share your responses with your family at supper on Thursday.  Know what you believe, and remember it, because we have learned from history that we are bad at knowing, much less trusting, God’s promises.  Understand your faith, and remember it.  Share it in your words and actions.  Speak it, do it, remember it – do not ever forget.

Know that God is truly for you, and will never abandon you.  Know that Jesus Christ has freed you from sin.  Know that the Holy Spirit lives in you and guides you always.  Know that you are called to serve in love and truth.  Remember who are: a child of God, called and claimed, bought with great price, charged to do God’s work in his world.  Let this be your reminder.  Tell the stories.  Never forget.  Thanks be to God. 

