
7700 North Meridian Street •  Indianapolis, Indiana 46260 • SecondChurch.org • 317-253-6461

“The Power of Memory”
Isaiah 9:2-7; John 14:2-7 December 6, 2015

In his autobiographical work, The Confessions, St. 
Augustine not only describes his conversion to the 
Christian faith, but also examines the very nature of human 
existence in God. He explores the vast mystery of human 
memory in order to understand himself and to understand 
how we come to know and to love God. Augustine writes, 
“Great is the power of memory, a fearful thing, O my God, 
a deep and boundless manifoldness… and there is no end” 
(Book X, p. 165). 

Memory has great power. We gather around Thanksgiving 
tables and share memories. At our family gathering this 
year, Bunny’s mother pulled out photographs of her great-
grandfather who was an Episcopal priest. She told stories 
about his ministry before the Civil War in Eastern North 
Carolina. When we sift through our memories, we call to 
mind our childhood friends who lived down the street 
and with whom we played late into the afternoons.  We 
remember winning a ball game against a rival team, the 
first day of college, a first kiss, the first car we owned, or the 
adoption of a child. It is our memory of past Christmases 
that guides what we will do and how we will celebrate this 
Christmas. Not all memories are happy ones. We hold in 
our hearts the memories of those we love who have died; 
we hold the memories of old wrongs, betrayals, broken 
relationships, disappointments and touch them like a scar 
that has healed over but that can still be felt. Some of us 
here can remember what we were doing when we heard the 
news of the bombing of Pearl Harbor, the assassinations 
of President Kennedy and Dr. Martin Luther King, or the 
collapse of the twin towers. This year we add to our painful 
memories, mass shootings and violent attacks in Oregon, 
Colorado, California, France, Lebanon and Kenya to name 
a few places. 

Memory has great power.  Memory shapes how we live 
in the present – our values, our prejudices, our hopes, our 
dreams and our actions. The question is not so much what 
we remember, but what we choose to do with our memories.  

When the baby Jesus was born in Bethlehem, the people 
remembered what the prophet Isaiah said about the birth 

of a special child:

“For a child has been born for us,
   a son given to us;
authority rests upon his shoulders;
   and he is named
Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God,
   Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace” (Isaiah 9:6). 

As Jesus carried out his ministry, this memory began to 
shape how his followers understood his identity, calling and 
destiny. All authority will rest upon his shoulders and he 
will be called among other titles, the Prince of Peace. After 
his death and resurrection, his disciples began to tell and 
retell the story of his life and deeds. Eventually his followers 
wrote down the memories in the letters and gospels of the 
New Testament. As they told his story and as they wrote, 
they were guided by the Holy Spirit. Jesus had said that 
after he returned to the Father, God would send “the Holy 
Spirit… [who] will teach you everything, and remind you 
of all that I have said to you” (John 14:26). The life of Jesus 
and his abiding presence with them in the Holy Spirit 
made sense of the bits and pieces of their lives that they 
held in their tangled memories. His memory gave purpose 
to their suffering, hope in the midst of their trials, healing 
for their wounds, wisdom for their walk, and courage for 
the demands of the day. 

To every moment of life, we bring our deep, boundless 
and sometimes painful memories to bear. Sometimes we 
are not even aware of the power of our past experiences to 
determine our reactions to new situations or challenges.  
We are not even aware why we respond the way we do 
until we blurt out harsh words in anger, react impulsively 
or go off on some pointless tangent. Out of the depths of 
our disordered memories, the Spirit will lead us in the way 
of Jesus. The most powerful memory of all is what the Holy 
Spirit brings to mind. The Spirit orders, transforms and 
fulfills all our other memories by bringing us to Jesus – his 
life, his stories, his teachings, his actions. 

Let me tell you what I mean.  I remember long ago how 
a friend, David, stood at the grave of his wife who had died 
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all too soon of brain cancer. Her illness had been hard; her 
death seemed impossible to absorb. He grieved over his loss 
– the years of life that were taken from them. More than 
that, he grieved for the suffering she had undergone and 
the terrible end. He grieved for all that she would never 
know – the fruits of her teaching career, vacations with 
their grown kids, the grandchildren she would never see, 
trips they talked about taking in retirement, and ordinary 
mornings and evenings together. I believe he was thinking 
about all these things and more when he turned and said to 
me, “I never thought much about the words of Jesus, ‘I am 
the resurrection and the life,’ until these past weeks.  Jesus 
has gone ahead of her; she rises with him. This is what gives 
me hope.”

When we are hurt by a betrayal or suffer a loss, it is easy 
to let our painful memories shut us down, turn us inward, 
and lead us to bitterness. It is easy to feed upon the hard 
memories, nurse the wounds and want to get even. We may 
begin to remember how Jesus lived with others and what 
he said even when people disappointed him, betrayed him 
and crucified him. At that moment, another possibility 
emerges. We remember how he said to love your enemies. 
We remember how he said from the cross, “Father, forgive 
them for they know not what they do.” In the power of the 
Spirit, he moves us out of the broken, painful memories to 
acts of forgiveness. 

In this Advent season, we anticipate the coming of the 
Prince of Peace, but we are anything but peaceful. The 
shattering of another community by violence leaves us on 
edge, anxious and nervous. There are horrifying pictures 
on the TV, chatter on the Internet and reactive talk all 
around. These images, angry words and our own fear hide 
in our memory until they overwhelm us and push us into 
making foolish decisions and taking self-defeating actions 
as individuals and as a people. Now is the time we are to 
remember what the Holy Spirit brings to mind. The Spirit 
reminds us that we have been given a particular ministry in 
a conflicted and violent society. Paul says in 2 Corinthians 
that God has reconciled the world unto himself and 
entrusted “the message of reconciliation to us. So we are 
ambassadors for Christ, since God is making his appeal 
through us” (2 Cor. 5:19, 20). We have been given the 
ministry of reconciliation. What that ministry means and 
how it looks takes deep prayer, thoughtful conversation, 
spiritual wisdom, great patience and real sacrifice. It is his 
memory that is deeply embedded in our minds that brings 
order and discipline to all our other memories. We look 
inward as Augustine did and come to know God’s will and 

God’s plan. 

When we invite the Holy Spirit to bring to mind our 
memories of Jesus, we can know his peace even in troubled 
time. How does it happen? It is part of the mystery of 
our faith. When we discover hope, when we forgive and 
when we practice reconciliation, we know his peace. It is 
no ordinary peace. It is not the peace that depends upon 
quiet seas, smooth sailing and the absence of conflict. It is 
the peace of God. Paul said, “And the peace of God, which 
surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your 
minds in Christ Jesus (Phil. 4:7). 

A friend that I have known for many years only recently 
told me of an experience he had in seminary when he was 
studying for the ministry. He was deeply troubled and 
uncertain about his calling to be a minister. He was restless 
and unsure if he was doing the right thing. He applied to a 
Ph.D. program in a totally different field in another state. 
He was accepted into the program. He was still unsure what 
he should do. His troubled soul kept him awake in the night. 
He searched his mind, his heart and his memories for a clear 
answer. In the early hours before dawn, he heard a voice 
distinctly say, “All will be well.” There was no answer which 
vocation to choose, but simple words: “All will be well.” At 
that moment, he knew that he was free to choose and either 
choice would be right.  All - will - be - well. He stayed in 
seminary and became a pastor, a professor and a visionary 
leader for the church. That word in the night brought to 
mind all that Christ has promised and out of his disordered 
thoughts came the gift of peace.

Jesus said, “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you. 
I do not give to you as the world gives. Do not let your hearts 
be troubled, and do not let them be afraid.”  

All will be well. 


