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T H E  C O M M O N S

REMEMBRANCE THAT LIMPS

Remembering and forgiving with our crooked human hearts.

By Calvin G. S e e r v e ld

R e m e m b e rin g  is co m p lic a te d . Bur o n e  th in g  

is certain: w hen you try  to  recollect som ething, 

y o u  en te r  like Jacob  in to  the  confessional w ith  

G o d . W h e th e r  y o u ’re re m e m b e rin g  a m ajor 

h isto rica l ep iso d e  o r  a m in o r  personal experi

ence, you  are w restlin g  w ith  th e  T ru th  o f w hat 

to o k  place a t a ce rta in  a tim e , an d  you are by 

n a tu re  a deceiver.

W e te n d  to  sw eeten  p as t successes an d  h appy  

m o m e n ts , to  preserve th e m  in tac t. W e ten d  

to  b lam e o th e rs  fo r o ld  failures a n d  o n g o in g  

tro u b le s, b ecause  w e fin d  it ha rd  to  ad m it we 

o u rse lves m ay  b e  c o m p lic it  in  evil. W e are 

d isp o sed  to  p lay  h ero es, o r  w orse , to  judge 

ourselves to  be in n o c e n t scapegoats. Since lile 

is no rm ally  a m ix tu re  o f  go o d  and evil, m em o

ries an d  te llin g  th e  h is to ry  o f th in g s are ap t 

to  be  a c o n fu s in g  m ess o f s la n te d , u n tru s t

w o r th y  reco llec tions.

A drastic  co n tem p o ra ry  so lu tion  to this p ro b 

lem  o f  falsifying m em o ry  is to  pretend we have 

next to no historical baggage. A prevalent prag- 

m atistic  sp irit also helps cultural leaders and  

followers alike to  practice cultu ral am nesia. W e 

p u t trau m atic  past events like the n ineteen th - 

cen tu ry  slave trade, the  G reat D epression, ihe 

atrocities of D achau and Auschwitz in m useum s 

for sto rage  an d  occasional cerem onial visits, 

and  w e barefacedly focus all o u r  a tten tion  and  

energy  on  solv ing  o u r cu rren t p roblem s. I t’s 

th e  fu tu re  th a t counts!

Such u tiaw areness of how  G o d  lets the past 

inhere  the  p resen t p ro m p ts us to m ake supe r

ficial, se lf-exonerating , jum p -s ta rt judgm ents: 

G enerals try  to en d  w ar betw een long-stand ing  

e thn ic  anim osities by m aking sm art bom bs that 

kill w ith greater precision; leading entrepreneurs 

m ean to reduce the  n u m b er o f  poverty-stricken
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Jacob's battle with the angel. Stained glass by Peter Brandes, located in the chapel 
o f Cornerstone University in Grand Rapids, MI. Image: Cornerstone University
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Reliable remembering will have a wrestled, repentant 
character and carry a redemptive quality and patien t spirit.
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workers by giving the corporate market free 
rein, which only promotes survival o f  the fittest 
few. That human hate is not mitigated by tech
nology and that greed outlasts benevolence are 
realities worth remembering.

Reliable remembering, in my judgment, will 
have a wrestled, repentant character and carry 
a redem ptive quality and patient spirit, 
whether it be personal memory, the conscience 
o f  an institution, or the com pany o f  G od’s 
adopted children.

W hen I remember well the good events in my 
lifetime, I am thankfully overwhelmed in rec
ognizing the role others close to m e played in 
their fruitfulness. W hen I remember well the 
evil o f  which I am guilty, I cringe, without 
excuses, shamed, confused, while pleading with 
m y Lord somehow to overturn its bad conse
quences, maybe even by my remedial service.

W hen a nation recalls its com plex history, it 
needs to confess explicitly its nation-forming 
sins as well as blessings, and cast the whole 
project as an unfinished development to be 
driven further by the norm o f  restorative jus
tice— there are deep wounds still needing to 
be healed before congratulations are passed 
around about accomplishments.

W hen God’s people as church tell what hap
pened before its current riven unity, remember
ing its Pentecostal institution, the course o f

faithful witness, heresies, recurrent hypocrisy, 
martyrdoms, crusades and reformations, endur
ing diaconal ministries, a holy remnant, it bog
gles one’s consciousness. The pockmarked his
tory o f  the com m union o f  saints past, present, 
and forthcoming will be redemptive if  its story 
invigorates one’s gratefulness to be still wrestling 
at Jabbok. Church history is not a tale o f  woe 
or o f  victory, but is a story that prompts a com
munity o f persevering sinful saints to live in 
patient, certain expectation o f  the risen Christs 
return to bring a final shalom.

The hardest matters to remember redemp- 
tively, I find, are the times w hen you have 
been physically and em otionally abused or 
had intimate secrets betrayed by someone else. 
O nly God has the option o f  forgetting what 
is on the historical record. W e people, how
ever, are enjoined to bathe our remembering 
in forgiveness, which entails, I believe, laying 
down your life, that is, offering up to the evil
doer your “rights” to punishm ent. Followers 
o f  Jesus Christ— because w e shall be everlast
ing!— are called to take hold o f  G od and pull 
for the grace to m im ic the Eucharist: reclaim 
the dread memorable past event by reenacting 
consciously your survival o f  the curse as an 
opening to be grateful to the G od o f  Jacobs 
to serve the enemy.

All true remembering will bless you— violated 
person, H olocaust survivor, persecuted  
church— with a telltale limp. O
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