Memory
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that some part of us is slipping away.

The Hebrew Scriptures speak of the old as being
“full of days.” The past is not, as we sometimes
think, slipping away and distancing itself from
us. Rather it is piling up, constitutive of the
present. That is why remembering is so basic to
an enduring sense of self-worth. It is a search
for a self to be and to love.

Faith adds an essential dimension to our
remembering. In faith we not only gather our
memories: we recollect our lives before God.
Our stories then take on new meaning as part
of a larger story that embraces and redeems
them.

As we grow older we may find it more difhicult
to recall details like names and dates. But
often we can remember moments of our past
lives: events and decisions which profoundly
changed us, riches which different friends
brought us to us, difficulties we conquered and
successes we achieved, griefs and joys we have
known. Recollecting these larger dimensions
of our lives before God can strengthen not only
our identity and self-worth, but our awareness
of God’s presence with us.

By entering into the past occasions of grace
and joy, we experience again the gift of God’s
love and healing. Biblical remembering is not
simply “living in the past.” The Hebrew verb “to
remember” means bringing the past into the
present in such a way that it influences present
decisions and conduct. Memory is often an
untapped reservoir of comfort and peace.

Open the album of your life. Choose one of the
joyful mysteries of your life in which you felt
deeply loved or in which you knew joy. Call
up the scene again in detail and let yourself
experience some of the love and joy you felt
when the event first took place. Simply to feel
again the feeling, here and now is healing. In
feeling and imagination we are all the ages we
ever have been. An older man described such
an experience. “Most of the time, he said, “I go
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my wife told me good things about myself. It was
if she were saying them to me again. Afterward,
I felt stronger inside.”

Such memories allow us to experience the
fact that God loves us. Our lives all contain
sorrowful as well as joyful mysteries. Some
older people do not want to remember the past
because it contains too many painful memories
and unresolved conflicts. But how we view the
past affects profoundly how we live the present.
The healing of memories is therefore a major
grace of the later years.

Two dispositions are essential to healing the
past. The first is a willingness to become
forgiving and let go of bitterness.

The second disposition for healing is the
capacity to see the past in a new and positive
light, to believe that even painful experiences
can be gifts. We are apt to see only the dark
side of the past but God can help us find the
beneficial aspects of our personal hurt so that in
the end we can find something to be thankful
for even in them.

Many of our gifts, in fact, developed during
what seemed to be tragic moments in our
past .Time and distance are necessary for such
perspective and healing. That is why wisdom
is ascribed to old age. We have then lived long
enough to view our tragedies in the context of a
whole life and to see not only what we have lost,
but the ways in which we were enriched.

If we cannot see how a painful memory opened
us to God, our neighbor or ourself, we may
need to return to that memory in prayer. Such
prayer is not a matter of stirring up past painful
memories that we have resolved and forgotten. It
is, rather, a way of dealing with those memories
that still need the gift of God's healing because
they are barriers to our present peace and
happiness. . Prayer puts these memories in the
context of faith.
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