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I wish I had a better memory. I wish I had a better memory for names and faces. I wish I could remember things 

without writing them down. Recently I went to the library and picked out a book by one of my favorite authors. 

I brought it home and read about twenty pages and I kept thinking, “This plot sounds oddly familiar.” Yes, I had 

read it before. And, I had forgotten that I had read it. That wasn’t the first time this has happened. I wish I had a 

better memory. Although, I wonder if there is such a thing as having too good a memory. 

 

Jill Price has a condition known as highly superior autobiographical memory, a condition she shares with 

around 60 other known people. She can remember most of the days of her life as clearly as the rest of us 

remember the recent past, with a mixture of broad strokes and sharp detail. Now 53, Price remembers the day of 

the week for every date since 1980; she remembers what she was doing, who she was with, where she was on 

each of these days. She can actively recall a memory of twenty years ago as easily as a memory of two days 

ago. 

 

This may seem like a gift. But, it’s more complicated than that. Having so many memories always at the ready 

can be maddening and overwhelming and make it very difficult to live in the present, let alone look towards the 

future.1 

 

In today’s reading from Isaiah, the prophet outlines a vision for the future that is beautiful and compelling. He is 

speaking to a people who have experienced exile and anguish and regret and he tells them that the future can be 

different than the past. In this future shaped by God, there will be  

 

 no more sounds of weeping 

 no cries of anguish 

 no more building a house that some outsider takes over 

 no more planting a field that some enemy confiscates 

 no more babies dying in the cradle 

 no more old people who don’t enjoy a full lifetime 

 

In this vision of the future, God cares for the people in new and more profound ways. Before the people can call 

out, God will answer them. Before they have finished speaking, God will hear them. 

 

It’s such a beautiful tangible vision of what life can be, what life should be. 

 

All of this hinges, not on remembering, but on forgetting. That’s the hinge. That’s how the passage begins. With 

an invitation to not remember: God and the people forgetting the pain and misery and disappointment that has 

gone before in order to embrace a new beginning. 

                                                           
1 https://www.theguardian.com/science/2017/feb/08/total-recall-the-people-who-never-forget 
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Maybe this not remembering doesn’t sound all that important or necessary to you. Unless, of course, you have 

done something that you would like to forget, that you would like others to forget, that you would like the 

internet to forget. 

 

If so, you want to live in Cleveland. 

 

Let me back up. Back in the day, the pre-internet days, if you did something stupid, got arrested and ended up in 

the newspaper, people would read it in the morning, and then they would throw the paper out by evening. And 

then the story drops out of sight. There are some newspapers that keep indexes that would be at the library. But 

even then you would have to go to the library, know there was an index, spend hours or days, scrolling through 

microfiche to finally, maybe, discover that thing about you from your past.  

 

But now that everything is online, it’s there always and forever. Always and forever. 

 

Chris Quinn is the editor of the online edition of the Cleveland Plain Dealer called Cleveland.com. A few years 

ago, he noticed that he was getting emails from folks asking if the paper would remove articles about them. 

Here are some excerpts from those emails. 

 

 I made a big mistake. Owed up to it and paid for it. 

 This situation has had a horrific effect on myself and my entire family. 

 These stories have come up in every job interview I’ve had in the last five years. 

 That article is a nightmare for me. 

 It has caused trauma to myself and my children... I have two daughters, 11 and 14 years old. 

 I’ve suffered depression. 

 I’m just in a corner and I don’t know what to do. 

  

Chris Quinn recalls that it didn’t feel good, knowing that the newspaper had caused so much suffering. So, he 

and the paper began something called the Right to Be Forgotten project. It allows people to ask to remove their 

names from old articles that hinder their ability to move forward with their lives. 

 

Here’s how it works: People who have committed non-violent crimes who successfully petition the courts to 

permanently delete all records of their cases can send cleveland.com a request. If the request is granted, 

cleveland.com will remove their names from the stories. Google searches of their names will stop finding those 

stories. The Right to Be Forgotten committee gathers regularly to evaluate the requests.2  

 

It’s complicated, making these decisions – really complicated. And amazingly interesting. Who has the right to 

have their mistake be forgotten? How does the committee decide? What criteria do they use? What kinds of 

things do they consider when they’re deciding what to delete and what not to delete? I so admire what Chris 

Quinn and his team are doing.  

 

This whole project got me thinking about God. I’ve always thought of God as one who remembers everything. 

Forgets nothing. Keeps a log of my failings and mistakes. God sees everything. The sign over the cash register 

at the National Cathedral says, “We may not have seen you take it, but God did.”3 I’ve always thought that God 

sees everything and forgets nothing. 

 

                                                           
2 https://www.wnycstudios.org/podcasts/radiolab/articles/radiolab-right-be-forgotten  
3 Barbara Brown Taylor, The Preaching Life, p. 134. 
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What if that’s just not how God goes about things? What if God is just as invested in forgetting as 

remembering? What if God regularly chooses to forget our pettiness, our meanness, our failings, our half-lies 

not to mention our big mistakes, our worst choices? 

 

What if God regularly chooses to forget? There’s a graciousness in not remembering. In forgetting the time our 

friend didn’t call, didn’t reach out, disappointed us. There is a redemption in the parent who doesn’t fully 

remember the tantrums of their toddler, the sullenness of their teenager. There is a graciousness in not 

remembering hurtful words said by our partner in the heat of argument. 

 

I’m not sure that any relationship is sustainable without a little forgetting.  

 

A friends of mine recalls when she was very young, she took a china plate from the cupboard. She thought it 

would make a great hat, so she put it on her head and then began to dance. She spun around faster and faster 

and, no surprise, the plate fell off her head and shattered. She has carried the memory of this incident for 

decades. Recently, she asked her mother about it. Her mother has no memory of it. 

 

There’s a graciousness in not remembering.  

 

The story is told of an American priest who was serving as a missionary in the Philippines. This priest 

committed a sin while in seminary of which he was deeply ashamed. While he had confessed to God and his 

fellow priests, he still felt a nagging sense of guilt and shame. There happened to be a young woman in his 

congregation in the Philippines who claimed that Jesus appeared to her in the evenings. Members of the parish 

learned of Jesus’ visitations and started asking her to inquire of him on their behalf. The priest was dubious 

about her visions and concerned that it might influence the congregation in the wrong direction. One day, the 

priest said to the woman, “The next time you speak with Jesus, I want you to ask him what sin your priest 

committed while he was in seminary.” The woman agreed to do so. A few days later, the priest saw her. “Did 

Jesus visit you last night,” he asked. “Yes, he did,” she answered. “Did you ask him what sin I committed in 

seminary?” “Yes, I asked him.” Well, what did he say?” He said, “I don’t remember.”4 

 

What if God is just as invested in forgetting as remembering? I’m thinking of the exiles who so desperately 

want the future to be different than the past. I wonder if that can’t happen without a little forgetting. Without a 

little forgetting on God’s part and a little forgetting on the part of the people.  

 

But, there are things we have done, things that have been done to us that are so bad, so traumatic that they can’t 

be forgotten, they shouldn’t be forgotten. But even in those circumstances, I’m not sure that the future can be 

different than the past without a little forgetting.  

 

I’ve been thinking about Chris Quinn and his colleagues and the Right to Be Forgotten project. A reporter 

suggested to Quinn that this project is about forgiveness. This is his response.  

 

I don’t – I’m not – I don’t feel like we’re forgiving the people who asked for this relief. I feel like we’re 

– we’re enabling them to carry on with their lives without the baggage of the mistakes they made.5 

 

If not forgiveness, he and his team are surely doing the work of redemption. They may not see it that way. I 

suspect that they would resist that idea. But they are. It’s hard work. It’s complicated. They have to address 

issues of justice and fairness. How do you know when someone has really changed? What are the risks in giving 

someone a second chance? Asking and answering such questions is the work of redemption. 

                                                           
4 https://viennapres.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/2018-11-18-What-God-Forgets.pdf 
5 https://www.wnycstudios.org/podcasts/radiolab/articles/radiolab-right-be-forgotten 
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Just ask Seth. That is not his real name. He spoke to a reporter doing a story on the Right to Be Forgotten 

project. He made a mistake. A big one. He was arrested for a misdemeanor and his crime was reported widely 

in the local press. That was years ago. But he has an unusual last name and that arrest has haunted him, his 

parents, his wife and two children. Recently he sent an email to Chris Quinn.  

 

Years have now passed since …my very public…brush with the law. I am grateful for a few things. The 

love and support of my family guided me out of the darkness. I am here and not in a cemetery because 

of them. 

 

He continues,  

 

I am also happy that I was able to model for my children exactly how a person should behave after 

making a monumental mistake. While I would do anything to turn back the clock, alter my actions…I 

simply cannot change the past….I ask that you consider me and my actions for the Right-To-Be-

Forgotten Initiative, and that you remove my name and photos from the articles written about me. I’m 

grateful for this consideration. Thank you. 

 

Chris Quinn and his team did what Seth asked. This is how Seth describes his life since that decision: 

  

…every little step and every day that passes, every bit of time, you leave a mistake in the past. And 

you’re one step closer to a new life, a second chance, something better.6 

 

Like I said, this is the work of redemption. Offering people a new life, a second chance, something better. That 

is participating in God’s great and glorious work of redemption. I want to participate in God’s work of 

redemption.  

 

I may need to get a little better at forgetting. Evidently, a little forgetting can create space for a future that is 

different than the past, a new life, a second chance, something better.  

 

God wants that for us. God wants that for all of us. 

 

Amen. 

 

                                                           
6 https://www.wnycstudios.org/podcasts/radiolab/articles/radiolab-right-be-forgotten 

https://www.wnycstudios.org/podcasts/radiolab/articles/radiolab-right-be-forgotten

