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The Season of Forgetfulness 
Jeremiah 31:31-34 

  

                One night, two weeks ago, I went to bed at 11 o'clock—my usual bedtime.  When I 
woke up it was quarter of five—also pretty standard.  But the problem was I thought I had laid 
down for a power nap and that it was 4:45 in the afternoon!  

                So when I got out of bed, I was shocked that I was wearing my pajamas!  I never do 
such a thing—whatever possessed me to change out of my street clothes?  But I wasn't going to 
dwell on that, because the house was cold.  When I checked the thermostat, the temperature 
registered 60!  How in the world had I failed to turn up the heat in the morning?  No idea! 

                As I moved toward the bathroom I took my nighttime meds as I normally do and 
decided it was time to fix supper!  Well, I got my meal together—bacon and eggs, appropriately 
enough!  I turned on the television in the kitchen.  Yet another surprise--“Morning Joe” came 
on!  How strange that MSNBC had inverted its daytime programming! 

                I didn't wonder about the fact that it was by now quite light outside, for it was time to 
check in with my daughter.  “Hi, honey bun, are y'all finishing up supper?”  There was a pause.  
“Supper!” Claire exclaimed.  “Daddy, it's 6:30 in the morning!” 

                Needless to say, the members of my family don't plan on letting me forget my 
forgetfulness any time soon!  Fortunately, however, that is not the case with our God.  Our 
verses from Jeremiah comprise the famous “New Covenant Passage,” where a new heaven and 
a new earth will be realized.  Nearly 50 years ago I did a seminary term paper in Old Testament 
on the New Covenant Passage.  Unlike many other writing assignments through the years, that 
one has never left me because Jeremiah provides us with remarkable words filled with amazing 
hope:  “The days are surely coming, says the Lord, when I will make a new covenant with the 
House of Israel and the house of Judah.”  He writes that unlike the covenants, the bonds which 
God made with their ancestors when God brought them to the Promised Land, this covenant 
would be an internal covenant, written on their hearts.  “And I will be their God, and they shall 
be my people.”  There will be no need to teach the people this fact, for everyone will know this, 
“from the least of them to the greatest.”  But the best part of it all, the crown jewel of this new 
covenant is the promise contained in the last line:  “For I will forgive their iniquity, and 
remember their sin no more.” 

                For me as a young, twenty something seminarian those were honeyed words, for they 
said to me this is the God I worship; this is the God I will serve.  My God does not keep a 
scorecard of rights and wrongs; my God will not remember my sin.  And yet as unforgettable as 
these words were and are, many Christians cannot accept them; they choose not to believe 



that their God suffers from amnesia when it comes to sin.  For them, God is forever judging, 
and on their first day in heaven, they picture being greeted by a stern-looking judge who will 
open the book of life to his or her name and then read out every sin committed.  “God is always 
watching,” people who subscribe to this belief in the afterlife like to say.   

                Well, that's not the way I believe.  I began this meditation by describing my own 
temporary amnesia.  I share it with you on the first night of this penitential season to highlight 
one quality of Lent; that it is truly a season of forgetfulness.  It is a time when you and I are able 
to hit the reset button.  It is a time when you and I take stock of our spiritual selves, when we 
call to mind our manifold sins and wickedness and lay them at the feet of God in Christ.   

                A week ago, we were presented with the testimony of Michael Cohen, as he bared his 
soul before Congress, the American people and yes, God.  It also was a time when your pastor 
wanted desperately to be a member of that investigative panel!  Over and over again there was 
a chorus of voices attacking Mr. Cohen's credibility.  His testimony could not be trusted, they 
said, because he had lied repeatedly to Congress and the nation. 

                Michael Cohen frequently admitted exactly that.  He told the people in that room and 
across the country that he was deeply sorry for his “manifold sins and wickedness,” and that he 
would be going to prison for three years to pay for his crimes. Mr. Cohen freely admitted that 
his iniquity had cost him everything:  his job, his reputation, his financial security, the peace of 
his family, and his freedom.  Whatever you think of Michael Cohen and his testimony, I was 
moved by seeing a man who is a very different person than he used to be.  A new law has been 
written on his heart.  Indeed, he had nothing to lose by telling his truth, by setting the record 
straight.   Michael Cohen knows well that our God is a deity from whom no secrets are hidden.  
So despite what many people told Mr. Cohen that day, that he is worthy only of contempt for 
his crimes, I saw only a man who has been redeemed, who has been given courage by the 
power of redemption. 

                In past Ash Wednesday services, I have asked people to write down the one sin in their 
lives that they cannot get over, cannot forgive themselves for.  And then we put those slips of 
paper in a bowl and set them on fire.  We then mixed the ashes of those sins with the ashes 
that we placed on our foreheads.   

                During the Kairos weekend last spring with the fourteen inmates at the Maine State 
Prison, I led the group in a ceremony in which the prisoners—along with the rest of us—did the 
same thing.  But this time, we wrote down our sins on a special kind of paper that immediately 
dissolves when it is placed in a bowl of water.  Only God knows what those incarcerated men 
wrote on their slips of paper.  What were the sins they could not forgive themselves for?  
Interestingly and significantly, all of our sins—pilgrims and team alike--dissolved when the slips 
of paper touched the water—even the inmate I came to know who had been sentenced for 60 
years. 

                Tonight you and I are called upon to unburden ourselves, to hold up that which to us is 
shameful and regrettable and do that in the light of God's forgiving love.  That is what it means 



to live the Christian life, to know that we have all sinned and fallen short.  But it is also to know 
that we loved just the same. 

                When my father was in seminary at Boston University, Eugene O’Neill lay dying in 
Salem Hospital.  Dad was then a Congregational Pastor in Salem, and he pled with the nurses to 
allow him to have prayer with the great playwright.  The medical staff would not give their 
consent, so my father never knew how Mr. O’Neill faced his maker.  But I have often thought of 
a line from one his plays:  “Man is born broken,” he wrote.  “The grace of God is glue.”  And so 
it is. 

                I close with one of my favorite stories, one that you may have heard me tell.  Some 
years ago, a little girl in the Philippines told the people in her village that she talked to God.  The 
village priest was skeptical.  How was that possible?  And so the next time the priest saw the 
little girl he asked her, “Is it true that you talk to God?”  “Yes,” she said.  “Well,” said the priest, 
“the next time you talk to God, ask God what my sins are.”  And so several weeks later, the 
priest saw the little girl and said, “So did you talk to God?”  “Yes,” said the little girl.  “Did you 
ask God what my sins were?”  “Yes,” she said.  “And what did God say?”  “God couldn't 
remember.” 

                If that sounds familiar, it's because God said the same thing centuries before:  “...for I 
will forgive their iniquity, and remember their sin no more.” 

                Welcome, dear friends, to the season of forgetfulness! 
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