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In the Flannery O’Connor short story, “The Lame Shall Enter First”, a young widowed father named 

Sheppard hastily becomes foster father to a street wise delinquent in an attempt to deal with his grief. On one 

occasion, the dad is convinced his now foster son is responsible for a neighborhood crime. After accusing the 

young lad, the father discovers this time, the young delinquent is not responsible.  

Sheppard, sick with guilt over his false accusation begs the young boy, “Will you forget it? It won’t 

happen again?” In O’Connor’ writing, “The boy looked up. His eyes were bright but unfriendly. ‘I’ll forget it’, he 

said, ‘but you better remember it’.” 

The story begs the question, “When should we forget the sins of our past and when should we 

remember them?” Often, we have been told to “forgive and forget”, but that at times can be a dangerous 

blend. “Forgive” is essential to our own salvation, but “forgetting” should only be done with careful 

discernment. 

If we do need to remember them, the questions of “why remember” and “how to remember” become 

most important. The Year of Mercy focuses our attention on the power of God’s forgiveness in our lives and 

how we are called to live that forgiveness and extend that forgiveness to others.  

The weekend Scriptures make real the power of God’s forgiveness and how Jesus forgives in the name 

and power of God. The prophet Isaiah tells us clearly that God forgives and forgets Israel’s past infidelity. They 

remain God’s Chosen People and God now chooses to liberate them from their exile in Babylon as He did their 

ancestors when they were slaves in Egypt. This is God’s own choosing, from God’s own initiative out of God’s 

own passionate love for His people. This is the meaning of divine mercy. However, if God forgets Israel’s past 

infidelity, Israel never forgets their own sinfulness or God’s great rescue from exile.  

St. Paul too proclaims that God has forgotten as well as forgiven his persecution of Christians while he 

was still an official in the Temple in Jerusalem. Even St. Paul says he forgets “what lies behind but straining 

forward to what lies ahead.” In other words, he refuses to wallow in guilt and shame that hinder his spiritual 

growth. Rather, he keeps his focus on what lies ahead and he pursues that at all costs.  

But in other passages, St. Paul writes with great detail how he persecuted the first Christians following 

Jesus’ Resurrection and Ascension. But his purpose for retelling of his own sins always shows forth the greater 

power of God’s forgiveness and mercy that transformed his heart from a persecutor to an apostle. 

In a tender description of his relationship with the Risen Jesus, St. Paul tells us, “I continue my pursuit 

in hope that I may possess it, since I have indeed been taken possession of by Christ Jesus.” In literal 

translation, St. Paul wants to get his arms around the one who has his arms around him, or he wants to 

embrace Jesus who is already embracing him.  

In the gospel passage we especially witness the great liberating power of God’s merciful forgiveness. A 

woman caught in adultery, (although there is no sign of the man she was with) is brought before Jesus to 

decide what judgement she deserves. In his response, Jesus is clear that while mercy does not close the eye to 

sin, it opens the heart to the sinner. 



When the woman walks away unscathed from the crowd’s wrath, she has the opportunity of 

remembering the power of mercy in her life. But should she also forget the adultery as well? 

If the Scriptures tell us clearly that God forgets our sins as well as forgives them, is there any reason for 

us to remember? Most, if not all of us, probably still beat ourselves up over sins from our past. If we take the 

spiritual journey seriously, past sins can take on a power far beyond their significance, even if they be serious 

and even gravely serious. We can strongly believe that God has forgiven us, but we are unable to forgive our 

self. This is probably how most of us remember our past sins. But this has nothing to do with God and presents 

no useable reason for remembering.  

Rather, remembering can serve some purposes for us. First and foremost, remembering can bring 

rejoicing for the presence of Jesus’ mercy in our lives. Jesus’ eyes may not be closed to sin, but his heart is 

always open to the sinner. If that sinner is you or me; that is worth remembering! When we allow the Lord’s 

love and mercy to transform our life and reshape our heart and soul, our gratitude is humbling. 

Remembering our own past will call us to be merciful when encountering someone else so guilty. Our 

eyes will not be closed to sin’s power of pain, suffering and destruction but neither should our heart be closed 

to the person sinning. If the Lord’s mercy was so liberating and transforming in our life, can we deny mercies 

potential in someone else’s life? 

Mercy never condones what happened. Mercy does not deny the need for justice. Mercy does not 

pretend or excuse. Rather mercy exposes our potential for transformation, conversion, and new life in the 

light of the Risen Christ. Mercy says to the sinner, “You are better than that and God is capable of bringing that 

goodness from within you.” 

Mercy empowers us from the wounded one to a wounded healer. Those in Alcoholics Anonymous 

recall their stories while under the influence of alcohol only to point to the greater power of sobriety. The 

sharing of stories brings hope and healing to others. The woman caught in adultery now has her own story to 

tell, a different story from the one before she met Jesus.  

Remembering past infidelities or sinfulness should never become a weapon to hold over someone else, 

but rather a lesson for moving forward with greater fidelity. Remembering should never become a further 

descent into the darkness of shame. 

God’s grace and mercies move in many ways both within and outside the life of the church. For us as 

Catholics, The Sacrament of Reconciliation provides a significant experience of divine forgiveness and the 

freedom of Jesus’ mercy. Like every Sacrament, it brings an encounter with The Living God in Christ to the 

whole Church and to the one celebrating the sacrament.  

This coming week provides many opportunities for celebrating Reconciliation every weeknight and 

next Saturday. As one who celebrates that Sacrament as both confessor and as penitent, I attest to the great 

power of mercy released from the heart of the Lord Jesus in the celebration of that Sacrament. 

The encounter with Christ teaches us that his love is greater than our past and his mercy is superior to 

our sins. We can experience liberation and freedom and move forward in life with a sense of divine peace 

growing in our hearts. That is certainly something worth remembering. 


