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Remember your future 

 

 

Sometime in the late 5
th

 century BC, the philosopher Socrates drew into his 

conversation circle a nearby slave boy. By a series of careful questions, Socrates led 

the uneducated boy to affirm a complicated little geometrical proof. In this Socrates 

sought to establish that knowledge of such things is actually innate – inside of us. As 

such, we don’t need teachers to tell us things we don’t yet know but rather a kind of 

“midwife” who draws out of us what knowledge is already there, waiting to be 

“born”, as it were. 

In modern terms, the difference between what we can learn for ourselves (given 

enough time) and what we must be taught is the distinction between scientific study 

and historical study. Modern scientific method operates on the assumption that what 

we know is discovered – uncovered – by the scientist. Finely honed techniques unveil 

what is there to be seen. While it is more complex than that and it’s quite possible that 

the kinds of questions we ask determine or even limit what we can unveil, the 

important point for the moment is that should we forget anything which has been 

discovered, it can be discovered again, were anyone to ask the question again, or go 

fishing around in the same place.  

This kind of knowledge is immediate, in the sense of “without mediation”, without an 

intermediary. We can work it out for ourselves, given the time and the smarts and do 

not need another to tell us, as helpful and more efficient as that might be. Someone 

who re-discovers lost scientific knowledge may come to it by a different means, but it 

is the same knowledge, and it will be as if it had not been lost. For this reason, the 

methods of science are at least as important in scientific education as the passing on 

knowledge which has already been accumulated. 

Historical study is quite different because its subject matter is unrepeatable. If an 

historical event is forgotten, it cannot be remembered again. We remember, of course, 

names like Hitler, Stalin, Churchill, or Henry, Mary, Elizabeth, or Socrates, Plato, 

Aristotle, but only because they are for some reason or another memorable. Aside 

from those we remember there are countless millions who were once remembered but 

now are forgotten, and there is no way to re-remember them, should we want to. We 

know that they are forgotten, but we do not know who or what has been forgotten. 

“Lest we forget” we tell ourselves at this time each year, because if we do forget it 

will be as if it never happened.  

  



 

The important thing about historical knowledge – in contrast to scientific knowledge – 

is that for us to know what has happened in history it must in some way or another be 

handed on. It cannot be known otherwise. 

With this distinction in mind – between what we know from ourselves and what must 

be handed on to us – we look now to our reading this morning from the Second Letter 

to the Thessalonians.  

The church in Thessalonica found itself in a crisis. For them the problem was one 

which we might consider odd now: the possibility that “the day of the Lord” – the 

time of judgment and the end of the world – had already arrived. It’s not clear where 

they had heard this, or what it meant to them, or even quite what it was about the idea 

of the Day having arrived which caused them distress. But clearly it was a problem 

Paul felt needed a good bit of attention. 

We won’t spend too much time on this particular problem, as such, because it is not 

one we share. We don’t worry too much these days about the delay of concerns with 

the apocalypse, or the details of Paul’s particular response to those concerns. But we 

can learn from how Paul responds to the crisis. If we can see what he is doing when 

he deals with this problem or with others, it may help us when we find ourselves 

confronted by quite different problems cause distress for us in our faith. 

Paul’s response is to remind the Thessalonians of the “tradition” or the teaching he 

had previously delivered to them. Today, tradition generally has pretty bad rap. This 

is partly because it often seems old and stodgy, but more significantly because 

tradition – by definition – comes from a place different from our place, from outside 

of us. An important part of our social and political world today is that we value being 

able to make our own choices about what we are going to do or be or believe. There’s 

a great freedom given us to today in making such choices – a freedom which we 

should celebrate. Yet this operates for us not simply as a freedom for choosing but a 

freedom from what might have been chosen for us, in another time and place. When I 

choose to be what I want to be, I am rejecting anyone else telling me who I am or can 

be. Ours is the age of self-discovery and self-realisation; I make, or discover, myself. 

By contrast, tradition comes from another time and place and people, and presumes to 

tell us something about ourselves. 

Yet in the New Testament “tradition” is not loaded as it is for us today, with notions 

of “old” or “stodgy” or even simply “the past”. The idea of “tradition” here is much 

closer to a “handing over” or a “passing on” from one person to another. When Paul 

wanted to remind a different community of the meaning of the Lord’s Supper, he 

began with the words “for I received from the Lord what I also passed on to you, that 

the Lord Jesus...” It would be clumsy English, of course, but we could also translate 

Paul’s Greek there as “I was traditioned by the Lord what I also traditioned to you…”. 

“Tradition” is here more verb than noun, more a process than a particular thing; it is 

the “handing over” as much as what is handed over. “Tradition” then, in this Christian 

sense, is less about what is old than it is about what is passed on from believer to 

believer, from the beginnings of the church at Easter and Pentecost to the present day. 

The knowledge of the church is a certain kind of knowledge: here is something you 

cannot know unless someone tells it to you. If they do not tell you, you can have no 

idea that it has happened, nor be likely even to imagine that it had happened. And so 

Paul says in this time of crisis for the Thessalonians not “think” or “discover” or 

“work it out” but remember: “Remember”, he tells them, “hold fast to the things we 

passed on to you.”  



 

Of course, care is also needed here. What is passed on from generation to generation 

in the church is not a fixed subject matter, a list of things to believe. This is where the 

old and the stodgy can kick in. In the case of what we read in the Thessalonians 

there’s an almost alien metaphysics about the end time which most really only can 

read metaphorically today. This is OK, because Paul’s point is not so much the detail 

of his narrative of the end time as it is the sovereignty of Christ in any narrative: 

Christ as the key for interpreting all stories. The “remember” concerns who we are, 

whose we are, how that relationship has come to be and what it means. Whatever the 

stories we tell about ourselves are, history will follow a course in which our stories 

come to their conclusion in him, in the way in which God’s kingdom takes form in 

him. Paul says to the Thessalonians: your future is Christoform – Christ-shaped. To 

put it differently while the tradition does pass on an identity which derives from the 

past, it is in fact a statement about our future, about where things will end. When the 

church recalls its tradition, then, it is bringing to mind the memory of its future. 

The handing on, or traditioning, of an identity is a strange thing in a world such as 

ours, in which the best – our true identity – is always still to come, and so “tomorrow” 

looms so much larger than today or yesterday. And it is very much “our” tomorrow, a 

tomorrow of our own making. We bring to this desire for our future the very best of 

our science, unravelling how the world is and applying that knowledge 

technologically to create the future which, it seems, is just waiting to be realised if we 

can only get the conditions right. We are Socrates’ slave boy, and our skills in reading 

the world are our methodological midwives, drawing out from ourselves and the 

world the answers we think we need to create a better tomorrow. 

And we must, of course, live into the future. But we can contrast this kind of future 

with the kind of future which is remembered by the church. Our remembering is not 

simply a recollection, not merely a bringing-to-again-mind but, as we’ve noted a 

couple of times recently, a “remembrance”. What we do “in remembrance of Christ” – 

the Eucharist – is a making present of the unexpected news that the crucified Jesus is 

the Christ, the key, the knowledge which matters. This is the remembering of 

something which is counter to the normal way of things and so can’t be determined or 

guessed at by clever questioning: that the Crucified One, of all people, should turn out 

to matter. This is what is “traditioned” in the church in word and sacrament, what is 

passed on. Whatever our calculations and plans might deliver to us, if it is not the case 

that the dead have been raised, the poor have become rich, the weak strong, the 

outcast gathered in, then the story is not over. And any conception of the future which 

is not a memory of this healed and reconciled future, is not good news but more of the 

same. Perhaps for the Thessalonians this was the problem: Christ’s kingdom was 

supposed to have come, and nothing seemed to have changed. Paul says to them, and 

to us: more of the same is not the presence of the risen Christ. Remember what you 

have been taught: Jesus is Lord, and no other; in him is the future we need, and its 

fulfilment. Order your lives, then, as if this were the case, as if (to recall our gospel 

reading from last week) the poor and the weak and those who now weep were blessed, 

given what is to come.  

This is a future we cannot create for ourselves, cannot draw out of ourselves, but to 

which God calls us and promises that we will be brought, by his grace, in Christ. For 

the ancient and standing promise that our future is in God’s hands, and that it is a very 

good future, all thanks be to God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Amen. 

*** 


