How Will You Be Remembered?

By:  Gary Kurz

Who among us has not set goals for themselves?  Perhaps you haven’t actually sat down and written them out or assigned dates that you wish to have them accomplished by, but you have a mental checklist that you keep in your mind that you work from.  We don't always achieve all of the goals on our bucket list, but most of us achieve at least a few of them during our lifetimes.  
Some goals we drop because life throws us a curve ball.  For instance, I knew an Olympic rower who trained hard for many years to qualify for the Olympic team.  He worked day and night, working out while others slept or enjoyed their leisure.  And he did qualify.    He was invited to join the American rowing team.  But he had to drop out of competition when he was forced to submit to chemotherapy treatments.  They weakened him so severely that he could no longer be competitive.  

Other goals are dropped because as we age, our interests and desires change and things that may have been important in our youth, just aren’t that important any longer.   Conversely, we also add new goals to our list that may not have been important when we were younger, but have taken on more importance in our more mature years.
Regardless of age however, each of us could probably list at least some things we have achieved without much trouble.  For most of us, our accomplishments will register as common and ordinary (i.e. graduating college, raising good children, completing a career, winning a few trophies along the way, etc.).  For others, their achievements may be considerable and quite extraordinary (i.e. becoming an astronaut, receiving the Congressional Medal of Honor, becoming exceedingly wealthy, etc.).

My emphasis might suggest that one scenario is better than the other.  But the truth is that when life on this earth is over, those things mentioned above will not matter much, and they will surely fade quickly from the memories of those who knew us once we are gone.  It isn’t that they were not important, but rather that they did not possess lasting importance. 

So which of your accomplishments will really matter?  What will be the epitaph that marks your life?   Not your headstone.  There we might find cliché’ testimonials like “A great dad or mom,” “First to reach Mars,” or “A Hero.”  

Those are nice, even thoughtful.  But away from that reminder chiseled in stone, what will people think about when your name is mentioned or when they come across an old photograph of you?  How will you be remembered then?  Will they recall you were a kind person?  Were you a good friend; dependable and trustworthy?  Will they recall your unique sense of humor or giving spirit?  Will they remember that you knew the Lord and served him faithfully?
Many years ago I was in Charge of a military color guard whose primary function was to conduct graveside ceremonies for veterans who had passed away.  Occasionally, we were required to also attend the actual indoor funeral services of those who we would later honor at graveside.  Some on my team understandably felt a little uneasy in a church not of their faith, but as a student of human nature, attendance for me was an opportunity to observe and learn about people and different faiths.  

One of the unexpected things that I learned from my experiences, and one that I think you will find quite profound, was that bad people never die.  Only good people pass away.  I say that because without exception, those whose funerals I attended were lauded and honored by the presiding minister for being absolutely wonderful people.    It didn't matter who they were or what they had done (or not done) only positive things were mentioned at the service.  In more than 100 funerals I never heard a single negative comment uttered about a deceased veteran, even when such comments might be well-deserved.
For example, I attended one service where the deceased had deserted his family many years earlier to become an open road biker.  He had been a leading member of a gang that was notorious for being in trouble with the law.  He had been personally responsible for the gang's illegal drug trafficking and money laundering.  No matter, the minister conveniently forgot the last several years of the man’s life and saluted him for having previously been a great family man and heaped lavish praises upon him.  
The way these ministers uplifted the deceased reminded me of the way schools treat children involved in intramural sports in these modern times.  No one wins.  No one loses.  If you participate, you are given some sort of positive recognition or trophy.  A trophy; for failing!  But that is a topic for another day.  Let me return to the topic at hand.  

In this funeral with the biker, and perhaps with all funerals, I suppose for the sake of those left behind, saying undeserved, positive things is necessary and appropriate.  But even acknowledging this, one cannot ignore that the minister's words did not accurately represent the sum of this man's life.   He had not earned the honor that was being bestowed upon him.  
It reminded me that for things achieved in our flesh, praise can be cheap and accomplishments shallow.   As I consider my own life, I feel very strongly that I do not want anyone embellishing upon my accomplishments and achievements, as that minister did for the biker dad.  During my life, I received some significant awards and accolades.  At the time they seemed important, but as I age, the significance and importance of those times has faded. 
Younger people rose up to receive the same rewards and accolades that I received and theirs’ now too are fading in significance.  Others will arise to follow and duplicate their achievements.  The words of Solomon about vanity apply so well, do they not?

Despite all of that, like everyone else, I would like to be remembered; I want my life to have counted for something.  As morbid as it may seem for someone to dwell on their own passing, I frequently think about it, but I think in a good way.  As I draw nearer to departing this life, only my service to the Lord over my many years as a believer seems to be of lasting importance.  Any honor I received for earthly achievement just doesn't seem very important anymore.  

In particular, I think about my headstone and what will be written upon it.  I want my headstone to reflect what thoughts people will have if they think about me after I am gone.  My legacy is as important to me as the legacies of others are to them.  I often contemplate what few words will capture what I want people to remember me for?  It has to be brief.  It has to be honest.  But above all, it has to define my life in terms of my relationship with God.

I think most believers want to have something profound written about them; such as "A Shining Star for God" or "A Great Man".  I am no different.  I want my memory to be positive, perhaps even motivational.  Unfortunately, there is this honesty thing we Christians have to be concerned about.  And in all honesty, I do not feel that I was ever a shining star or a great man.  
I could honestly say that in my life as a believer, I tried to put the Lord first, attending worship services faithfully and serving in many different church offices.  I had the privilege of preaching, teaching and leading literally thousands of souls to the Lord Jesus, but too often I came up short in my service in other areas.  Work, leisure and fatigue occasionally took precedence over the things of God when they shouldn’t have.  Occasionally, I have been backslidden and unproductive.  Fortunately, at other times I soared.  
Still, in all honesty, there is nothing in my life as a Christian that makes me stand apart from others.  This is a bit unsettling for someone who is earnestly concerned about how friends and family will remember me.  I have resigned myself to hope at least one area of strength might be remembered; that whether faithful or backslidden, whether in a place of blessing or under testing, near to the Lord or straying, there had not been one day, not one moment in my life when I have not revered God in my heart.  
If this could be my epitaph, on my headstone and in the memory of those who knew me; “A man that revered God,” I should be most honored. He and he alone is God.  He and he alone has been my God.  I see Him as holy and almighty.  No one, no circumstance, nothing could turn my heart from Him.  I have never had a problem subordinating myself in reverence to Him.  

When I hear people refer to the Lord as "the man upstairs" or "the big guy" or when I hear some of the irreverent lyrics in today's "Christian" music, it makes my heart sink.  These are so disrespectful and irreverent.  I would encourage any and all to strive to provoke this sort of memory in the minds and hearts of those who knew you.
I believe reverence is the key to successful Christian living.  Bible knowledge and the experiences of Christian service cannot hold a candle to the reverential heart.  So many claim to be Christian, but in the final analysis their "faith" appears to be nothing more than easy-believism.  They use the right phraseology and know the code words of the faith, but somehow their deportment and attitude are in contrast to what they say.  Their profession of Christ does not equate to performance for Him
People who profess to know Jesus Christ should possess and project a reverence for him that they give to no one else.  A degree in Theology, twenty years on the mission field or a hit Christian song does not always equate to reverence.  It may and often does, but not always.  What will your headstone say?  What impact will your legacy have?
