
San Marino Tribune Religion Page Article 
Thursday, June 18, 2020 
 
“Books of Memories” 
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While I was in seminary, my home church bought new hymnals. As a result, my father 
collected the previous editions our family had donated in memory of long-departed loved 
ones. People like my great-grandfather, Clifford Decker, who had been the church’s choir 
director for many years.  
 
I love that old red hymnal! It sits proudly on a shelf in my office. If I want to take a trip back 
in time, all I need to do is open its thin, aged pages and their smell takes me right back to 
our family’s pew in that well-loved church building. I can hear the bell ringing to announce 
the start of worship. I can feel the cool smoothness of the varnished brown pews. And in my 
mind’s eye, I can even see the reproduction of Sallman's Head of Christ in its gold leaf frame 
hanging over the choir loft organ pipes. 
 
San Marino Community Church is in the process of introducing a new hymnal. As a result, 
I’ve been collecting up all the previous editions, donated in memory of loved ones by the 
congregation in days gone by. They too may return to those who purchased them.  
 
It’s been an interesting time-travel experience, this sorting and organizing hymnals by 
donors’ names. I recognize many of those who generously provided these books for the 
congregation. And many of the names I see are no longer with us on this earth. Seeing these 
names, I recall faces, and expressions, and laughter. I remember difficult but important 
questions, and a legacy of care and concern that so many of these dear people left behind. 
 
Unlike the memories contained in my old red hymnal, these memories are about people, 
rather than place. So many saints of the church are remembered and memorialized in these 
books. Every hymnal has a story to tell. I’m so pleased to know a few of them - and to 
remember those who have gone before. It’s a reminder that the Church has never been 
about pews and bells and portraits of Jesus. The Church is about people – those who came 
before, those who are now, and those who are to come. An ever-changing family of faith. 
 
I wonder now about our new hymnals. I wonder who will look at their bookplates when we 
retire these books in another generation. What memories will our names evoke for this 
future church family? What memories will they make in this place as they, in turn, become 
important parts of the church? For inevitably we move from donor to remembered; from 
descendant to ancestor in the wink of an eye. What legacy are we leaving along the way? 
 
We live now at a pivotal and historic moment in time; one about which scholars will discuss 
and debate for many years. We will be remembered and memorialized – whether in a 
hymnal or in the memories of those we know and love. What will the dedication say in the 
book of memories we leave behind? 
 
I pray they are good ones: memories of love and justice; of creativity and insight; of a 
people who were proud to be friends of God, and humbled by the responsibility to be the 
body of Christ in a broken and hurting world. Perhaps that’s what they’ll see when they 
open the book and look back to today. 


