The Rearview Mirror
When I was young my family took a vacation to Southern California.  It was quite a culture shock since we had grown up in a quiet town in Idaho. One day during the trip my dad was driving all of us in a rental van in the left lane of a busy freeway going 70 miles per hour. Suddenly, all of the cars in front of us slammed on their brakes in rapid succession.  My dad slammed on his too.  Then all the other cars started up again, but my dad didn’t move.  A few seconds later an SUV slammed into the guard rail just a few inches in front of us.  I asked my dad, “How did you know not to start driving again?”  He remarked that he had looked in his rearview mirror when everyone was braking and saw a woman several cars back.  He could tell she wouldn’t be able to stop in time.  He figured she would swerve out and then overcorrect, landing just in front of us.  He was right.  He saved our lives.  

As this story illustrates, looking in the rearview mirror can be very helpful.  But what would happen if we drove down the road staring constantly into the rearview mirror?  We would crash.  What’s ahead of us requires a great deal of attention.  It’s the same with our lives.  It’s okay to glance back every once in a while, learn from our mistakes, apologize if needs be, but then we must move on.  The future needs our full attention.  

Let me share what I would consider to be a healthy use of the rearview mirror:

Man’s autobiography

Chapter 1 - I walked down the street.  I didn’t know there was a big hole.  I fell in the hole.  It took me forever to climb out.

Chapter 2 - I walked down the street.  I knew a hole was there.  I fell in it anyway.

Chapter 3 - I walked down the street.  I knew a hole was there.  I fell into it again.  It has become a habit.

Chapter 4 - I walked down the street.  I saw the hole.  I walked around it.

Chapter 5 - I walked down a different street

Obviously, this person looked back at past behavior and learned from his mistakes.  However, dwelling too much on the past once we have repented is not wise.  Several years ago my husband and I spent a summer cleaning out an old lady’s home that my father-in-law had purchased.  We found really old bottled jars of fruit in the storage room including homemade canned peaches from 1964, canned plums from 1948.  We were trying to understand why they hung onto those.  Not only were they were useless; they were potentially dangerous.  It is the same with the sins and guilt that we keep for years and years.  They do us absolutely no good and can also be detrimental.

My mother shared the following story with me years ago.  She said, “My sister called wanting to know which company we employed to clean our carpets.  They have acres of carpet in their home, but they had decided to splurge and have all of it cleaned professionally.  I hesitantly gave her a name.  A gentleman in our stake was nice to work with and had been very thorough, but still I worried.  What if they spent all that money at my recommendation and ended up displeased with the outcome?

I phoned her a couple of weeks later to see how the job had gone.  She related the following: The carpets, though still wet, looked perfect after the cleaning.  She paid the cleaner and he was on his way.  It was only when her husband came home later that afternoon that they noticed three large stains in the middle of the living room carpet.  They were certain the spots hadn’t been there before.  Had the cleaner spilled some cleaning agent?  Perhaps he’d stirred up a smaller stain.  Their first instinct was to call the cleaner and ask him to return and correct the problem.  But first they would try removing the spots themselves. One bottle of industrial-strength spot remover, one bucket of soap and water and one hour of intense scrubbing later, the discolorations remained.  Efforts to reach the cleaner were unsuccessful and a message was left on his answering machine.  After all, didn’t he say that his work was guaranteed?

Later, as the sun was setting, my brother-in-law returned to the living room.  To his surprise even more spots had appeared on the floor.  Not only that, they had migrated to a different location.  What was going on?  It was then that he realized that they weren’t stains at all.  They were shadows from the leaves on the tall plant in the living room.

How like the principle of repentance.  When, after genuine repentance, we continue to flog ourselves with memories of past misdeeds, we are scrubbing stains that are not there.  They are mere illusions.  Feelings of guilt can be a healthy sign; they remind us that we have sinned and need to repent.  But feeling guilty after true repentance is very damaging to our spirits. Why?

1. It ensnares us in one of Satan’s most insidious traps.  Constant berating of oneself leads to discouragement that makes us more vulnerable to temptation.

2. We are rejecting one of the greatest promises God ever gave his children.  We are denying the Atonement.  Are we not all familiar with the scriptures “Though your sins be as scarlet, they will be white as snow” and “I the Lord remember them no more?”

3. The repentance process cannot be complete until we have released ourselves from guilt.  “I the Lord will forgive whom I will forgive, but of you it is required to forgive all men.”  Surely this applies to ourselves as well.

Shayne M. Bowen, in General Conference October 2006 shared a wonderful analogy that illustrates this point.  He said, “In Idaho Falls, Idaho, there is a beautiful airport. One of the largest in the region, this airport allows easy access to the Upper Snake River Valley. I remember as a young man returning from Chile to this very airport and greeting my family after two years of missionary service. Similar scenes have taken place thousands of times in this airport as the faithful Saints answer the call to serve. It is a very useful, integral part of the city and region. Near the airport is another very useful and beautiful part of the city—Freeman Park. The Snake River runs along this park for about two miles. There is a walking path that goes through the park and follows on around the river for miles.

Freeman Park has acres and acres of green grass filled with baseball and softball diamonds, swing sets for children, picnic shelters for family reunions, beautiful lanes filled with trees and bushes for strolling sweethearts. Looking down the river from the park, one can see the majestic Idaho Falls temple, white and clean, standing on high ground. The sound of the rushing waters of the Snake River as it works its way through natural lava outcroppings makes this park very desirable. It is one of my favorite places to walk with my sweetheart, Lynette; relax; contemplate; and meditate. It is very peaceful and inspiring.

Why do I talk about the regional airport and Freeman Park in Idaho Falls? Because they are both built on the same kind of ground; both of these beautiful, useful places used to be sanitary landfills.

A sanitary landfill is where garbage is buried between layers of earth. Webster’s dictionary defines a landfill as “a system of trash and garbage disposal in which the waste is buried between layers of earth to build up low-lying land” (Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, 11th ed. [2003], 699).

Another definition of a landfill is “a place where garbage is buried and the land is reclaimed.” The definition of reclaim is “to recall from wrong or improper conduct … to rescue from an undesirable state” (1039).

I have lived in Idaho Falls nearly my whole life. I have contributed a lot of garbage to those landfills over the course of more than 50 years.

What would the city fathers think if on a given day I showed up on one of the runways of the Idaho Falls airport or the middle of one of the grassy fields in Freeman Park with a backhoe and started digging large holes? When they asked me what I was doing, I would respond that I wanted to dig up the old garbage that I had made over the years.

I suspect they would tell me that there was no way to identify my personal garbage, that it had been reclaimed and buried long ago. I’m sure that they would tell me that I had no right to dig up the garbage and that I was destroying something very beautiful and useful that they had made out of my garbage. In short, I don’t think they would be very pleased with me. I suppose that they would wonder why anyone would want to destroy something so beautiful and useful in an attempt to dig up old garbage.

Is it possible to reclaim a life that through reckless abandon has become so strewn with garbage that it appears that the person is unforgivable? Or what about the one who is making an honest effort but has fallen back into sin so many times that he feels that there is no possible way to break the seemingly endless pattern? Or what about the person who has changed his life but just can’t forgive himself?

Referring to the Atonement of Jesus Christ, the prophet Alma taught the people in Gideon:

 “Now the Spirit knoweth all things; nevertheless the Son of God suffereth according to the flesh that he might take upon him the sins of his people, that he might blot out their transgressions according to the power of his deliverance; and now behold, this is the testimony which is in me” (Alma 7:11–13).

The Atonement of Jesus Christ is available to each of us. His Atonement is infinite. It applies to everyone, even you. It can clean, reclaim, and sanctify even you. That is what infinite means—total, complete, all, forever. President Boyd K. Packer has taught: “There is no habit, no addiction, no rebellion, no transgression, no apostasy, no crime exempted from the promise of complete forgiveness. That is the promise of the atonement of Christ” (“The Brilliant Morning of Forgiveness,” Ensign, Nov. 1995, 20).

Just as the landfill requires dedicated work and attention, laboriously applying layer after layer of fill to reclaim the low-lying ground, our lives also require the same vigilance, continually applying layer after layer of the healing gift of repentance.

Just as the city fathers in Idaho Falls would feel bad about a person trying to dig up his old garbage, our Father in Heaven and His Son, Jesus Christ, feel sorrow when we choose to remain in sin, when the gift of repentance made possible through the Atonement can clean, reclaim, and sanctify our lives.

When we gratefully accept and use this precious gift, we can enjoy the beauty and usefulness of our lives that God has reclaimed through His infinite love and the Atonement of His Son and our brother, Jesus Christ. (Shayne M. Bowen, “The Atonement Can Clean, Reclaim and Sanctify Our Lives,” October 2006)
Jeffrey Holland, in his talk “Remember Lot’s Wife” adds the following:

“I plead with you not to dwell on days now gone…..The past is to be learned from but not lived in.  …When we have learned what we need to learn and have brought with us the best that we experienced, then we look ahead, we remember that faith is always pointed toward the future.”
“When something is over and done with, when it has been repented of as fully as it can be repented of, when life has moved on as it should and a lot of other wonderfully good things have happened since then, it is not right to go back and open up some ancient wound which the Son of God Himself died trying to heal…..If something is buried in the past, leave it buried.”
“Behold, he who has repented of his sins, the same is forgiven, and I, the Lord, remember them no more” (D&C 58:42). The proviso, of course, is that repentance has to be sincere, but when it is and when honest effort is being made to progress, we are guilty of the greater sin if we keep remembering and recalling and rehashing someone with their earlier mistakes, and that “someone” might be ourselves.  Like the Anti-Nephi-Lehies of the Book of Mormon, bury your weapons of war, and leave them buried.  Forgive, and do that which is harder than to forgive. Forget.  And when it comes to mind, forget it again.  You can remember just enough to avoid repeating the mistake, but put the rest of it on the dung heap Paul spoke of to those Phillipians….God doesn’t care nearly as much about where you have been as He does about where you are, and with His help, where you are willing to go.” (BYU Devotional January 13, 2009)

Boyd K. Packer said: “The Atonement leaves no tracks, no traces. What it fixes is fixed. … It just heals, and what it heals stays healed. The Atonement, which can reclaim each one of us, bears no scars. That means that no matter what we have done or where we have been or how something happened, if we truly repent, [the Savior] has promised that He would atone. And when He atoned, that settled that. …

“… The Atonement … can wash clean every stain no matter how difficult or how long or how many times repeated.”

We need to live each day and be done with it.  We should use our nightly prayers to repent of any wrongdoing we have done, so that we can wake up the next day and start anew looking toward the future. I testify that repentance is real and that through the Atonement of Jesus Christ, repentance can be complete.  We can go through life glancing occasionally at the rearview mirror, but looking forward to the future with faith. In the name of Jesus Christ. Amen.
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