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I recently came across an article about a 19th-century evangelical preacher from 

Rhode Island named Ansel Bourne. In March of 1887, Bourne woke up in Pennsylvania 
and discovered he had been living under the name A. J. Brown for the previous several 
months. He didn’t know when or how he had traveled from Rhode Island to 
Pennsylvania, nor could he remember why he had changed his name. Nor could he 
remember any of the events that had taken place during the intervening months. 

Ansel Bourne was one of the first documented cases of a type of amnesia that is 
not the result of injury or disease. The person functions normally but does not recall 
their identity. In the Jason Bourne thriller series, Matt Damon’s character also suffers 
from amnesia and presumably takes his last name from the 19th-century preacher Ansel 
Bourne. 

A more recent cinematic example, the documentary film Unknown White Male, 
tells the true story of Doug Bruce, a British-born stockbroker turned photographer who 
lived in a loft in the East Village. On the morning of July 3, 2003, Bruce awoke to find 
himself riding the F train toward Coney Island. He had no idea who he was or where he 
was going. Two MRIs, two CAT scans, 26 blood tests and an army of psychiatrists later, 
no one could figure out why Bruce had suffered the form of memory loss known as 
retrograde amnesia. Overnight, Bruce had become a person not only without a past, but 
also, as the documentary goes on to show, without a self. What had happened? 

The British neuropsychologist Paul Broks admits that we still know precious little 
about how our brains create a sense of awareness and identity. In his book of essays Into 
the Silent Land: Travels in Neuropsychology, he writes:   

 
My area of supposed expertise is the subject about which I feel the most 
profound ignorance…If you go into the skull, visit the interior of the brain, 
you will find that there is nothing much to see. Not a spark of colour or 
whisper of sound and no signs of intelligent life…When it comes to 
understanding the relationship between the brain and the conscious mind, 
my ignorance is deep and there is nowhere to turn. I have a clear picture of 
the material components of the brain and am prepared to ad lib at length 
about features of its functional architecture — the interlocking systems 
and subsystems of perception, memory and action. But quite how our 
brains create that private sense of self-awareness in which we all float 
around is a mystery. I have no idea how the trick is achieved.  
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It’s disconcerting to realize that the most essential aspect of our identities and 
personalities — the sense of what we mean when we say “I” — is so ill-defined and 
poorly understood. It’s also disconcerting to realize that our sense of self can suddenly 
be lost. Where does it go? Where did it come from in the first place? 

Broks explores these questions by telling a fable about Derek, who works as a 
technician on Mars. Teleportation makes the commute easy. It is speed-of-light swift. 
The process does not involve breaking down a body into a stream of atoms and whizzing 
them off at light speed to be reassembled elsewhere. What travels is not atoms but data.  

A technician pushes a button, and scanners plot the exact co-ordinates of every 
one of the roughly ten billion billion billion atoms in the body. The Earth-based body is 
then discorporated, and the data is transmitted to Mars, where the process of 
reconstruction takes place using locally available materials.  

In the fable, however, Derek steps out of the booth and realizes that he hasn’t 
moved a millimeter. The transmission of his data has taken place, but the discorporation 
mechanism had malfunctioned. Within a few minutes, there will be two Dereks in the 
universe — one on Earth and one on Mars. Which one is the real Derek?  

Broks uses this fable to think about personal identity. In particular, he challenges 
the view — he refers to it as Ego Theory — that there is an immaterial essence that 
defines who we are. The idea of a personal essence, which Plato called the soul, was 
adopted early on by the Christian church. According to the orthodox view, the soul is the 
eternal aspect of a human being that will survive death and continue to exist eternally, 
either in heaven or in hell.  

In a more modern expression of Ego Theory, the philosopher Rene Descartes 
famously declared, “I think, therefore I am.” The ‘I,’ on these terms, is “the experiencer 
of experiences, the thinker of thoughts, the doer of deeds. Each day is a blizzard of 
sensations and thought patterns, but I give them coherence and link them to my 
memories and my plans for the future.” The ‘I’ is the hub around which the wheel of 
experience revolves.  

The problem, according to Broks, is that the ‘I’ in this sense does not exist. 
However diligent the search, we cannot find a ghost in the machine. The tale about 
teleportation illustrates the problem. The Derek who appeared on Mars had become a 
different Derek from the one who remained on Earth. Neither had a soul or identifying 
essence that the other lacked. The two Dereks were simply different now. 

This lack of a unique essence leads Broks to suggest an alternate view of identity 
known as Bundle Theory. In this view, each self is made up of an ongoing and ever-
changing bundle of perceptions and emotions, of actions and experiences. These are 
linked to each other in various ways and held together by our memory of them. The self 
is the bundle.  

Veronica O’Keene, a professor of psychiatry at Trinity College Dublin and author 
of the book A Sense of Self, puts it this way: “One can start anywhere in the search for 
neural explanations of experience – sensation, cognition or emotion – but it will all 
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eventually lead to memory. Memory brings what we know and what we feel together and 
becomes the medium through which we filter present conscious and non-conscious 
experience.” 

This is the underlying theme of Unknown White Male. Stripped of memory, Doug 
Bruce becomes a different person. Everything has changed: his self-understanding, his 
relationships, even his personality. The story of Bruce illustrates that our identity is 
defined by the experiences we have had and the memories we hold of them. Daniel 
Schacter, a professor of psychology at Harvard who appears in Unknown White Male, 
sums it up: “The sum total of our identities is all dependent on memory.”  

A poem by the contemporary Native American poet Joy Harjo makes this point in 
a compelling and insistent way. The poem is titled “Remember.” She writes: 

 
Remember the sky you were born under,  
know each of the star’s stories. 
Remember the moon, know who she is. 
Remember the sun’s birth at dawn:  
that is the strongest point of time.  
Remember sundown and the giving away to night. 
Remember your birth, how your mother struggled  
to give you form and breath. You are evidence of  
her life, and her mother’s, and hers. 
Remember your father. He is your life, also. 
Remember the earth whose skin you are:  
red earth, black earth, yellow earth, white earth  
brown earth, we are earth. 
Remember the plants, trees, animal life— 
all have their tribes, their families, their histories, too.  
Talk to them, listen to them.  
They are alive poems. 
Remember the wind. Remember her voice.  
She knows the origin of this universe. 
Remember you are all people  
and all people are you. 
Remember you are this universe  
and this universe is you. 
Remember all is in motion, is growing, is you. 
Remember language comes from this. 
Remember the dance language is, that life is. 
Remember. 
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Harjo hammers home her point by the repeated use of the word remember — 16 
times in a single short poem. The poem begins with the word remember and ends with 
the word remember. Why? Because our identities as individuals depend on what we 
remember.  

As individuals, we are not principally bundles of atoms or even neural impulses, 
but bundles of memories. We are what we remember. This does not mean that taking a 
memory course is the best way to enhance our self-understanding, although an adroit 
memory is a good thing. Rather, it means looking differently at our memories and why 
we create them. Not only do our memories create our identities in the present, they also 
help constitute our identities in the future. 

Think about it this way. The thoughts you think today, the decisions you make 
today, the experiences you have today: these are not merely journal entries in the book 
of life. They are the book of life. They create the self you will remember yourself to be in 
the future.  

Ask yourself this question: will I remember the person I am becoming in this 
moment with approval and satisfaction? Or will I regret being the self I am now 
creating?  

The ultimate question, I suppose, comes at the end of life, when we look back and 
remember the entire person we have become. The key to achieving a meaningful life is 
to create experiences that are satisfying now and that we will remember with 
satisfaction in the future. 

I have a brother-in-law who helps me keep this principle in mind. Over the years, 
whenever our family has gathered for an especially festive experience, Willis invariably 
has piped up with the exclamation: “We’re making a memory!”  

Truth be told, that’s always the case. We are always making a memory, 
continually bundling our actions and expressions, our experiences and emotions, into 
the person we will remember ourselves to be. How can we ensure that we create 
memories worth having? By paying close attention to each element of experience that 
makes up our bundle. We should continually ask ourselves: “Is this who I want to 
remember myself to be?”  

Ultimately, this is a religious matter, which is why we convene as a spiritual 
community. Together we recognize, to invoke a biblical metaphor, that you are bone of 
my bone and flesh of my flesh. You are part of the bundle that makes me who I am. In 
addition to whatever else we are doing this morning, we are also becoming the people 
we will remember ourselves to be. The goal of religion — remember that the word means 
to bind together — is to create a bundle of experiences that will help us remember 
ourselves as moving ever closer to the ideals we seek. 

Given the paradox that we are creatures made of memory who quickly forget the 
things most important to us, we convene each week to secure the future by reminding 
ourselves of that which must never be forgotten. In so doing, we bind our highest ideals 
and deepest longings into our very identity as individuals and as a people. We listen to 
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transcendent music, ponder inspired readings, proclaim our compassion for a broken 
world, pour out our hearts to God, and declare our commitment to each other.  

When tomorrow comes, the people we are now becoming are the people we will 
remember ourselves to be. This remembrance of things future begins with each 
moment. We’re making a memory. Let’s make it a good one.    

 


