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The Deeper Reason Why We Can’t Remember People’s Names
By Joshua Becker, Becoming Minimalist 

I’ve never been very good at remembering people’s names. Or at least, I’ve never been
as good at remembering names as I would like to be. But I’m getting better—and I
trace much of the change to a specific event that happened in my life many years ago.

Now, I know there are tips and tricks and books and courses you can take to get better
at remembering names. I’ve even tried a few. But for me, the lesson I needed to learn
was deeper, more introspective. There was something else getting in the way.

This became clear a number of years ago while speaking at an event in Wisconsin. It
was a cold, winter evening outside. But inside was warm and pleasant. When I finished
speaking, as people were departing, a lovely couple came up to meet me. We
exchanged names and pleasantries. And because the environment was quiet and
informal, we continued to talk for the next 10-15 minutes on a wide-range of topics.
It was wonderful.

But when they walked away, it dawned on me that I had entirely forgotten their
names. And by “forgotten,” I mean totally forgotten—I don’t think I even remembered
the first letter of their names, much less the entire thing. I knew I would probably see
them again the next day and I could certainly cover over the fact that I didn’t
remember their names until I had chance to glance at their name tag—I’ve done it a
thousand times before.

But on this particular evening, as I got into my car and drove off into the cool night,
I felt a bit of sadness. I was sad that I wasn’t able to remember something as simple
as the names of two people I very much enjoyed meeting.



Slowly, I began to ask myself why. Rather than trying to remember their names, I
started asking why I was unable to recall them. I was sure they mentioned them. I
mean, I could picture the moment where I held out my hand to shake theirs. I
remembered them stating their names, but all I could remember from our interaction
… was me … stating mine. 

They introduced themselves, but all I can remember was introducing myself. And
suddenly it struck me: I entered the conversation—as I do so often—with the desire
to be known rather than to know. I was trying so hard to say something impressive or
witty or intelligent that I entirely missed what they were saying on the other side of the
conversation. 

I wanted them to know my name more than I wanted to know theirs. I wanted to
share my expertise rather than seek to learn from theirs. I wanted opportunity to tell
my story more than I wanted opportunity to hear theirs. I wanted to be known more
than I wanted to know. I could not remember their names because I was too focused
on them remembering mine.

I’ve run through that conversation countless times in my life over the years. These
days, as much as possible, when I meet somebody new, I try hard to remember their
name. I don’t always get it right. But I have found when I enter a conversation seeking
to know the other person more than being known by them, my chances of
remembering their name increase significantly.

Even more, I have discovered that taking the time to truly know someone else is one
of the quickest paths to being known by them.

~Joshua Becker,
 Becoming Minimalist Blog, March 1, 2017

Jeremiah 31:31-34
The days are surely coming, says the Lord, when I will make a new covenant with the
house of Israel and the house of Judah. It will not be like the covenant that I made with
their ancestors when I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of
Egypt—a covenant that they broke, though I was their husband, says the Lord. But
this is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after those days, says the
Lord: I will put my law within them, and I will write it on their hearts; and I will be
their God, and they shall be my people. No longer shall they teach one another, or say
to each other, “Know the Lord,” for they shall all know me, from the least of them to
the greatest, says the Lord; for I will forgive their iniquity, and remember their sin no
more. 



Prayer:

Eternal God, 
who are the light of the minds that know you, 
the joy of the hearts that love you, 
and the strength of the wills that serve you; 
grant us so to know you that we may truly love you, 
and so to love you that we may fully serve you, 
whom to serve is perfect freedom, 
in Jesus Christ our Lord.

~Saint Augustine of Hippo (AD 354-430)
 


