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In all my years of preaching, no sermon theme has elicited more feedback than forgiveness. I even heard from people this past week about this morning’s sermon days before I had delivered it! Forgiveness – whether we offer it or receive it – touches a deep longing in the human heart. In your heart and in mine. 

When I was a young pastor an older gentleman named Al in the first church I served mentored me in the ways of forgiveness. Over time Al shared with me the details of his family’s history and how forgiveness had eventually healed the brokenness in his life. It was only then, he told me, that he became a person of faith. “At the very core of the Christian message,” he said, ‘is forgiveness. I don’t know how anyone can believe in God if they haven’t been forgiven.”

I thought the conversations Al and I had over time were aimed at helping him, assisting him in coming to grips with his family history and the centrality of forgiveness in his life. But as is so often the case in pastoral work, the cumulative effect of those years of conversation changed me. For the first time ever I was able to face my own need for forgiveness – both to offer it where I had not been able to, and to receive it where I needed to. In so doing, I found Al’s observation to be true for me, as well: Christian faith grows in fields of forgiveness. When we forgive we experience the mystery that which we call God.

Jesus himself is never far from forgiveness. It’s one of his favorite subjects. Remember when Peter asks if he should forgive someone as many as seven times – thinking he was overdoing it – and Jesus says, “Not seven times, but, I tell you, seventy times seven.” (Matthew 18:22)
When Jesus teaches his disciples to pray, he instructs them to say: “Forgive us, as we forgive others.”

When Jesus preaches he returns to the theme: “Love your enemies,” he says. “Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful. Forgive, and you will be forgiven.” (Luke 6:35-38)

The theological term for forgiveness is mercy. To forgive is to show mercy. When we sing Kyrie eleison in worship – Lord, have mercy – we’re singing for forgiveness. 

There is no one in this room today who does not need to forgive someone, or to be forgiven. Every meaningful relationship requires it.

At the last Supper Jesus describes the wine as being “poured out for the forgiveness of sin.” (Matthew 26:28)
Forgiveness is sacramental; it releases us from the past and gives us back our future.

Among the last words Jesus utters are these: “Father, forgive them, for they not know what they do.” (Luke 23:34)
If you and I are serious about following this one named Jesus – and I hope we are – then we have no choice but to take on the imperative to forgive. If the question is must we always forgive, I’m afraid that for people who pursue the way of Jesus the answer is, yes, we must always forgive. 

Desmund Tutu describes our need to seek forgiveness as being akin to sitting in a dank, dark, stuffy room. The windows are closed and the curtains are pulled. There is no light, no air, no sense of the world around us. “Outside the room,” Tutu says, 

“The light is shining and a fresh breeze is blowing. If you want the light to stream into that room and the fresh air to flow in, you will have to open the window and draw the curtains apart; then that light which has always been available will come in and air will enter the room to freshen it up. So it is with forgiveness.” (No Future without Forgiveness [New York: Random House, 1999], p. 272)
In my work with couples and families, the analogy certainly applies. Sometimes the one in the closed-up room can’t find the courage to open the curtains even when the one outside is ready to forgive. The most difficult words in any language might well be, “I’m sorry. Please forgive me.” 

Sometimes we’d rather stay in the darkness with our guilt than name it and ask to be forgiven of it. Sometimes we’re “in the dark” because we aren’t aware of the harm we have done until someone tells us – and when that happens we should listen carefully. At other times the one who has been wronged and is outside in the light might as well be locked in the shadows, too, for not being able to hear the apology of the other. 

Victim status can take hold and not let go. That may be one reason why peace in the Holy Land is so elusive. A Palestinian leader once said to me, “We Palestinians and Israelis live in a culture of victimhood, and we both need to get over it.” 

Being unable to forgive or not having what it takes to seek forgiveness – either way, we remain locked up, where there is no light. In that closed room we lose our freedom. 

We don’t forgive in order to free someone else of their misdeed; we forgive in order to free ourselves from imprisonment to the wrong we have suffered.

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks calls forgiveness, “The most compelling testimony to human freedom. It is the ability to live with the past without being held captive by the past.”

Think of a place in your life where forgiveness is needed. Does that place, that circumstance, that situation not limit your freedom? Does it not hinder your capacity to live into the light? Does the thought of it, the memory of the wrong, not hold you captive? Would not forgiveness offer the gift of freedom? 

Rabbi Sacks says of forgiveness, 

“It represents our ability to change course, reframe the narrative of the past, and create an unexpected set of possibilities for the future. It introduces into the logic of interpersonal encounter the unpredictability of grace.” (The Dignity of Difference [New York: Continuum, 2003], p. 179)

Much of the Hebrew Bible is the story of humankind trying to find forgiveness in what we would call today dysfunctional families. When someone starts talking about “biblical family values” ask them which family they’re speaking of. Families in scripture suffer from abuse and violence, from a lack of love, or from simply confused relationships. Whether it’s Cain who kills his brother Abel, or the brothers Isaac and Ishmael who live apart from one another, or Jacob cheating his brother Esau out of his inheritance, or Joseph’s brothers selling him into slavery – all these Bible stories raise the question of forgiveness in family life, and they show – as if we needed reminding – how hard it is. 

“Forgiveness,” John Philip Newell says, “is the most costly of gifts because it involves the sacrifice of the heart. When we forgive another, we offer our heart to the person. So it can cost us everything.”

Nothing about asking for or offering forgiveness is painless. It forces us to own the reality of our circumstances. It begins when we face the truth. Many of us confuse forgiveness with forgetting. In fact, the opposite is true. Only when we remember with honesty are we able to move toward forgiveness. 

“So then,” says the Apostle Paul to the Ephesians, 

“Putting away falsehood, let all of us speak the truth to our neighbors, for we are members of one another. Put away from you all bitterness and wrath and anger and wrangling and slander, together with all malice, and be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as God in Christ has forgiven you. (Ephesians 4:25, 31-32)
Reconciliation between enemies can happen only when they forgive each other, but the first step is uncovering and facing the truth. That’s the basic principle of any program of restorative justice. Whether on the personal level, as happens in our building once a month when a local, restorative justice group meets here, or on a national scale, people cannot move toward forgiveness, they cannot reconcile, without first telling the truth. That was the genius of South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission, after the national nightmare of apartheid.    

It’s being tried today in Rwanda. The process started ten years after the 1994 genocide. Rwanda passed laws implementing a traditional, tribal way of reconciliation. They’re called the Gacaca (“Ga-CHA-cha) Laws. Gacaca refers to the grassy area where village elders used to assemble in old times to hear and settle disputes. The laws require those who are willing to confess their crimes to do so before a community council and their victims. It’s hard to do; there are huge problems in applying the laws fairly, but the enormity of the crime makes it imperative for that nation to attempt reconciliation in ways that break the cycle of revenge and rebuild the society from the Gacaca, from the grassy ground in the village, up.

The Hebrew word for mercy or forgiveness comes from the root word rechem, meaning “womb.”  There’s new life in forgiveness. When we forgive we give birth to the future.

The challenge of forgiveness on a community-wide or national scale inevitably raises the difficulty of facing and relinquishing the past. Letting go of wrong-doing is hard enough in personal relationships; trying it on a larger scale is nearly impossible. The greater the injustice, the wider the community harmed, the harder it is to face the truth and seek reconciliation.

The great unspoken, collective need in America for forgiveness is the history of our treatment of Africans brought to this land to work as slaves. America has never properly or officially repented of that sin, never formally sought forgiveness of the descendants of those treated as less than human – bought and sold as if they were mere property for over 250 years. The legacy of racism from that era will not be erased until the nation that allowed this crime against humanity repents and asks for forgiveness. 

William Faulkner famously said, “The past is not dead; in fact, the past is not even past.”

We don’t have to look hard to see the lingering impact today of our treatment of Africans centuries ago. The Star Tribune reported this week that our state has the worst unemployment gap in the country between African-Americans and Euro-Americans. The unemployment rate for blacks is 22%; for whites it’s 6.4%. The numbers are equally bad for the gap in education achievement, the disparity in income, and the incarceration rate. The rate of imprisonment of blacks in our state is over 25 times higher than for whites. (http://www.crimeandjustice.org/councilinfo.cfm?pID=58) Why aren’t we scandalized that Minnesota would let itself be defined by such statistics? 

The only way we set ourselves free from the past in which we have done wrong – whether personally or collectively – is to face the truth and seek to be forgiven. That’s a core conviction of our faith. Must we always forgive? The answer to that question is yes; and the corollary, surely, is that we must always seek to be forgiven.

None of this is easy, but that doesn’t mean we should not get started. Our future life together – in our most intimate relationships and in our families, in our communities and in our nation, and among the peoples of the earth – our future life together depends on it. 

Jesus makes it clear that God is in the forgiveness business. We can trust that God’s grace will set us free from our past, no matter how bad it was. And as we ourselves have been forgiven, we can be sure that God will stand with us as we forgive others

Thanks be to God.

Amen.

Charge:
Go forth into the world in peace;

Be of good courage;

Hold fast to that which is good;

Render to no person evil for evil.

Strengthen the faint-hearted;

Support the weak;

Heal the afflicted.
Honor all people,

Love and serve the Lord,

Rejoicing in the power of the Spirit.

Benediction:

And now may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with us and those whom God loves this whole world over.

Prayers of the People – Doug Mitchell – 8:30

Holy God, fountain of life, to a humanity parched with thirst you offer the living water of grace, which springs up from the rock, our Savior Jesus Christ. Help us to forgive those who bring us harm or distress.  Help us to live out the understanding that forgiveness is at the heart of prayer and of our relationship with You. Grant your people the gift of your Spirit that we may learn to profess our faith with courage and announce with joy the wonder of your love.

In this season of lent, we remember, O God, Jesus’ journey to Jerusalem, and we strive to follow him.  We follow with our minds the stories of scripture; we follow with our hearts the passion of Christ and the passions of our sisters and brothers; we follow with hands and feet through recommitment to justice and reconciliation; we follow with the wings of the spirit in prayer and meditation that lead us to forgive others.  May our minds be open; may our hands be strong; may our hearts be gentle; may our spirits sing.  May this worship transform us that we will follow Jesus in the way of life.

God of compassion and forgiveness, we praise you that you look upon our frail lives with love and understanding, and that you desire for each of us new life in Christ.  We are overwhelmed by your love, which goes to the cross for us, endures the grave and leads to new life.

Holy comforter, healing Spirit, grant your peace to those who are sick, and to those who grieve this morning.  We pray that your healing touch be felt by those who are in the hospital and those recovering from illness or surgery

We ask your comfort for those who grieve losses in their lives – losses of jobs, of relationships, of loved ones.

Hear our prayers, God of grace, and help us to fulfill them, working according to your purpose in all we do.  And now hear us as we pray together the prayer your Son taught us..
Pastoral Prayer – David Liddle – 10:30

One:  Hear us now as we continue in prayer to you, O God…

…for it is through Jesus Christ you promise to hear us when we pray.  So, confident of your love and mercy, we offer our prayers to you.

Empower the church throughout the world in its life and witness.  Break down the barriers that divide us from each other and from people of other faiths, that we may serve you in one common ministry.

Guide the rulers of nations to strive for peace and justice.  Wherever totalitarian rulers have long oppressed others, move them to set aside their fear, greed and vain ambition and bow to your sovereign rule.

Hear the cry of the world’s hungry and suffering.  Give us, who consume most of the earth’s resources, the will to reorder our lives, so that all may have the necessities of a life of dignity.

Restore among us a love of the earth you created for our home.  Instead of ravishing its land, air and waters, help us to live in harmony with everything you have made, with respect for all your creatures.

Renew our nation in the ways of justice and peace.  Guide those who make laws in congress and state legislatures to be generous and truthful.  Erase prejudice that oppresses and violence that scars our common life.  

Strengthen this congregation in its work and worship.  Fill our hearts with your self-giving love, that our lives may conform to the image of Christ.  Feed us with your Word, we may witness to your love and grace for all.

Look with compassion on all who suffer: the people of Japan, Haiti and the Middle East and the region of North Africa.  Support with your love those with preventable, incurable and stigmatized illness, those unjustly imprisoned, those denied dignity, those who live without hope, and those who are homeless, hungry or abandoned.  As you have moved toward us in love, so lead us to be present with them in their suffering.

Sustain those among us who need your healing.  Make the sick whole, especially Jeanne Wilkins, Solomon Soh and Celia Bronson…        Comfort those who mourn:  the family of Steve deLapp in the death of his father, Rollie; the friends of Sam Clark and Jen Lindberg… Uphold all who suffer in body or mind, that they may know the peace and joy of your gentle care.

Gracious God, we’re grateful for the forgiving love you have poured out upon us in Jesus Christ.  Give us strength to give that costly gift to others, and humbly to receive it for ourselves.  Answer our prayers and fulfill our hopes, and in all things for which we pray, give us the will to seek to bring them about, for the sake of Jesus Christ, who taught us to pray with one voice saying, Our Father… 

“Must We Always Forgive?”


Ephesians 4:25-32; Luke 11:1-4
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