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The Divine-in-Us Power of Forgiveness
INTRODUCTION - Marriage Celebration... a prayer

In the prayers for the couple - offered very soon after the two exchange vows in an Episcopal celebration of marriage - one of the prayers is worded this way:

“Give them grace, when they hurt each other, to recognize and acknowledge their fault, and to seek each other’s forgiveness and yours.” (The Book of Common Prayer, p. 429)

The first bit of wisdom in this prayer is the acknowledgment of the truth in the phrase “... when they hurt each other...”  Not “if”, but when. Underlying the whole prayer is a plea for God’s grace... 1) to recognize and acknowledge their fault, 2) to seek each other’s forgiveness, 3) to seek God’s forgiveness.  And what else is implied?  That they won’t just seek each other’s forgiveness, but offer it to each other.

Forgiveness is a divine work.  By that I mean, you don’t forgive another without God and God’s grace being involved in some way.  And I suggest to you that this prayer out of the marriage rite is a great prayer to hold onto in any close relationship that you have - with a parent, with a child, with a friend, with a co-worker, with a fellow Ambrosian... even with someone with whom you aren’t especially close.

I want to look at a few aspects of forgiveness today.  Here we go:

FORGIVENESS AND PATIENCE

One of the phrases that emerges in Jesus’ story about the king and the wicked slave is “Have patience with me, and I will pay you...”  

I don’t know about you, but sometimes I find it helpful to look up the meanings of words that we use all the time.  Patience is one of those words.  The root of the word patience is “to suffer”, and here are two definitions:  “the will or ability to wait or endure without complaint; steadiness, endurance, or perseverance in the performance of a task”. (Webster’s NewWorld Dictionary, Third College Edition)

There is a relationship between forgiveness and patience.  Here’s what I believe it is, in a nutshell.  We recognize that the person who has hurt us, whether consciously or unconsciously, is a flawed human being - JUST LIKE ME!

Paul gets at this if you read the portion of Romans 14 that we heard today.  He says in two different places, “Who are you to pass judgement on servants of another?” and “Why do you pass judgment on your brother or sister?”  He concludes that “... we will all stand before the judgment seat of God”, “... each of us will be accountable to God.”  

Jesus - the compassionate and vulnerable One - will return and be the judge at the end of the age.  It is not our job to judge someone else, condemn them for all eternity, and throw away the key.  Jesus said as much. (see Matthew 7:1-5)

If we recognize that we are all in the same boat - judged in the end by God... that we are all flawed... that we all do things, intentionally or not, that hurt others... then perhaps we can have patience with our fellow human beings, and move toward forgiveness.

FORGIVENESS AND LOVE

There is clearly a relationship between forgiveness and love - agape, or unconditional love.  You might say that forgiveness is an aspect of God’s love for us, and that - whenever you and I manage to forgive another - we are living in agape.

Perhaps now is the time to review the definitions of forgiveness:  1) to give up resentment against or the desire to punish; stop being angry with; pardon  2) to give up all claim to punish or exact penalty for an offense  3) to cancel or remit a debt. (Webster’s NewWorld Dictionary, Third College Edition)

The world - the dominant culture/system - is very enamored with tit-for-tat, revenge, make-it-even schemes.  In the kingdom of God, that dog won’t hunt!  God loves unconditionally.  That is a big part of what makes God... God.  And whenever you and I can come to forgive another, the Divine is working in us and through us... the Divine is helping us to do the very act!  Perhaps you have heard, “To err is human, to forgive is divine.”  That’s what we’re talking about.  To forgive is to practice agape, or Divine love, unconditional love... agape.

How much of the story of “Old Testament” Joseph - one of the twelves sons of Jacob - do you recall?  I’ll get you started.  At age 17, Joseph had a dream, two dreams in fact - one where his 11 brothers were all bowing down to him, another where his parents and his 11 brothers all bowed down to him.  (Genesis 37:5-11)  Did his brothers chuckle at Joseph when he told them these dreams?  No!  We are told that after these dreams, they hated him even more than they had before - jealous as they were because Jacob loved Joseph the most.  What transpired after these dreams?  Highlights only, please!

(wait for responses)

Fast forward to many years later, when Joseph has become the second most powerful man in all of Egypt, Israel has been dealing with a severe famine, then the famine came to Egypt, Joseph settles his family in Egypt and feeds them with food that he helped store up for the famine, Jacob has died, and now that their father had died, the 11 brothers still wonder if their brother is now going to get them back for selling him to traders - lo, those many years ago!  Here’s how they put it (notice that their language is almost the exact opposite of the language of forgiveness):

“What if Joseph still bears a grudge against us and pays us back in full for all the wrong that we did to him?” (Genesis 50:15) In other words, now that Dad is dead, Joseph is going to let us have it! They cook up a scheme - a lie - saying that Jacob told them, before he died, what they should say to Joseph:  “... forgive the crime of your brothers and the wrong they did in harming you.” (Gen. 50:16-17) What does Joseph say in response?  Well, Joseph has lived a while, grown in wisdom, seen the hand of God in all that happened, how the Lord had provided not only for Joseph but for the entire family.  What does Joseph do?  He weeps.  And then his brothers wept.  And then Joseph said, “Do not be afraid!  [i.e., I’m not going to attack you or throw you in jail.] Am I in the place of God? [There’s that acknowledgment again that God is the final judge.] Even though you intended to do harm to me, God intended it for good, in order to preserve a numerous people, as he is doing today.  So have no fear; I myself will provide for you and your little ones.” (Genesis 50:19-21)

You don’t forgive without connecting to the Source of unconditional love.  You cannot forgive anyone without the grace and help of God.

And that leads me to my third point.  (Oh my, am I actually doing a 3-point sermon?)

FORGIVENESS AND BEING FORGIVEN

There is a direct relationship between our forgiving others and the recognition that we have been forgiven by God.  In 1 John 4:19 we read, “We love because he [God] first loved us.”  John could have added right then, “We forgive because God first forgave us.”  

Jesus tells this preposterous story about a slave owing 10,000 talents to a king.  A talent was more than 15 years’ wages of a laborer, so this is someone who owed 150,000 years worth of wages to another.  In other words, Jesus was exaggerating more than he had ever exaggerated before, to make a point:  You cannot put any sort of number or value to how much God loves us and how much God has forgiven us.  It is beyond your comprehension, and beyond my comprehension.  God’s love for us is unconditional and unfathomable.

And perhaps that is one reason why the slave who was forgiven that debt of 10,000 talents almost immediately - upon running into another slave who owed him 100 days worth of wages - demanded that the man pay him right then.  Wait. What?  He had just been forgiven the biggest debt in the history of humanity!  But he couldn’t begin to fathom how much he had been forgiven.  On one very real level, he could not take it in.

And on another level, he lived in a tit-for-tat world, and this other man owed him money, and “By God, it was time to pay up!”  Only that isn’t the “by God” way.  That is the “by man” way.

Our recognition of our need to forgive others begins to take root.... begins to get ahold of us... when we begin to apprehend how much we have been forgiven by God.

The Psalmist had a sense of this:  “He forgives all your sins and heals all your infirmities... the Lord is full of compassion and mercy, slow to anger and of great kindness.  He will not always accuse us, nor will he keep his anger for ever.  He has not dealt with us according to our sins, nor rewarded us according to our wickedness... As far as the east is from the west, so far has he removed our sins from us.”  (Psalm 103: 3, 8-10, 12, The Book of Common Prayer)

It’s as if the Lord has wiped the slate clean of you owing 150,000 years worth of wages.  No, it’s even bigger than that.  What?  You can’t comprehend how big God’s love is for you?  Yeah, me neither.  But I know this:  It’s H - U - G - E !

We can move toward forgiving others when we begin to acknowledge the big truths in life, and one of them is this:

Whatever someone may have done to hurt me does not really add up to much of anything compared to all the times that I have ignored God, acted as if God is not real, not powerful, not at work in the world for good... does not compare to all the times that I have acted as if I did something special when it was God who planted the original idea in me, guided me, empowered me, loved me through my fear, and made it all happen... and I didn’t give God any of the credit.  The little harm that someone has done to me does not begin to compare to the times when I did not speak up and acknowledge my faith in God.... God’s love... God’s goodness... when God was whispering or screaming for me to do exactly that.

Yes, I can begin to move toward forgiving my brother or my sister - just as Joseph did - when I begin to comprehend not only how much God loves me, but how much God has forgiven in me.

FORGIVE YOUR BROTHER OR SISTER FROM THE HEART

The last few words in Jesus’ story about the kingdom are “... forgive your brother or sister from your heart.” (Matthew 18:35b)  Yes, I am intentionally skipping over the part where Jesus seems to be comparing the Father to one who would torture us for our sins, because it doesn’t fit with Jesus’ words from the cross, it doesn’t fit with everything else Jesus did and taught, and it doesn’t fit with my own understanding and experience of who God is.

Forgive from your heart.  Forgive like you really mean it.  Forgive like you are putting both your heart and your soul into it.  This is not easy to do.  Lisa Garrett said she reads this parable as a story about learning how to forgive.  I think that’s right.

We learn how to forgive when we learn how to be patient - with ourselves and also with our fellow human beings.  We learn how to forgive when we learn - over time - how to love someone... without conditions.  We learn how to forgive when we begin to comprehend how much God loves us, and how much God has forgiven us.

This much I know:  Forgiveness happens when we connect to the Divine in us, and allow that Spirit of God to guide us and work through us.  Forgiveness is a God-infused thing.  Forgiveness is very much an “in Christ” thing.  You cannot let go of the tit-for-tat, “get your revenge” values of the world unless and until you are ready to embrace the “this is the way to healing, reconciliation, and a better way of life” values of the kingdom.  And one of those values... one of those superpowers - is forgiveness.

Forgiveness ushers in healing, and when we forgive another, the one who is most likely to experience the biggest healing is ourselves.

CONCLUSION

“Give [us] grace, when [we] hurt each other, to recognize and acknowledge [our] fault, and to seek each other’s forgiveness and yours.”  Amen.


