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Scripture readings: 

Psalm 103: 1-18: “Bless the Lord O my soul and do not forget all God’s benefits . . .” 

Luke 7: 36-50:  “Therefore I tell you, her sins, which were many, have been forgiven; hence she has shown great love. But the one to whom little is forgiven, loves little. . . Your faith has saved you; go in peace.”
Colossians 3: 12-17: “As God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, meekness, and patience. Bear with one another and, if anyone has a complaint against another, forgive each other, just as the Lord has forgiven you, so you also must forgive.  Above all, clothe yourselves with love, with binds everything together in perfect harmony.  Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts. . . And be thankful.”

During this time of Lent, this season of soul-searching and preparation, we’ve been looking through our spiritual toolbox to see what’s there to help us in repairing our lives, our relationships, our world. Last week we focused on the tool of prayer.  This week we focus on the tool of forgiveness.

Scriptures speak a lot about our God being a forgiving and merciful God, slow to anger and abounding in love. Forgiveness is one of the most central of themes in the gospels and in our faith as Christians.  The major religions of the world  - Judaism, Christianity, and Islam – all share some common roots and traditions and themes, even common holy scriptures and figures of faith.  But it is Christianity of all of them which places the call to forgive and be forgiven as central to our relationship with God. Forgiveness and grace are the keys that unlock the mystery of the meaning of the life and ministry, death and resurrection of Jesus the Christ.  In the gospels, the experience of being forgiven is woven into miracles of healing and transformation in people’s lives, such as in the story of the woman in our gospel reading today. And as we read in the letter to the Colossians, forgiveness is a hallmark of true Christian community.

There have been some incredible demonstrations of forgiveness in our lifetimes.  Decades ago when apartheid was officially abolished in South Africa, Bishop Desmond Tutu was charged by the new government with leading a  Truth and Reconciliation Commission  to deal with the incredible injury and hurt and scars nation-wide. The commission organized forums for those who had lost loved ones and been themselves wounded physically, emotionally, and spiritually by the brutality of apartheid.  It was a public space where they could tell their stories, show their injuries, and hold victimizers (often government sanctioned) accountable. There was an opportunity to offer and receive forgiveness as a way of finding resolution and closure on a terrible national shame rather than letting the energy of these injuries seethe and smolder into revenge and retribution to could threaten to tear the nation apart. In some situations these forums resulted in heart-felt confession and repentance on the part of the perpetrator.  But even when it did not, the former victims found release and could move on in their lives. 

A similar commission was set up years later in Rwanda, that scene of such horrifying genocide, where neighbors terrorized one another and brutally killed one another with machetes in an eruption of ethnic violence.  Such unspeakable and seemingly unforgiveable atrocities in people’s lives.  How do individuals, and how does a nation move forward after this? And yet even here an intentional reconciliation effort took place, not to cover up the atrocities, but rather to bring them out into the open in order for release them and allow restoration to begin.  

There is a restorative justice movement going on in our American criminal justice system, where in particular situations victims and offenders meet in safe and controlled situations. After much preparation, the results have sometimes been chances for the victim to finally achieve some resolution and closure and healing, a chance to move forward with their lives; and for the offenders, a chance to understand the consequences of their actions.  

The shootings in Germany and in Alabama this past week make me think of the shooting that happened in an Amish community in Ohio I think it was about 8 years ago or so, about a man who entered an Amish school and opened fire, killing a number of children and their teacher and then proceeding to kill himself.  That part of the story hit the headlines in the newspapers around the nation.  What didn’t get headline notice was that that Amish community immediately surrounded the widow of the gunman to make sure she was supported and provided for and protected.  This same community found it in their hearts to witness to the power of forgiveness and made quilts to send to the families who lost loved ones in the killing spree that happened on the campus at Virginia Tech.  They sent some of their community members there to support and console and help these families figure out how to move on after this tragedy, and how to forgive. 

There are few of us who go through life without being injured in some way by another person – whether intentional or not.  Each of us needs to figure out how to deal with the wound.  As people of faith, we are called to forgive.  But forgiving is not for spiritual wimps.  I realize that when I look out upon this congregation, there may be those who have had experiences of abuse in their lives, those who have been criminally assaulted, those who have felt betrayed by a loved one in a marriage, those who are estranged from a family member for one reason or another. Being asked to forgive when you have been deeply wronged or violated, is demanding and challenging, and sometimes feels like too much to ask. And yet each time we pray the Lord’s Prayer we are praying to be forgiven of our sins/debts/trespasses/wrongs as we forgive others.  A very significant word there -  “as”.  It serves as the fulcrum for the balancing of both ends of the experience of forgiveness – both receiving and offering forgiveness. 

I think, however, that there are sometimes misunderstandings about what forgiveness means. The Hebrew and Greek words used in the Bible that we translate “to forgive” come from root words that mean “to let go,”  “to send away”,  “to show a gracious spirit.” Forgiving is an act, or process, of letting go, releasing, sending away –  of that wound, that violation, that wrong done to us – and its power over us.  The willingness to forgive when we have been deeply injured is a spiritual struggle. We may not be capable of offering full forgiveness right away.  It may take us a while.  It may happen in stages or layers, like peeling away at an onion.  It’s OK to bring this to God and ask for help as little by little the power of grace can work in your life, and you take little baby steps toward being able to forgive someone.

One of the hardest lessons for us to learn as we grow up is that we can’t control someone else’s behavior.  Only our own. But by changing our behavior, we can change the relationship. Forgiveness is not just for the other person’s sake, it is for our sake, too.  Holding onto resentments and bitterness take their toll on us.  I like the quotation: “Holding onto resentments is like swallowing poison and then waiting for the other person to die.”    By withholding forgiveness, we often do as much, if not more damage to ourselves than to the other – spiritually, emotionally, and physically. So, there’s some self-interest in learning how to forgive.

To be willing to forgive does not mean we need to dismiss or diminish the damage done by the grievance or wound or injury. Harm has been done.  It is not OK to just let it slide and say it doesn’t matter. But by the same token, it does no good to hold onto it in such a way that continues to make us a victim.  

To be willing to forgive does not mean we tolerate or condone injury done to us.  It does not mean that we are supposed to put ourselves in the same vulnerable position of being injured again.  God does not ask us to stay in abusive situations or toxic relationships. God does not ask us to be masochistic or stupid.  It is a good thing to protect ourselves from abusive situations, change the rules in caustic relationships, withdraw from hurtful situations.  

When we forgive, we do not necessarily forget.  We do not get amnesia when we forgive. The memory, the scars may indeed remain, for the injury done us has left a mark.  But when we forgive, the pain tends to subside and become more bearable and we will begin to heal. We can learn and grow from it and beyond it.  We can let the memory of the event lose its power over us to prevent us from moving on.

We do not have to first wait for the other to repent or accept blame. You don’t have to wait on another to be ready before you can forgive. You can still release the hurt and harm and its power over you and your relationship and discover that it can make a difference.

When we get ready to forgive, we do not necessarily need to fully understand why something happened or why someone did what they did.  Usually we want answers, we want explanations, we want the injury or betrayal or wound done to us to make sense. But sometimes we don’t get to have answers or reasons and must still find ways to forgive. 

Perhaps you remember elsewhere the story in the gospels when the disciples ask Jesus at one point, how much is enough when it comes to forgiving someone with repeat offenses against us – isn’t 7 times more than enough? Why, that would seem saintly! But Jesus responds, 70 times 7 is more like it, or in other words, more times than you can keep track of, so stop counting. 

I can imagine a follow-up conversation – what do you mean, Jesus, that we ought to be doormats for those who abuse us?  No, I imagine Jesus saying, that’s not what I mean.  What I mean is that as my followers you cannot justify holding onto resentments and grievances.  Doing so damages you, damages relationships, damages the Body of Christ, the church, and makes it an ineffective witness to the gospel of grace.  

The teachings of Jesus are about no less than the transformation of our lives, our relationships, even the way the world runs.  This is radical, scandalous, demanding stuff..  But it is the only way we will find release and freedom and experience what the reign of God is all about in our lives and in our relationships. 

In the end, the power to forgive does not lie with the strength of our will power or determination.  It rests in our tapping into the power and experience of God’s grace. The power to forgive is not self-generated. It takes more than just sheer will power.  We love because Christ first loved us. – so too, we forgive, because God first forgave us. We know that when we are on the receiving end of God’s forgiveness, we are freed to become a new person, able to offer forgiveness is ways we never thought imaginable.  The power to give and receive forgiveness can transform us.  “As a disciple of Jesus, we don’t have to keep carrying around our own dead weight.”

