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Matthew 18:21-35

Into our darkness send your Light, Eternal Spirit. Open our eyes that we may see you

shining among us in the world today. Open our ears that we may hear you speak among

all our faltering words and among the words of scripture, that, hearing and seeing, we

may rise up and follow your Way to the glory of your holy name. Amen.

“Forgiveness”
As I was driving home this past week, I heard a story on NPR that focused on how to talk with kids about 9/11.  This story, of course, is just one of many stories that have been told this past week leading up to today’s anniversary.  This story centered on a school here in St. Louis, Kennerly School in the Lindbergh School District, that is teaching the kids about the many heroes that emerged on 9/11.  

The story struck a chord with me because it pointed out that for kids, 9/11 is history.  Anyone under the age of 15 is either too young to remember it or wasn’t born when it happened.  Nine eleven to them is what JFK’s assassination is to me; or what the bombing of Pearl Harbor is for anyone under the age of 70-it’s history.  They can’t recall where they were, or what they were doing when they heard the news; they can’t recall how they felt when the 2nd plane hit the WTC, or how they gasped when the first tower fell.  

I can remember those things.  So can you.  We have our stories.  Think for a moment about where you were and what you were doing.  Think about how you felt as the news continued to unfold, how you felt as you saw those first pictures of people in NYC covered with soot; and how you felt as it became and more apparent that someone really, really hates us.

There’s been a lot of talk this past week about how much the world has changed since 9/11.  And I suppose it has.  You can’t get on a plane without stripping down, and you better leave your big bottles of lotion and shampoo behind.  We’ve learned new terms like Homeland Security and the Patriot Act and orange threat levels.  And Osama Bin Laden, Al Qaeda and the Taliban are household names.  They’re even included in my spellchecker on Microsoft Word.
But in other ways, the world hasn’t changed all that much.  There’s still violence.  There’s still fighting.  There’s still divisiveness.  In fact, some people say there’s more hatred than ever.  

There are people in churches all across the country this morning who heard or will hear the same story you heard Terry read from Exodus, and they will hear in that story how God crushed the Egyptians and drowned them when they went chasing after the Israelites, and they’ll equate that story with our own story and maybe even, just like the Israelites did, sing a song of praise to God for crushing our enemy Al Qaeda.  

It’s a powerful story, that story about God saving the Israelites and crushing her enemy the Egyptians.  It’s powerful because God is powerful, and very involved, directly involved in saving the Israelites.  Truth be told, it’s just the sort of God I was hoping for in the aftermath of 9/11, a God who comes and sets things right and gives terrorists what they deserve.  That may not be the most Christian thought in the world, but it’s a human one, and one which many people at the time felt . . .and still do feel.

There are also people in churches all across the country this morning who heard or will hear the same story you heard me read, the story from Matthew about forgiveness.  And they will hear in this story how we are to forgive people 77 times, in other words, as many times as it takes.  And they will equate that story with our story.
It, too, is a powerful story . . .especially in light of today’s anniversary because people will hear in that story a call to forgive our enemies that trivializes the tragedy, pain and suffering they have caused us.  When people hear Jesus tell Peter to forgive others 70 times over, they’ll equate that with the conventional view of forgiveness-which is a forgiveness that forgets and accepts.  Such a view of forgiveness may be commonplace, but it’s not at all Biblical.
Last week we heard Jesus giving advice to the disciples on how to deal with people who have done us wrong.  We heard him say that when all else fails, we should treat those people as Jesus treated tax collectors and Gentiles.  Well, as we all know, Jesus accepted tax collectors and Gentiles and welcomed them into his fold.  Which is all well and good, but when someone has done us wrong, welcoming and accepting them is not our first instinct.

Apparently it wasn’t Peter’s either, because today’s reading picks up that conversation and opens with Peter saying, basically, “Now wait a minute.  You mean to tell me that when someone has done me wrong I’m supposed to forgive them as much as 7 times?”  You gotta love Peter; he’s honest and forthright about the difficulties he has following Jesus.  But he’s also being quite generous, because the religious tradition said you only had to forgive people three times.  Peter figures 7 is generous but then on number 8, he can let ‘em have it.  “No,” Jesus said.  “77 times.”  Which is really another way of saying, “Stop counting.”
He then proceeds to tell Peter a parable about a king who forgave his servant a very large debt, but when the servant had the opportunity to forgive someone else’s debt, he demanded repayment.  The king, upon hearing of the servant’s refusal to forgive, throws the servant in jail until he can repay his debt which, given the amount he owes, means forever.

Unlike many of Jesus’ parables, there’s nothing in this story that is difficult to understand.  It’s perfectly clear that we are to forgive others just as God has forgiven us.

What’s not so clear is what Jesus means by forgiveness.  Because when we hear him say forgive others, we think that means that we are to forgive and forget.  

But that sort of forgiveness minimizes what has happened to us, glosses over it, and pretends that what happened to us isn’t really that bad.  That sort of forgiveness also excuses behavior that is unjust and incomprehensible.  That sort of forgiveness does not take seriously the reality of what has happened.  But that notion of forgiveness is so commonplace, and so ingrained in us . . . that we can’t get past it . . .and therefore, we have a hard time forgiving.  Because we can’t forget, we can’t excuse, we can’t condone when someone has done wrong, so we go through life unable to forgive and disbelieving when other people can.
Do you remember 5 years ago when a gunman walked into an Amish school in Pennsylvania and killed 5 innocent girls?  Yes?  Then you might remember what really shocked people wasn’t the fact that something as heinous as that happened; what shocked people was the Amish’s willingness to forgive the gunman.  Sister Joan Chittister wrote, “It was not the violence that shocked us.  It was the forgiveness that followed it for which we were not prepared.”

We weren’t prepared for it because in our minds, we can’t separate forgiveness from pardon or reconciliation.  We hear forgiveness, and we automatically jump to the conclusion that the person who forgives has released that offender from punishment or that the relationship between the one granting forgiveness and the offender is somehow alright now.   Well, in some cases pardon and reconciliation may follow forgiveness, but not always.  Forgiveness can happen without pardon or reconciliation, because forgiveness as Jesus talks about it means releasing and letting go of the burden and refusing to allow the hurt and pain the offender has placed on us to define who we are and who we’re going to be.  Forgiving the offender means standing up to that person and saying “I will not be a victim.  I will not let seeds of bitterness or hatred fester in me and take over my life.  I will not let that happen, because you do not have that power over me.”  
Biblical forgiveness takes very seriously the unjust behavior of the offender.  When Jesus says forgive others, Jesus isn’t telling us to condone or excuse abusive behavior.  Jesus isn’t telling us to forget any of that stuff ever happened.  Does anyone here really believe that Jesus wants us to forget about the Holocaust, slavery, ethnic cleansing, 9/11, the exploitation of children, mistreatment of women or minorities, or turn a blind eye to the bully?  Jesus doesn’t want us to forget, because forgetting doesn’t take them seriously, , and I think Jesus would take those things very seriously if he were around today.  He did when he was alive.

But Jesus didn’t let those things define him, either.  And he doesn’t want them to define us, because letting them define us will lead to a life of torture and imprisonment, just like it did for the servant in his parable.  And Jesus doesn’t want that for us, not as individuals or as a nation.  Jesus wants us to look forward to a future that is shaped by hope, possibilities, and the grace of God.

Of the many stories I’ve heard the past few days related to 9/11, one of the most powerful stories is the one about Rais Bhuiyan, a Muslim shot by a white supremacist in the wake of 9/11.  Rais was born in Bangladesh, moved to central Texas in mid-2001, and was working in a gas station on September 21, 2001, when Mark Stroman came in and shot him 4-5 times with a double barrel shot gun.  Rais survived, but the man Stroman shot 6 days prior to Rais did not, nor did the other man he shot 2 weeks later.  When he was arrested, Stroman said he wanted revenge for everything that happened on 9/11.   

Rais lost his vision in one eye but says he gained vision in his heart.  In 2009 he made a pilgrimage to Mecca that changed his life.  He says his heart became softer, he felt forgiven for the things he had done, and vowed to work for a world with more peace and compassion and less hate.  He started an organization called “World Without Hate”, and began working to undo Mark Stroman’s death sentence.  When Stroman got word of Rais’ campaign, he couldn’t believe it.  Here was a man who had every reason to hate him, but was instead forgiving him.  He also said he had been taught hate from an early age, but in prison was trying to unlearn it.  Before his execution Stroman said, “Hate is going on every where in this world and it must come to an end.”  Rais shared similar thoughts when he said, “The world is full of fear, but we can’t live in the past.  We must move on.” 

That’s what Biblical forgiveness is.  To forgive is to release ourselves from the hold the offender has on us and not to allow hatred to eat away at us.  Forgiveness means not letting hatred and anger, bitterness and resentment define us.  Jesus does not want those things to define us, because letting them define us will lead to a life of torture and imprisonment, just like it did for the servant in his parable.  And Jesus doesn’t want that for us, not as individuals or as a nation.  Jesus wants us to look forward to a future that is shaped by hope, possibilities, and the grace of God.

At Kennerly School the one I mentioned earlier, the kids read a book titled, “The Day the World Changed.” It’s written from the perspective of a young student. The kids sat quietly as the teacher started to read. “People all over the country were donating blood, while others donated money,” the teacher began.
The world has changed since 9/11.  And the world will continue to change.  How it changes, however, we have a part in.  We can allow hatred to rule, or we can forgive in the truest sense of the word, which doesn’t mean:

· the offense never happened.  It did.

· Forgiveness is not saying that everything’s okay.  It isn’t.

· Forgiveness is not saying we no longer feel the pain of the offense.  We do.

But to forgive does mean we will not let the past define us or who we are.  Instead, we will look forward to a future that is shaped by hope, possibilities, and the grace of God. Amen.
