Forgiveness  – October 12, 2008 by Fr. Rand Reasoner

Sermon on the Mount.  Jesus moral vision.  Doesn’t say it will be easy but if God is your king this is what your life will look like.  When we begin to study this we find that this is problematic.  How would that really work?  Jesus says this is my hearts desire for you.  I know you won’t always do it, can’t always do it, but this is the goal, this is what life in the Kingdom of God wants for his people.

With that said I want to talk about forgiveness.   How to respond to our enemies and how we respond to being wronged is the subject of the lessons today.  In our western legal system justice is based on a certain idea punishment for doing wrong.  Hard to imagine any other legal system.
Been that way since 18th century BC when Hammarabi wrote an eye for an eye.  Moses builds on this and with God’s aid improved it, but the Jewish law is still punishment based.  Jesus comes along and he calls into question the entire idea of an eye for an eye.  Jesus reinterprets the law to include the spirit of the law. Jesus wants us to internalize the Old Testament law.  Illustrates it in three ways: 1. strikes you   2. sue you   3 forces you to go one mile. You don’t have to strike someone do you?  You can have the upper hand can’t you?  Don’t wait for someone to sue you just give what they want to them.  Maybe I could do that too?  Press into service carry a pack for 1 mile go a second by choice.  Yes I could do that.  Jesus upends the law of retribution.  How does this work practically?
I like the idea just not sure how it fits all the time.  I’m pretty sure it doesn’t mean if you are being robbed you should say to your assailant……hey here is my ATM card let’s go to the bank and I’ll get you some more?  .  

If you live under the law of retaliation where does it stop?  Gandhi said in a world where an eye for an eye prevails what happens is we all go blind.  Jesus says, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you so that you can be children of your father in heaven.  Good in theory but how does that work when people say untrue things about you so they can get ahead of you?  Or someone who has wounded you physically or psychologically so badly that you don’t know if you will ever recover from that wound and you are to love them? Now it’s easy to dismiss this teaching as only the Godly ideal.  But I wonder what the world would be like if we took this teaching seriously and didn’t dismiss it right away?
Jesus leads us to one last thing;…. forgive those who wrong you.  When you pray you should pray like this….these elements.  Climaxes the Lord’s prayer with forgiveness.  Forgive us our sins as we forgive those who sin against us.  Jesus is saying when you pray this is a key part of what it means to be my people.  I think Jesus was building on the idea of forgiveness as he said deliver us from evil or the evil one.  Temptation often comes in the form of bitterness and resentment and anger toward other people.  

If you forgive others you will be forgiven but if not you won’t. That’s a hard saying.  If I hold things against people I won’t be forgiven?  My being forgiven is somehow connected to my forgiving others?  Not about your salvation but we have the capacity to keep God away by the hardness of our heart toward other people. Our inability to forgive will keep God at a distance.  

Some advice here:  5:23-24  When you’ve wronged someone or they have perceived you have wronged them here’s what you do:  leave you gift at the Altar first be reconciled then bring your gift..  Jesus isn’t saying get up right now but I think he’s saying as soon as you can make amends.  Sometimes people you have hurt won’t come to you, you have to take the initiative.  I’ve done something to you and I need to understand because I don’t want anything to stand between us.”  Numbers of you have tried that and come back saying “he/she slammed the door in my face.”  Suggest writing a letter and apologize and invite them to come and sit down and talk.  
Don’t use this style: “I am sorry that you were upset by what I did.  Clearly you have a serious problem.  And for that I am sorry.  All I ever wanted to do was be kind to you and you have completely misunderstood me. I’m sorry you are such a bonehead and hurt by something I didn’t even do.  My pastor told me to send this apology.  So if I did by chance do something wrong I hope you will forgive me. I sure hope you feel better now.  I do.”
How about something like: “I don’t even understand what I did but I don’t want this to separate us.  I’m sorry.  Can we talk?”
Matthew 18 when someone hurts you in the church.  When the two of you are alone…..

Used to justify excommunication in churches.  Form of spiritual discipline.  “Treat them like a tax collector or a gentile.”  How does Jesus treat them? Not pushing them away but saying we’re going to love you but not going to accept negative behavior.  Our job is to try to restore them.  Talk to them alone.  This is hard for us.  It’s confrontational isn’t it?  What’s easier is to talk to 10 of our closest friend about it.  Sometimes that is a greater sin isn’t it?

What is forgiveness?  “letting go of resentment.”  Choosing to no longer hold onto your right for retaliation.  You surrender your right to be bitter, angry, to seek restitution, pound of flesh.    Not excusing the wrong but relinquishing the claim to retaliate.  Okay I believe this I should do this, forgive……..

5 words/phrases to consider/  not rocket science

1. Walk in the other persons shoes.  Try to understand what shaped that person.  Why they see the world the way they do and act the way they do.  Not excusing but understanding what moves people.

2. Acknowledge our own fallibility.  Before you go to take the speck out of someone else’s eye take the log out of your own.  Before you withhold forgiveness make sure you see that you are broken and have hurt other people yourself.  Is there mercy for you?  (traffic lane that ends and all the folk going to one lane)

3. Pray for those who wrong us.  Only through prayer we can find forgiveness.  Can’t find it on our own.  Some things so deep we can’t be released apart from the power of God.

4. Recognize the damage that unforgiveness does to you or your family or the community you belong to. Resentment is like drinking poison and hoping the other person gets sick.

5. Trust.  Trust that God will use the wrong for right.  Place where faith intersects with real life.  The most painful experiences if we put them in God’s hands can be the most formative for our character in molding us into the person God wants us to be.  

I think forgiveness is like love. It is a choice.  I choose to relinquish my right to retaliate against you in feeling or actions even though I don’t feel it.  When I begin to show mercy even though I don’t feel it eventually (it may take years) the feelings come.

Jesus almost always when he give us an impossible teaching shows us that it’s not impossible after all.  He gives us an illustration for his own life of what this looks like.  Jesus shows us what it is like not to retaliate, to love our enemies, to forgive them, to pray for them………illustration is from the cross.  Hanging their and he looks down upon the Pharisees who insisted  on his crucifixion and the Romans who carried it out and do you remember what he says;;;;;;”Father forgive them for they do not know what they do.”    I’m not sure I can ever really be like Jesus, but I’m going to commit my life to leaning into that and striving to be like that and seeing what happens next.

Close your eyes: There are some of you here who know there is someone who feels you have wronged them.  There is this wall between you.  You don’t feel like you’ve done anything wrong and it’s hard to take the initiative so maybe for days, weeks, month, years you’ve been separated from this person. And the Lord may be saying to you it’s time that you took the first step.  Pay for that person and that God would give you the strength to reach out in mercy.

Many of you who have been wronged by someone else.  Maybe they didn’t mean it or maybe they did and those wounds are superficial but some have cut to the heart.  And the lord says there is a better way than resentment.  I want you to think of that persons name and what they did and I want you to try with all your might to say   God please help me to choose, to let it go, to act in mercy.  Help me Lord.

Lord hear our prayer.  You know all the situations and people we are bringing to you.  Some of the wounds are too deep and we can’t do it.  I pray that you would help us.  Pour your mercy into our lives that you would forgive us our sins, wash us clean, make us new, and may we be instruments of your reconciliation.  We offer our lives to you lord.  In Jesus name.  Amen.
