14th September 2008

“ Forgiveness: a blessing and a challenge”
Readings:  Genesis 50:15-21;  Matthew 18:21-35

Hilary Clinton once quoted words from the gospel reading we’ve just heard.  She said: “In the bible it says they asked Jesus how many times you should forgive, and he said seventy times seven.  I want you all to know I’m keeping a chart!”
Well, as we heard in our reading, Jesus did give that answer, to Peter and to us but, with apologies to Hilary, I don’t think he actually meant us to keep count!  In fact, it’s been said that if we count the number of times we forgive a person, then that’s not forgiveness, that’s just postponing revenge!  Seventy seven or seventy times seven – and you can interpret it both ways – is a symbolic number given that the number seven in scripture means wholeness and completeness.  Jesus actually means that we should forgive ‘as often as it takes’, or in other words, always.  That’s a pretty hard lesson, because forgiveness is often difficult, but today we’re offered two very good reasons for trying to do that difficult thing.   One comes in the story that Jesus then tells about the king and his servant, which is of course the real answer to Peter’s question.  The other comes in our Old Testament reading, which also tells us about forgiveness, but in this case the effect that it has on the forgiver, and I want to look at that first.
It’s a reading about Joseph forgiving his brothers.  Joseph had every reason to hold a very real grudge against his brothers, if grudge is not too small a word.  They had been jealous that he seemed to be the favourite in the eyes of Jacob their father, so they had attacked him and sold him into slavery in Egypt, and they convinced their father that he had been killed by wild animals.  These same brothers came to Egypt years later when there was a famine in their own country, wanting to buy grain, without realising that Joseph had in fact risen to power and was now in charge of the entire grains stocks of Egypt.  They come face to face with Joseph, and in the end he tells them who he is, and he provides for the whole family, and the moment when he might have taken revenge passes.  He’s reunited with his father, and everything seems ok.  But the brothers must have always wondered what he really thought of them, and whether his kindness was simply on their father’s behalf.  Now in this reading we hear that Jacob is dead and they fear the worst, throwing themselves on Joseph’s mercy.  But as we heard Joseph’s response is complete reassurance, kind words pour from him, he will look after them, his forgiveness is real, from the heart.  And the key thing is -  did you notice who it is who weeps?  Not his brothers who are forgiven, but the forgiver himself, Joseph weeps – tears I think of release for himself, the past now truly put behind him.  All is made good.  And that is the healing power of forgiveness.

I’ve just been reading a book by Simon Wiesenthal.  He was a Jew imprisoned in concentration camps during the war, one of the very few who survived, but on the way he lost most of his friends, and 89 close relatives, and he saw such horror.  He went on to spend his post war years hunting down Nazi war criminals to bring them to justice, and it’s probably in that context that you may know his name, he only recently died at the age of 96.  In his book “The Sunflower” he tells of the day when he was taken from his work detail in a hospital to the bedside of a dying member of the SS.  This man was haunted by the crimes he had committed against Jews, he had taken part in a most horrific massacre, and he wanted a Jew to hear his confession, and – even – to pardon him, to forgive him.  Simon Wiesenthal listened to his story, and his repentance, but then turned and left the room in silence, he walked away.  Who could blame him?  
But he couldn’t stop worrying about whether or not he’d done the right thing, and his book ends with that question.  Was I right or wrong?  What would you have done?  The rest of the book contains the response from 53 eminent men and women, from all sorts of backgrounds, Jews, Christians, scientists, authors, and this is not the time to go into what they say because it’s a very complex situation, but what strikes me more than anything is that years later Simon Wiesenthal was not a man at peace with his decision.  The book was first published in 1969, 24 years after the end of the war, and still he’s asking did I do the right thing?  Still disturbed by it, still carrying that memory as a burden.  I’m not criticising him at all, and I have no right to say whether or not he did the wrong thing.  He had every reason to hate this man, he had every ounce of justice and fairness on his side, and he showed kindness in even listening to him – one of the respondents suggested that he should have killed him.  And yet I think in not forgiving him he missed an opportunity for healing for himself.  Such is the power of forgiveness for the forgiver, that Joseph discovered, and many others since him.
No wonder then that Jesus recommends it as the path we should choose, but in his response to Peter he gives us another reason why forgiveness is so important – and that is we are to forgive, because we are forgiven.  He tells the story of a servant who owes his king ten thousand talents, and the interesting is that’s the equivalent of millions of pounds, so when the servant says he will repay everything in time, he’s being hopelessly unrealistic.  It’s a debt that can never be repaid.  And yet the King, in his compassion, forgives.  He doesn’t just extend the time limit, which wouldn’t have offered the servant any hope anyway, he doesn’t make a big thing about how generous he’s being, he doesn’t impose all sorts of conditions, he simply forgives, writes the whole the thing off, the sheet is clean.  In 1 Corinthians 13, in that long passage about love often used at weddings, we are told “Love keeps no record of wrongs”, and the king shows just such love.   Who does that remind you of?  
And yet this same servant shows himself utterly unwilling to show the same mercy, the same love to his fellow servant.  He who has been forgiven more than he could ever repay, insists on the repayment of a much smaller debt, and in so doing he is in effect throwing the king’s huge generosity back in his face.  He has received new life, a fresh beginning, but his actions say that it has made absolutely no different to his life at all.
Let’s come back to Peter, poor Peter!  When he asks Jesus a question he so often gets a bigger and more uncomfortable answer than he’d bargained for!  He thought he was being so generous with his suggestion of forgiving up to seven times, and Jesus pulls the rug out from under his feet – and from under ours.  When Jesus tells this story, he’s saying to all of us: watch out, you who are holding your forgiveness to your chest and not letting it go, wondering who is worthy of receiving it, and how far you have to go, just remember how far your king has gone.  When you look at others and condemn, then see in them yourself.  Remember how much mercy and grace you have received from your king.  Remember how forgiven you are – and do likewise.
So what holds us back?  Firstly a sort of sense of fairness, I think, but it’s a sense of fairness that puts us first, if that doesn’t sound like a contradiction.  If we have been wounded in some way, it doesn’t seem right and fair to just let it go.  Even Peter’s question suggests that we ought to draw the line somewhere.  We go over and over it, how much right is on our side, and the other person is wrong.  We have a powerful sense of justice, that wrongdoing should be punished, especially if it’s someone else’s wrongdoing. I would stress here that I’m not trying to suggest that all sin should be unpunished, of course there is an important place for justice in this world.  And I’m not going to deny that wrongdoing almost always causes pain.  But if we don’t let it go, but rather keep going over and over it, it becomes resentment, and resentment literally means to feel again, we keep feeling that wound afresh, picking at it and it never heals, and that doesn’t do us any good.  So to forgive we have to ‘unfair’ if you like, to be more generous than that other person has been to us.  My sister has just done a counselling course, and they talked about forgiveness, and someone said, “If you forgive, aren’t you just letting them off the hook?”  To which the answer was, “No, you’re letting yourself off the hook.”
So we have to be generous rather than fair, and that brings me on to the second thing which is that I wonder if we really grasp how forgiven we are.  How unfair God is to us, if you like, by giving us so much more than we deserve.  If we really grasp it, really believe it. Because this is not a wishy washy message, “oh by the way, be nice to others, because God is nice to you”.   It’s actually quite hard teaching and tough to swallow, because to know ourselves to be forgiven requires us to be humble, to acknowledge our own wrong doing, to see ourselves as sinners and not just sinned against.  But then…and this is the wonderful part…not to be paralysed in that sin, but set free from it to live transformed lives.  That is the point of Jesus answer, because if we can’t accept that need for forgiveness, then our own forgiving will be blocked, but if we can, then perhaps that will truly trigger in our own hearts a greater willingness to forgive.  

And in that way forgiveness is like the air in our lungs.  It’s vital for our own wellbeing that we breathe it in.  It’s the stuff of life itself.  But we also have to breathe it out, in order to draw the next breath.  If we don’t breathe it in, we will die.  If we insist on holding it in just for us, we will suffocate.  We have to breathe it in, and breathe it out.  Think of it as the kiss of life.

One of the most moving replies in Simon Wiesenthal’s book comes from Albert Speer, who was, of course, the enemy.  A high ranking Nazi, one of Hitler’s ministers and convicted at Nuremburg to spending the rest of his life in Spandau prison.  He writes of the huge burden of guilt he carries, that he can never forgive himself.  But he writes too of Wiesenthal’s kindness when they met after the war, that there was no reproach, anger or hatred, and how much that had helped, and that as a result his burden felt lighter.  The final line of his letter in reply to Wiesenthal says this: “It is God’s grace that has touched me through you.”   Touched by God’s grace.  What a blessing.  What a challenge. 
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