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Forgive someone 77 times!
Whatever was Jesus thinking?

From our 21st century American perspective

Forgiving someone multiple times seems incomprehensible to us.
For most of us forgiving someone one or two times

Is absolutely at the outside edge of our capabilities.

For many of us,

The words: “Don’t get mad, get even,”

Slip off our tongues much more easily
Than: “I forgive you.”

We have many role models for getting even. 

The media is filled with stories 

About judgments, punishment, and lawsuits.

In the balance sheet way of life
If something goes wrong,

We look for ways to right the wrong,

And lawyers are always available for assistance.

When we are hurt by something,
Our instinctive reaction is 

That whoever caused the hurt

Should also suffer.  
Jesus certainly role-modeled forgiveness.
From the cross, he asked for forgiveness for his killers.

But it is easy to somehow dismiss Jesus as a role model,

Oh well, he was God’s son,
It was easy for him to forgive,

We’re only human,

It’s not so easy for us to forgive.  

We have only a few visible contemporary role models for forgiveness.

The one that comes to mind for me,

Is the behavior of the Amish community in Nickel Mines, PA,

In the days that followed the horrific murders

Of school girls in their local school.  
You may remember that day in October 2006.

A local man, a milk man,

A father of two small children,

Living out some derangement that had haunted him,

Opened fire in a one room school house

Singling out the girls,

Killing five and wounding five others.

Amid the tragedy in that small town,

The most astonishing thing,

Was the forgiveness shown to the killer,

And to his family.  

The pastor of the killer’s family’s relates the story 

Of sitting with the killer’s father on the night of the disaster, 

Grieving for both his son and the people he had killed.

In walked an Amish neighbor,

Who hugged the killer’s father,

And said “We will forgive him.”
The pastor’s comment was

“We met God in the kitchen that night.” 

The American press struggled 

With how to describe and explain this forgiveness,

Because it is so beyond the comprehension

Of most 21st century Americans.  

We could understand anger, fear and retribution,

We could understand chasing the killer’s family from the community,

We could understand installing metal detectors and security systems at the school,

But for most of us,

Forgiving the killer,

Comforting his family,

And even attending his funeral

Were reactions that were profoundly unfamiliar to us.  

One columnist from the Boston Globe

Went so far as to say that “hatred is not always wrong
And forgiveness is not always deserved.” 

He wrote

“I cannot see how the world is a better place

By assuring someone who would do terrible to things to others

That he would be readily forgiven afterward.”
There are many Americans who would agree with the sentiments

Expressed by this Boston Globe columnist.

Perhaps you are one of them.
Yet the expressed forgiveness is as much a benefit for the community

As it is for the one who has sinned so grievously.  

I ask you to think about that forgiveness.

Are the Amish parents better able 

To cope with life after the violent murders,

By forgiving their daughters’ killer,

And whole heartedly grieving their children’s deaths, 

Or by nourishing a hatred and anger,

That would continue to haunt their lives,

And infect their homes.

When Jesus told Peter that he was to forgive

Seven times seventy,

Peter was undoubtedly stunned.

Peter’s own offer to forgive someone seven times
Was two times more than was mandated by Scripture.
Yet here was Jesus telling him to forgive

An unlimited number of times. 

We have had several texts from Matthew over the past couple of weeks

That tell us what to do when a member of the community is sinning.

A few weeks ago we heard about the wheat and the weeds,

With the implication that we are to leave the sinner as part of the group,

And to allow God to sort it all out at the end.  

For major overt sins,

Last week, Jesus advised to confront the person,

And give them a chance to be restored to the community.  

Now Jesus is telling Peter and the rest of us

What we have to do as the person is restored to the community.

Peter knew, as I am sure you do,

That there is restoration to the community

And then there is real reconciliation.

It is one thing to allow the person back in,
Perhaps in some kind of provisional role,

But Jesus is telling Peter to forgive

As if he really means it. 

Peter was as human as we are,

With lots of errors and foibles.

And I’ll bet that Peter was looking for a way out 

Of having to deal with the sinner

Who had been restored to the community.

Maybe he was thinking,

If I could just catch him sinning a few more times,

I could get rid of him for good.  

But Jesus saw right through that maneuver,

And told Peter, forgive more times than you can count.

Forgive, forgive and forgive,

Until their is real reconciliation.  

At the end of the Matthew Gospel today,

After the parable of the ungrateful servant,

Who was unable to forgive,

Jesus makes the very intense statement

That unless each one of us can forgive,

God will hand us over for torture

Until we make restitution for all the things we have done wrong.

This sounds incredibly un-Jesus like.

It is hard to believe that these words 

Came from the mouth of the one

Who died to save us from all the things that we have done wrong.

I am sure the disciples were wondering
What Jesus was up to with this concluding punch-line.
Surely Jesus, who could heal the sick 

And drive out demons,

Could also forgive,

The times that the disciples failed to forgive.

Whatever did Jesus mean

By inflicting torture on those who fail to forgive?
After much thought and prayer,

I have come to the conclusion

That this torturous condemnation

Is exactly what happens to us when we fail to forgive.

Think about the Amish.
They had the choice

Of forgiving the killer and his family,

Or living with gaping, oozing wound

In the midst of their community.

Each of us has situations

Where we are called upon to forgive,

Sometimes things that seem unforgiveable.

I ask you to think about your own life

And any seemingly unforgiveable situations

Which you are holding onto.

Is your life better because you are withholding forgiveness?

Do you rest easier at night

Because you have gotten even with another person

By continuing to be angry with him or her? 

Annie Lamott describes withholding forgiveness

As being like drinking rat poison

And expecting the rat to die.  

Jesus told the disciples the parable about the ungrateful servant,

Because he wanted them to have the release,

That forgiveness brings to the one doing the forgiving. 

Forgiving mean not only giving up the grudges and anger,

But it also means willfully forgetting,

And wiping the slate clean.

True forgiveness and forgetting

Are at the heart of genuine reconciliation and restoration.  

Clara Barton, the founder of the Red Cross,

Was once asked if she remembered a  particularly cruel remark
That had been hurled at her some number of years ago.

She didn’t respond to the question.
So she was asked again, 

“Don’t you remember that remark?”
She finally answered,

“No I don’t remember it,

And I distinctly remember forgetting it.” 
But you might say to me,

What if the other person in this situation,

Doesn’t want my forgiveness,

And doesn’t want a reconciliation.

Like most things in life,

You have no control over another person’s reactions.

You do, however, have control over

What you choose to hang onto.   

The headline in the Boston Globe article

Questioning the Amish forgiveness

Was entitled “Undeserved Forgiveness.”

Isn’t that what you receive every day from God?

It is truly Good News that because Jesus died for us,

We are the recipients

Of blessed underserved forgiveness,

Which allows us to start each day with a clean slate.  

God also wants you to benefit 

From that clean slate,

The forgiving and forgetting 

In your relationships with other people.

God does not want you to drink rat poison,

Or to have torturous, gaping wounds dominating your life. 

God knows that your granting forgiveness
To those around you,

Even undeserved forgiveness,

Will grant you blessed release. 

God loves you

And wants the best for you.

Pray that uncounted and undeserved forgiveness

May be yours both to give and to receive.

Amen
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