‘Living with forgiveness as our ‘default setting’ 

A sermon by Allister Lane, 11th September 2011
Genesis 45:1–15

Matt 18:21-35

We hear about a process of forgiveness by those in a position of power.

A choice not to express anger and revenge for actions in the past, but to be reconciled, and to share the country’s wealth as part of the healing and rebuilding of relationships.

Am I talking about today’s Old Testament reading of Joseph making himself known to his brothers, ...or to another situation in North Africa?

In a striking use of language last week, Libya’s transitional authorities have been urged by Western leaders to engage in a reconciliation process with their enemies. At the Paris summit, French President Nicolas Sarkozy, said anti-Gaddafi forces could achieve nothing without "reconciliation and forgiveness".

As part of this summit 15 billion dollars of assets have been unfrozen to help the Libyan people accomplish stability, peace and reconciliation.
Such a strong expression of the need for forgiveness is pretty rare – particularly in the sphere of international politics.
Does the teaching of Jesus about forgiveness provide a pattern for resolving political and military problems?
Let’s consider the parable Jesus taught that we’ve heard read this morning.

Actually, before we consider the parable – let’s consider the occasion for Jesus teaching this parable.

His disciple Peter brings a question to Jesus. 
And unlike the questions of the scribes and the Pharisees (which were so often attempting to catch Jesus out) Peter’s is a “friendly” question. 
Recognising the emphasis in Jesus’ teaching on forgiveness, Peter indicates his willingness to support an understanding of full and complete forgiveness:  “Lord, if another member of the church* sins against me, how often should I forgive? As many as seven times?” (v21)
Jesus could have answered “Yes Peter, full and complete forgiveness is required.”

But Jesus completely explodes Peter’s paradigm of perfection. 
While Peter was being perfectly magnanimous, Jesus holds out a standard of forgiveness that is over-the-top, unimaginable, ...even absurd.

“Jesus said to him, ‘Not seven times, but, I tell you, seventy-seven* times.” (v22)

The Kingdom of God has no place for the all-too-familiar human patterns of retaliation and revenge.

In the Kingdom of God Jesus tells us there is no true justice in reprisal and retribution.

At the same time Jesus’ reply to Peter’s question indicates that bloody violence and retribution will continue to be part of human experience. His followers should not anticipate a sudden end to the sin or violence of the world around them, nor even the end of sin in the community of disciples.

What Jesus does do is call us to an enduring and relentless forgiveness; a new default of over-the-top, unimaginable, absurd forgiveness.

The parable Jesus proceeds to tell highlights, not how easily a new default setting of forgiveness is achievable, as it does the fragility of the thread of forgiveness which can be so easily broken; how easily the human patterns of retaliation and revenge take over human behaviour.

The generosity of the king in the parable might be expected to engender a generous response by the forgiven servant; a ‘trickle-down theory’ of forgiveness, if you like.
But instead Jesus tells of a servant who is so immersed in patterns of UNforgiveness and power-as-domination that the forgiveness received is not shared, but lost. And, Jesus teaches, lost truly to all parties.
So does the teaching of Jesus provide a pattern for resolving political and military problems?  

...if it does, Jesus stresses the sustained pattern of forgiveness is VERY precarious!

Yet whilst it may be elusive, the full power and potential of forgiveness in the Kingdom of God comes through strongly in the rest of Jesus’ teaching. Forgiveness is at the centre of transformed relationships.
Take, for example, the prayer Jesus taught – what we call ‘The Lord’s Prayer’ “forgive us our sins, as we forgive those who sin against us.”
In relationship with God the Father, Jesus not only teaches about forgiveness, he models and offers us forgiveness.

Chris Marshall spoke in his lecture last Tuesday evening about how Jesus’ attentiveness to forgiveness from God the Father (that vertical relationship) unleashed social forgiveness (those horizontal relationships): 
“forgive us our sins, as we forgive those who sin against us.”
Forgiveness is at the centre of transformed relationships: both between God and us, and each other.
Surrounded as we are by a culture of blame, reprisal and retribution, we are called to witness to forgiveness as a crucial part of the distinctive nature of God’s Kingdom.
We not only receive forgiveness, we are to be carriers of forgiveness; nurturing and sustaining forgiveness in a hostile environment.
And to do this I believe we have to intentionally decide to forgive – in this sense it is not some sentimental aspiration, it is a discipline.

As we’ve noted Jesus’ parable highlights the fragility of the thread of forgiveness, amidst patterns of retaliation and revenge.

So we must decide to forgive.

Corrie ten Boom tells this story of an encounter she had shortly after World War II:

“It was at a church service in Munich that I saw him, the former SS man who had stood guard at the shower room door in the processing centre at Ravensbruck. He was the first of our actual jailers that I had seen since that time. And suddenly it was all there – the roomful of mocking men, the heaps of clothing, Betsie’s painblanched face.

He came up to me as the church was emptying, beaming and bowing. “How grateful I am for your message Fräulein”, he said “To think that, as you say, He has washed my sins away!”

His hand was thrust out to shake mine. And I, who had preached so often to the people in Bloemendaal the need to forgive, kept my hand at my side.

Even as the angry, vengeful thoughts boiled through me, I saw the sin of them. Jesus Christ had died for this man; was I going to ask for more? Lord Jesus, I prayed, forgive me and help me to forgive him.

I tried to smile, I struggled to raise my hand. I could not. I felt nothing, not the slightest spark of warmth or charity. And so again I breathed a silent prayer. Jesus, I cannot forgive him. Give me Your Forgiveness.

As I took his hand the most incredible thing happened. From my shoulder along my arm and through my hand a current seemed to pass from me to him, while into my heart sprang a love for this stranger that almost overwhelmed me.

And so I discovered that it is not on our forgiveness any more than on our goodness that the world’s healing hinges, but on His. When He tells us to love our enemies, He gives, along with the command, the love itself.”

This story powerfully expresses two things:

1. we have to decide to forgive – in specific, real, painful situations, and

2. that we don’t have to do this alone; God shares the power of forgiveness with us.
Many of us know that the promise of God’s forgiveness available for us does not make forgiving people easy – not at all. 
That’s why I insist that forgiveness is a discipline; an intentional default-setting we must choose again and again (seventy times seven times!).
It is something to decide ahead of time; to make it our ‘default setting’ when faced with real situations, painful situations (just like Corrie and Joseph).
The practice of forgiveness cannot be an occasional matter, or something we do only when it seems ‘reasonable’ or advantageous.

The hostile environment of blame, reprisal, and retribution that surrounds us threatens the discipline of forgiveness we are called to nurture and sustain. These alternatives to forgiveness are always nearby, always posing as the rational, necessary course of action.
We need not look far to recognise that real forgiveness would fundamentally undermine the patterns of domination and exploitation, of terror and vengeance that we often find ourselves implicated within. 

How often do we more easily trust in violence and retributive justice than in the promise of God’s forgiveness?

If the realities of UNforgiveness are so pervasive, how are we to witness to God’s forgiveness?

How do we decide to nurture and sustain forgiveness?

How do we live with forgiveness as our ‘default setting’?
Deciding to forgive is not just a personal discipline it is a shared discipline within a community – within God’s new community.

We practice the discipline of forgiveness “in house”, in the community of God’s Church.

We know we are not a perfect community, sin-free and without conflict. But we are a community modelled on Jesus teaching, empowered by the Word of God and sustained by God’s grace through the sacraments of Baptism and Communion.

In our shared prayers confessing our need for forgiveness and our thirst for reconciliation,
   ...in serving each other the signs of God’s grace; sharing the bread and wine,

   ...we cultivate an (alternative) culture of forgiveness.

And it is a culture of forgiveness that really is over the top, unimaginable, and absurd.

“Jesus [says, do] not [forgive] seven times, but, I tell you, seventy-seven* times.”

In his own suffering and death, Jesus reveals to us that the way of the cross is absorbing pain not passing it on.

And so as his followers we are called to daily take up our cross.

Forgiveness is a decision

Forgiveness is a daily discipline.

Cultivating forgiveness as our ‘default setting’ means choosing to let go of our pride and our hurt as powers that define us.

Cultivating forgiveness as our ‘default setting’ means learning to ask for forgiveness, and learning to offer forgiveness.

Cultivating forgiveness as our ‘default setting’ means allowing forgiveness to permeate every part of our living; allowing the light of God’s grace to shine in every part of our lives exposing any resentment that has taken up residence and which is poisoning our relationships.

Jesus teaches us how fragile is the thread of forgiveness; 
how easily the human patterns of retaliation and revenge take over...

...but also how committed God is to offer forgiveness, bring reconciliation, and transform relationships.

In a time of silent prayer, let us acknowledge God’s forgiveness in our lives, and listen for God’s prompting. 
Who does God want you to decide to forgive?
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