‘Giving (and receiving) Forgiveness’ 6th February 2011 (Waitangi Day)  -Allister Lane
Genesis 50:15-21
Matthew 6:9-15  
There's a Spanish story of a father and son who had become estranged. The son ran away, and later the father set off to find him. He searched for months to no avail. Finally, in a last desperate effort to find him, the father put an ad in a Madrid newspaper (obviously pre-Facebook!). The ad read: “Dear Paco, meet me in front of this newspaper office at noon on Saturday. All is forgiven. I love you. Your Father.” 

On the Saturday 800 Pacos showed up, looking for forgiveness and love from their fathers. 

Forgiveness is one of the most radical ways in which we are able to nourish one another's humanity.

But it is certainly not easy.

Most of you will appreciate how Jesus’ radical teaching on forgiveness is central to what it is to worship and follow Jesus.  The forgiveness that Jesus spoke about defines much of what sets Jesus’ teaching apart.
Yet, this doesn’t make the practice of forgiveness easy; in fact Jesus’ demands are very high in this regard. I’m sure we have all struggled greatly with forgiveness, and maybe this is currently something where we are aware of our need.
Last Sunday we reflected on Jesus’ teaching in the Beatitudes. This highlights our neediness, but at the same time presents a vision of what God promises us.  
We considered how Jesus’ teaching in the Lord’s Prayer also highlights our neediness: “Give us this day our daily bread.”
Praying for our daily bread keeps us aware of how we approach God and others with our hands open; we cannot generate for ourselves all we need to live and flourish.

Praying for our daily bread challenges our propensity to cling to our own sense of self-righteousness. 

Similarly our tendency toward making ourselves feel secure is also challenged in praying for our daily bread. 
We reposition ourselves as those who are truly vulnerable, and relate more authentically when we are sensitive to our vulnerability.
This affirms our dignity as creatures; our neediness is nothing to be ashamed of  –  far from it. 

Aware of our neediness we are receptive to what we REALLY need from God, and in our neediness we understand our mutual need as human beings to be loved and to love. Our relations with one another keep us very human, fully aware of our vulnerability and need, yet also participating in the fullness and richness we are created to enjoy.

Rowan Williams observes that “perhaps this explains why the Lord's Prayer at once goes on to pray for forgiveness... (‘And forgive us..., as we forgive those...’)  The person who asks forgiveness is a person who has renounced the privilege of being right or safe; he has acknowledged that he is hungry for healing, for the bread of acceptance and restoration to relationship.  But equally the person who forgives has renounced the safety of being locked into the position of the offended victim; he has decided to take the risk of creating afresh a relationship known to be dangerous, known to be capable of causing hurt.  Both the giver and the receiver of forgiveness have moved out of the safety zone; they have begun to ask how to receive their humanity as a gift.

Forgiveness is one of the most radical ways in which we are able to nourish one another's humanity.  When offence is given and hurt is done, the customary human response is withdrawal, the reinforcing of the walls of the private self, with all that this implies about asserting one's own humanity as a possession rather than receiving it as gift.  The unforgiven and the unforgiving cannot see the other as someone who is part of God's work of bestowing humanity on them.  To forgive and to be forgiven is to allow yourself to be humanised by those whom you may least want to receive as signs of God's gift; but this process is intrinsically connected with the prayer for daily bread...
(He goes on...)

To forgive is clearly the mark of a humanity touched by God – free from anxiety about identity and safety, free to reach out into what is other, as God does in Jesus Christ. But it may be that willingness to be forgiven is no less the mark of a humanity touched by God.  It is a matter of being prepared to acknowledge that I cannot grow or flourish without restored relationship...”

Again, I am the first to acknowledge that the practice of forgiveness is not easy. And I hope speaking about forgiveness in these terms doesn’t suggest that forgiving is easy, but just how worthy  it is. 
Perhaps the very fact that forgiveness doesn’t come easily to us might suggest that to pursue it enriches us. 
Can we imagine that daring to acknowledge our neediness so truthfully dignifies our humanity? 
Can we imagine that acknowledgment of our vulnerability is a way we share in the Kingdom of God? 
Jesus has shown us that, God shares love in the powerlessness of the cross; this love expressed in such powerlessness is for the sake of forgiveness. 
God’s love is transformative; it is love of a certain sort; it is love that heals, restores and shares life.
How seriously do we take this pattern of forgiveness?

How might we live a pattern of receiving and giving forgiveness?
It seems appropriate that we ask these questions of ourselves on Waitangi Day.

We will each have our own views on what Waitangi Day means, but I do want to take the liberty of sharing two personal experiences that helped me appreciate what Waitangi Day means.

Both experiences were overseas.
The first was some years ago in Australia on Australia Day. At a similar time of year to Waitangi Day and acknowledging a national identity, Australia Day and Waitangi Day may be regarded as similar. However, as I joined my cousins at the local park and observed the BBQs, and the hotdog stands, and the thong-throwing competition, I recognised a very different attitude was present. On one level the celebrations and frivolities appealed (I mean, any reason to eat candyfloss, right?) But I did get the sense that a large part of Australia’s history and current issues were being forgotten, or just not taken seriously.

The second experience was also some years ago when Naomi and I, on a visit with family in Texas, went to see The Alamo. The Alamo has become a symbol of American identity as the location of a bloody siege by Mexican forces against Texan defenders.  Hundreds of Texan troops were slaughtered (in fact only two survived). The year was 1836, just a few years prior to the signing of the Treaty of Waitangi.  It was an event that galvanised American resolve for revenge, resulting in retaliation by a much greater force of Texan troops pushing deep down into Mexico, defeating the Mexican Army, and seizing territory for Texas.

As Naomi and I watched the dramatised documentary presentation of The Alamo we were astonished at the strong sense of righteousness about the vengeful response that resulted from siege of The Alamo.
We wondered what the reaction of someone from Mexico might be to the way the meaning of the events was presented.

Both my Australia Day experience and my visit to The Alamo highlighted for me what is lost when events of history and their implications are over-simplified. 

Whilst I sometimes wish we could just have a simple NZ Party Day (and throw jandels) I feel we are enriched together as we wrestle with the complex and difficult issues of our history and, where there have been mistakes, how we seek restoration.

That Australia Day and the day at The Alamo, I felt proud as a New Zealander for how we try to pursue mutual respect and justice. 
We know we don’t always get it right, but we try. 
And far from being a weakness, there is great dignity in trying to forgive; working for togetherness, rather than asserting our own righteousness in withdrawing into our secure self.

In forgiveness we discover our humanity as a gift to be shared in relationship with others.

It is not easy for we all fret about our identity and safety, but God has shown us in Jesus Christ how we can be free to reach out into what is other.

Picking up again the language of the Lord’s Prayer, let me conclude with this summary from Rowan Williams:
“Forgiveness is the exchange of the bread of life and the bread of truth; it is the way in which those who have damaged each other's humanity and denied its dignity are brought back into a relation where each feeds the other and nurtures their dignity.”
When we pray the Lord’s Prayer let us be reminded of the forgiveness God gives us, and re-imagine how forgiveness shared among us will transform us all.
Amen.
To hear Rowan William’s speech click here: http://www.archbishopofcanterbury.org/2948
� The Archbishop of Canterbury, Dr Rowan Williams’ keynote address at the 11th Assembly of the Lutheran World Federation Thursday 22 July 2010 Stuttgart, Germany.








