Loving Across Our Differences: #4 Forgive One Another

Colossians 3:12-13; Romans 12:17-21 – Sermon by Rev. Dr. Rolf Svanoe
Last Wednesday in our Lenten series we heard a powerful call to forbear one another. I gained a whole new appreciation for that word “forbear”, what it means in my personal life, what it can mean in a church community like Peace Lutheran, and what it can mean in our culture today. Forbearance is the gift we give to those people we disagree with or who may just irritate or annoy us. I, for one, needed to hear that word. But what about those situations that go beyond irritation and disagreement when we are hurt or wronged. That is when we need to hear today’s word- forgive one another. 
God has hard-wired us with an innate sense of justice. Children can tell from an early age when something isn’t fair or someone is being hurt. Justice or fairness is one of the foundations for any community. So when standards of fairness are violated, relationships are broken. In fact, if someone is hurt the normal human reaction is to want to hurt back. An eye for an eye. It happens between individuals; and it happens between nations. During the cold war we called it Mutually Assured Destruction. It is a cycle of violence that happens like this: You hit me- I’ll hit you back and maybe a little harder, which causes you to hit me back even harder, and on and on. Sometimes that cycle can last for years- family members who refuse to speak to each other, or nations that refuse to have diplomatic ties. Sometimes a conflict can last for generations so that people forget what they were originally fighting about. Remember the Hatfields and the McCoys? Sometimes memories of violence can linger for a thousand years. Just ask Muslims in the Middle East about the Crusades. 
We are reminded daily in the news of the multitude of ways people hurt each other. Spouses cheat, thieves steal, innocent people are abused or murdered. If we took a poll here today I bet there isn’t one person who doesn’t have some hurt in their life they are struggling to get over. Too many of us are burdened by the pains of the past, unable to let go of the hurt. We can spend so much time trying to figure out that past that we aren’t able to live fully in the present. It’s like being confined to a prison with walls of anger, hurt, bitterness and depression. I can’t tell you how many people I have counseled over the years that this is their number one issue- they can’t let go of the hurt someone has caused them.
God has given us a key to open those prison doors, to free us from our past so that we can live fully in the present. It’s called forgiveness. Our reading from Colossians tells us: “Bear with one another and, if anyone has a complaint against another, forgive each other; just as the Lord has forgiven you, so you also must forgive.” There is something that’s not fair about forgiveness. It offends our sense of justice. But if that is where we get stuck, then the Apostle Paul tells us to think deeply about what God has done for us in Jesus Christ. We don’t deserve forgiveness, but that is what God has given us in Jesus. God has given us grace. We are forgiven. And now God invites us to do something unnatural- to release the hurt and to forgive. Forgive one another.
Now I want to be quick to say what forgiveness is not. Forgiveness is not the same as reconciliation. It may lead to reconciliation, but not necessarily. Whether Elin forgives Tiger is a different issue than whether she accepts him back as her husband. Let me give you another example. Cathy was a parishioner in a previous church who has given me permission to share her story. She came to see me still hurting from years of sexual abuse by her father when she was a child. She left home at an early age, moved across the country and never returned. Some 30 years later she was still hurting in an emotional prison created by her parents. We talked about her need to forgive her father, not to be reconciled with him, but to release her from the painful past she was still reliving. For Cathy, forgiveness was not forgetting what he had done. There was no way she was ever going to be reconciled with him, and no way she would ever let him near his grandchildren. Forgiving her father was the only way that Cathy could find some peace in her life. What I have learned from Cathy is that forgiveness is hard work. It can take time. In fact, she is still working at it, even after her father’s death. Some of the hurts we bear are so deep that forgiveness may take a lifetime. 
In the book, The Art of Forgiving, author Lewis Smedes says that "forgiveness happens inside the person doing the forgiving. The first person who benefits from forgiveness is the one who does it. It heals our pain and resentment before it does anything for the person we forgive; they might not ever know about it." Forgiveness only takes one person. It doesn't depend on the behavior or repentance of the one who hurt us. We can forgive a person who hasn't expressed sorrow for the hurt they caused us. Like Cathy, we should not allow ourselves to be kept from our healing by someone who may never be sorry for what they did to us.

When we choose to forgive we give up the right to get even. In the book we are reading the author says that “forgiveness chooses love and mercy over revenge, and it yields to God the right to punish.” This is what it says in Romans 12. “Do not repay anyone evil for evil…never avenge yourselves, for it is written, ‘Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.’” 

How important is forgiveness? So important that Jesus included it in his model prayer teaching his followers how to pray. The petition “Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us” comes right after the petition “Give us this day our daily bread.” Forgiveness is as important for the spirit as eating is for the body. It is the food that keeps a community together and alive. 
When a gunman shot and killed five Amish girls at a one room school house in Nickel Mines, PA in 2006 the Amish community responded by reaching out to the killers’ family with forgiveness. The world continues to be amazed at this costly act of forgiveness. But if forgiveness is costly, the act of unforgiveness is even more costly. And so God calls the church again and again to forgive one another, just as we have been forgiven. It is the way God chooses to redeem the world. 

Whenever  you see the apostles portrayed in classical art you can always tell who Peter is. He’s the one with the keys in his hand. In Matthew 16 Jesus tells Peter that he is giving him the keys of the kingdom of Heaven. “Whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.” In John 20 the resurrected Christ appeared to his disciples and said to them, “If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained.” Theologians often refer to this as the Office of the Keys. It is the ministry of forgiveness, loosing and setting free those who are bound. All who follow Christ have that key. Jesus didn’t just give it to Peter- he gave it to the whole church. So imagine that key on your keychain. Jesus wants us to use it. He has given us work to do. He calls us to forgive one another as we have been forgiven. 

