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Matthew 18: 21-35

Forgiveness
Dear Friends in Christ, Grace and peace be unto you from God our Father, and our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.
It is so good to be back with you, my friends of Peace.  Susanne and I had a wonderful summer in Alaska.  We had a very active summer and accomplished a lot of hard work on our Alaskan house.  And of course we brought home lots of fish, but I must confess we were so busy building that most of our fish was caught by others.  But as August drew to a close we were anxious to get home.  I must tell you that being with all of you in worship feels very, very good.

This morning I would like to talk with you about some three-word phrases: There are four of them.  They are:

1. “I’ll get even”

2. “I am sorry”

3. “Please forgive me”

4. “I forgive you”

“I’ll get even.”  The urge to strike back when you feel you have been wronged is as old as mankind.  In Genesis we learned that Adam and Eve’s first born son, Cain, killed his brother Abel when he found out he had been cheated out of his birthright.  I still remember trying to figure out how to get even with a boy in Mitchell when I was a 5th grader who had spit in my face on the playground during recess.  It bothered me for a long time.  And I admit that I tried to figure out how to get even.
Revenge is a very natural response when we are wronged.  “I’ll get even” is a dynamic that is experienced from playgounds to parliaments.  Why you can even find web sites that specialize in sharing ways to exact revenge from someone who you feel has wronged you.

I did a Google search when writing this sermon, and when I typed in “getting even” there were 90,200,000 results.

I would suggest that “I’ll get even” is one of the greatest plagues that affect our world.  Revenge was one of the primary motivations which propelled the terrorists on 9-11.  
In spite of pleas for caution and moderation, I think that revenge was one of the driving forces which led to the decision to bomb Iraq into submission.  I don’t think there is a single person on earth who does not struggle with the temptation to “get even.”
Another three word phrase is:  “I am sorry.”  This is one that is difficult to say and doesn’t come naturally.  I remember my mother teaching me to say this when I had done something wrong, particularly if it involved my older brothers or other people.  And I still remember wiggling and squirming as I resisted say it.

In this weeks issue of Newsweek there is a very moving essay entitled, “The Power of ‘I Am Sorry’” written by a woman who described being estranged from her parents after an angry phone conversation that resulted a total communication blackout.  After 12 years of silence she received a card from her father containing three words:  “I’m so sorry.”  The essay describes the result which allowed her to reconcile and be at peace with herself and her parents before they both passed on a few years later.
The third phrase which is the subject of this morning’s gospel lesson is this:  “Please Forgive Me.”  It is much more difficult to say than “I am sorry.”  To say “I am sorry” does not really acknowledge the need to change the behavior.  But as hard as it is to ask for forgiveness, it is even more difficult to forgive.  To forgive is to let go of resentment, rage, retribution and the urge to retaliate.  The Greek word for forgiveness means to “let go.”  If you do forgive another person, you are letting go of what that person owes you.  And often what is let go of is emotional control.  I doubt there is a person in this sanctuary who does not struggle with the need to ask for and receive forgiveness. 
Peter also had difficulty with this concept.  “How often should I forgive?”, asked Peter.  Jesus responded with the story just read.  Releasing debt was a common Biblical image for forgiveness. Today’s gospel involves a story of exaggerated debt.  The man owed the king in today’s money the equivalent of $25 million dollars and his daily wage was about $50. There was no way he could ever pay it back.  
When he asked for relief from the overwhelming burden of debt, it was granted.  But the man just couldn’t quite grasp the meaning of forgiveness.  He turned around and retaliated against a man who owed him the equivalent of peanuts.  And the story ended with the dire consequences for the man.
“I forgive you” are three powerful words.  To accept this gift is to begin to live life in God’s grace.

So what are we to make of this parable?   I believe the real message is that there is absolutely nothing too great for God’s mercy.  Jesus wanted Peter to know that forgiveness is incredibly important.  With forgiveness and its acceptance come change….with forgiveness and its acceptance comes healing and wholeness.  God sent Jesus to bring life….to bring abundant life.  And that abundance begins with the hard work of acknowledging the need for forgiveness.  That abundance begins with experiencing the vulnerability when we let go of the desire for getting even.  That abundance begins when we forgive our brother or sister, our spouse or our friend.
Forgiving is a form of giving.  We no longer hold something back in our relationship with someone.  God began this movement towards healing and wholeness when he did not hold  back.  God created.  God gave.  This giving brought Jesus to Bethlehem and to the cross.  Last Sunday Pastor Paul reminded us that from that cross Jesus prayed for forgiveness for those who killed him.  In addition he taught his disciples to pray, “forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors.”  
Peter asked, “How often shall I forgive?”  Jesus by saying “Seventy seven” or in other places “seventy times seven” is really saying that forgiveness isn’t about math or counting.  God’s heart is always open to forgive.  And he asks his followers to imitate Him.

Difficult?  Of course.  Impossible?  No.  Risky?  Yes,  
If you are struggling in your heart with these issues….getting even….not wanting to seek or accept forgiveness….know that this is just why Jesus came….to help us with this important, healing work.  Jesus points us to the heart of God.  And he says to us, “trust me….love and forgive.”

Amen
