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Forgiveness is a deep reservoir of grace...
Gracious God – we open the bible and long to receive your word – open, we pray, our minds and hearts to receive that word with all its comfort and in all its challenge. Amen.

One of the most moving scenes in the film The Railway Man is the moment Eric Lomax faces the Japanese Guard who tortured him in World War Two.  This guard had lived his post war years building a centre for peace and reconciliation.  Yet, I suspect, nothing had touched him in all that time like this painful reunion with a man whose life he had made hell in the prisoner of war camp.  The way these men came together and found a new peace between them must surely be one of the most profound stories from the late twentieth century.
Forgiveness is hard – it is rarely easy or clear cut.  Many of us can probably muster many reasons why we shouldn’t forgive – and even if we want to many others of us simply find the process overwhelmingly conflicting and confusing.

During the summer we visited Coventry and inscribed on the altar of the bombed cathedral are the words: Father forgive – words that take us to the cross and the cry of Jesus who showed forgiveness to those who only showed him violence.

This morning’s Old Testament narrative brings us back to the example of Joseph who had been so wronged by his scheming brothers – yet at the very moment when he could have chosen revenge he opted instead for forgiveness.

Whilst our New Testament lectionary today starts with Peter asking Jesus how many times we need to forgive someone.  And let’s face it Peter was being quite generous – we might even say irrational - with his opening gambit of seven.  Most of us have trouble when people re-offend.  We might be generous once but let me down and cross my path a second time and ...I’ll let you fill in the blanks!  Jesus says seventy times seven – other translation have it as seventy seven – either way it simply means ‘just go on forgiving’  - be open to the possibility of forgiveness even when it seems to be the least likely outcome on anyone’s agenda.  Or perhaps another way of putting it is: ‘if you are keeping count – you probably haven’t forgiven in the first place.’

So Jesus chooses to tackle this subject further by the telling of a dramatic parable of contrasts and extremes.  If we are looking to assign the characters of Matthew 18 to God or ourselves this parable becomes problematic.  At one point it seems that God could be seen as the generous king yet by the end there is talk of this sovereign dishing out endless torture – so maybe we’d prefer just to read the parable as a broad brushstroke narrative rather than become too specific about who’s who in the story.
It’s also one of Jesus’ more absurd ones – at least in relation to this huge debt owed to the king by the servant of ten thousand talents.  In those far off days a talent was made up of 6,000 dinarii and a single denarius equated in the economy to a day’s work.  Well my calculator made the total debt the equivalent of 60 million days of work – a preposterous figure.  If this parable had been a play in Shakespeare’s Globe the size of this debt once revealed would have made the Groundlings laugh out loud.

Yet the King wipes the slate clean – the debt is cancelled and the servant walks free – only to harass a fellow servant who owed him a trifling hundred dinarii. 

This blatant hypocrisy appals the king and the servant is recalled and his debt reinstated because he had failed to show to others the grace and generosity which he himself had been shown just moments before.

It must surely have been a parable that needed very little interpretation or application.  Its lesson is obvious even if its challenge is constantly disturbing. 

However to some commentators the notion of debt as a metaphor for sin isn’t that straightforward.  It carries the idea that perhaps we could pay it off, like a credit card balance or mortgage.  That it could be wiped clean or even just re-calculated – whereas when we are really wounded, hurt or offended setting the score back to zero is anything but just doing a few sums and coming up with a new figure.

Now I don’t know if I should mention anything Scottish in today’s sermon in view of this Thursday’s momentous decision – but those of you who grew up north of the border will recall that the Scottish way of reciting the Lord’s Prayer goes ‘forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors’.  

William Temple, the war time Archbishop of Canterbury, says of this: Only one petition in the Lord’s Prayer has any condition attached to it: it is this petition for forgiveness.
Well if clearing a debt doesn’t work for you as a metaphor what other definitions might help us?
I like the picture of keeping the door open.  A locked door stops communication and prevents meaningful encounter – but an open door is a sign of welcome and new possibilities.

Sometimes we’ll show forgiveness not by the words we say but through the generous actions we offer to others – an invitation, a meal or including them on the guest list – all can be gracious gestures that say a thousand words.

I suspect that psychiatrists as well as theologians would speak of forgiveness as ‘letting go’ or even ‘moving on’.  To harbour the hurt and cling on to the pain defines us as victims and can eat away at us to the point that we are captured by it and imprisoned by its negativity.
Nelson Mandela’s life seems to have been one of the most iconic of our time. Whilst Catholics and Protestants held grudges in Ireland, Hutu and Tutsi tribes in Africa and Jew and Arab factions in the Middle East Mandela arrived on his long walk to freedom at a place where he personally encapsulated a genuine sense of forgiveness which made him long to preside over a rainbow nation.

So how, I wonder, do we begin to forgive?

Of course there is no easy answer.  

When he was Archbishop Michael Ramsey said something which, actually, was the exact opposite of the story in Jesus’ parable even if it is the essence of the message behind it.  He said: To have been forgiven oneself is the greatest possible impulse towards forgiving others, and the will to forgive others is the test of having effectively received God’s forgiveness.  

It’s the point of the parable story – we who are forgiven ought then to forgive others.  Forgiveness is essentially relational – it’s not just a private matter of ‘Me and Jesus’ religion.  It’s about the lifestyle we adopt in any community – at home, work, church and society.  Are we are person whose life is diminished because we have held on too long to our resentments instead of opening the door to a different sort of future?
None of this is about forgetting or brushing aside injustices or malicious injuries.  As one commentator puts it, Forgiveness is badly defined if it is reduced to ‘sorry’ without restoration and reconciliation.  It’s the reason South Africa set up the Truth and Reconciliation Commission under Desmond Tutu.
At LunchBreak last Tuesday Janet Reid, one of our Elders, spoke of her work as a Magistrate and she mentioned the Restorative Justice Programme which brings together the offender and the victim with the intention  that a real understanding of what has gone on may be appreciated between them.  A real step, in seems to me, to hold open the door.

Staying honest, facing the consequences and coping with the on- going pain are all issues which inevitably and understandably surface in the process we call forgiveness or our search for reconciliation.
Although none of this is easy neither is it actually optional for a Christian disciple.  There is really only one way to read Matthew 18 and that is to conclude we have no choice but to forgive our neighbour – this is an obligation laid upon us by Jesus – to the tune of seventy times seven.

It’s not enough to say with Alexander Pope: To err is human, to forgive divine.  For we too are called to follow the way of the cross and like Jesus pray: Father Forgive.

In the last verse of today’s chapter we are called to forgive ‘from our hearts’.  It just gets harder and harder!  In both Hebrew and Greek thought the heart wasn’t just the seat of the emotions – it also describes our intellect – in fact it describes our very sense of self-hood – it’s the way I define myself as a person.

So forgiveness isn’t so much an event – sparked off by a specific incident – but a way of life that characterises my approach to the hard knocks and challenges of everyday living.
Well – I’m going to make a second reference in this sermon to the Scottish Referendum coming up this week – and I know lots of you here at AFC are genuinely worried about it.  

I’ve been impressed by The Church of Scotland and especially St Giles Cathedral in Edinburgh who have offered a Service of Reconciliation next Sunday  just days after the vote.

Here’s how the Church of Scotland’s Website phrases it: “Leading figures from the Better Together and Yes Campaigns will be invited to attend a service at St Giles’ Cathedral on Sunday September 21st, three days after the historic vote, when the focus will be on healing divisions and building the future together. 

The service will focus on the need to put differences aside and begin working together, whatever the outcome of the referendum. It is hoped that similar services promoting healing and reconciliation will be held throughout the country. It is anticipated that leading figures from the different sides of the referendum campaign will join together in the service, which will emphasise the need for people to bring the best of their aspirations for Scotland together in the building of 

the country’s post-referendum future.” 


Joseph held out a hand of friendship to his estranged brothers and so paved the way for a different kind of tomorrow.

God offers us that depth of forgiveness which makes us whole again.

Jesus modelled this way of living and so meets Peter in a moment of reconciliation beside a beach barbeque after his denial.

The Scottish Church speaks words of healing into a divided community.

And me – how will I respond to today’s parable?  How will I hold open that door, let go of that heavy burden, move on from a grievance or give another chance to someone else – in short – how will I become a seventy times seven forgiving person?
Martin Luther King whose Baptist Manse was firebombed by his opponents in the Civil Rights campaign had, on the surface, many reasons to hold a grudge yet this is what he said: We must develop and maintain the capacity to forgive.  Those who are devoid of the power to forgive are devoid of the power to love.  There is some good in the worst of us and some evil in the best of us.  When we discover this, we are less prone to hate our enemies.

I guess none of us would ever claim to be experts when it comes to forgiveness – yet maybe that’s no bad thing.  What’s important is to keep alive in our hearts the desire and longing to live at peace with each other and search together for what forgiveness and reconciliation actually looks and feels like in our community.

Only then can we pray with integrity the words we must never say by rote: Forgive us our sins as we forgive those who sin against us.

May that desire and longing grow within us – in the name of the Loving Father, the Forgiving Son and the Gracious Holy Spirit.  Amen

Ian Green Amersham 13th September 2014
