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Forgiveness in a Post 9/11 World
Matthew 18:21-35
I remember hearing my seminary professors declare to us budding preachers, “The lectionary will become your best friend.”  While that has been true most times in my pastoral life, there are those days when I remember something else I once heard, “With a friend like this, who needs enemies?”  Today is one of those days.

For the first time since the attacks of September 2001, our calendars have collided.  We in the church must deal with that terrible anniversary falling on a Sunday, making this day anything but ordinary.  The horror of that day is barely muted for many who will gather in sanctuaries across the nation, especially for those whose spouse, or child, or grandchild is still half a world away fighting the war against terror.  Whether it comes in full awareness, or from a place inside us that terrifies us to know is there, many of us have given voice—if only silently—to  one of the harshest sentences in all of scripture.  And we have directed it toward anyone and anything connected to the horror of 9/11:  “Happy shall they be who take your little ones and dash them against the rocks!”
 
But that’s where the gospel lesson which the lectionary assigned to this Sunday stopped me in my tracks.  No sooner had my plans for vengeance taken shape, no sooner had I delighted in the thought that God will protect us and destroy our enemies, than Simon Peter puts it all at risk:  “Lord, how often must I forgive?”  The fact that he’s asking about another member of the church does little to soften the theological import of his question.  For us who follow in the way of the crucified one of God—who is forever confusing who’s in and who’s out—this text which demands unlimited forgiveness vexes us to the core.

To use the language of the last presidential election, Jesus seems to be speaking from a pre-9/11 mindset, while we are living in a post-9/11 world.  Surely he wouldn’t advocate forgiveness now, would he?  Certainly you understand why someone once said that if we dared to apply Jesus’ truth in our lives, it would tear the fabric of our age.

We have stumbled upon the dangerous truth of forgiveness:  It always comes as a risk.  When it comes to forgiveness, we are always in a post-something world.  And when the splendid principles of forgiveness are disrupted by some breach of justice, it will take nothing less than “a miracle of grace” for forgiveness to occur.

The truth is, it doesn’t take great attacks against us to inflame our passion for revenge.  Even without 9/11, Jesus’ demanding words inviting us to consider forgiveness—especially repeated forgiveness—would bring to our minds the faces of people we simply have not found a way to forgive.  And to suggest that we could forgive them by simply trying harder fails to recognize that forgiveness is always an act of grace.  It is, in very real ways, another exodus that happens only by the power of God.

Our family went on a great adventure last November.  We traveled to Hampton, Virginia to see the Wiggles in concert.  Who are the Wiggles, you ask?  They’re a group of four wiggly friends from Australia who love to sing and dance.  They are bigger than Barney in our house.  Part of the Wiggles’ appeal is their collection of exciting friends who join them in their wiggly fun, including Henry the Octopus, Dorothy the Dinosaur (who loves roses), Captain Feathersword, and Wags the Dog (who loves to eat bones).
Now, mind you, this was our family’s inaugural Wiggles concert—we were not yet Wig-Heads.  And so, we set off with great excitement on this adventure.  Our younger daughter, Sarah, had no clue what was going on.  Rachel, on the other hand, had been waiting with barely contained excitement since she learned we would be seeing the Wiggles in person.  Needless to say, Alayne and I wanted everything to be perfect on this journey.

And, for the most part it was perfect.  But then we met them—the cute little girl about Rachel’s age and her mother (let’s call her Satan)—who nearly brought our adventure to a crashing halt.  It seems that this mother and spawn, like us, were in Hampton to see the Wiggles.  But, unlike us, this was not their first concert.  They knew things about the Wiggles we didn’t.  And so, Satan leaned over to Rachel and asked, “Did you bring roses for Dorothy the Dinosaur?”  She and her daughter were horrified when Rachel sadly admitted that she hadn’t.  “Oh, you must have brought a bone for Wags the Dog.”  By this point, Rachel was dissolving into a puddle of shame.  After all, we came bearing no gifts–no roses for Dorothy and no bones for Wags.

The cute little girl, who was still in shock by our obvious faux pas, looked at Rachel and said, “But you have to give them roses and a bone.”  Her mother (Satan) corrected her, “No, honey, you don’t have to.  It’s just nice if you do.”

To this point, I had been watching my sweet little girl—who wants to be nice above all things (especially to dinosaurs and dogs)—growing sadder and sadder.  It was then that I noticed another emotion to my left.  My wife, Alayne, who was actually the one embroiled in this conversation was growing madder and madder.  I, as the off-duty pastor, stepped over and whispered into her ear, “Remember the creed, ‘I believe in the forgiveness of sins.’”

Actually, that creed was the farthest thing from my mind.  I’ve said it more times in worship than I can remember, just as I have prayed the Lord’s Prayer countless times, always asking God to forgive me my sins as I forgive those who sin against me.  I have always believed that the confession of sin and the assurance of pardon are integral parts of our worship, linking us together as a community of sinners who have been and continue to be forgiven by God, and who are invited to forgive others and ourselves.

Not only that, I’ve watched enough Dr. Phil to know there’s a huge payoff in forgiving someone, of not holding on to grudges.  And I’ve overheard enough lessons from Barney and the Veggie Tales to know that forgiveness is a big deal with them too.  Add these lessons to the hundreds on forgiveness that I received from church school teachers and my mother and there’s no way that I could disagree with one of the core teachings of the church:  I do believe in the forgiveness of sins.  I honestly and sincerely do.  But I am struggling mightily with how to translate this belief in forgiveness into the practice of forgiveness.  And, I’ve met enough people in the church to know that I’m not alone in this struggle.  Peter’s question is our question, “Lord, how many times must I forgive?”
Admittedly, it was not easy to follow Jesus when Peter first asked his question.  Christians in the late first century were living in a terribly uncertain world.  They were trying their best to be faithful followers of Jesus Christ, which obviously produced tension (if not downright conflict) between them and a developing Pharisaic tradition within Judaism, as well as between them and the Romans.  Things were especially tenuous following the destruction of the Jerusalem Temple in 70 CE.

Though the precise location of the congregation is not known, it is clear from his gospel that Matthew addresses a community of faith which was forced to deal with these tensions.  Writing to a congregation in the grip of this uncertainty, Matthew sought to offer guidance and direction.  In a sense, then, the whole book is a form of instruction to the church, what one commentator calls “a first-aid manual” to a congregation in crisis.

Chapter 18 begins when the disciples ask Jesus a question:  “Who is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven?”  Matthew uses this story “to bring together various materials relevant to the maintenance of the church’s fellowship.”
  What Jesus has to say here, especially his radically subversive understanding of power and identity, takes on an even deeper meaning as he begins his journey to the cross in the next chapter.

It is clear from this chapter that Matthew is under no illusion that the church’s community life will be a return to the Garden of Eden.  But equally clear is Matthew’s understanding that Jesus’ ministry will continue through this most unlikely vessel.  As Jesus prepares to die, just before he begins his journey to the cross, he instructs the church about how their life together will be a sign to the world.  “In the terms of Matthew’s Gospel, the church is the salt of the earth, the light of the world, the leaven of mercy in the loaf of the world’s misery.”

This is what our Presbyterian Book of Order describes when it talks about how “the Church is called to be a sign in and for the world of the new reality which God has made available in Jesus Christ.”  This “new reality revealed in Jesus Christ is the new humanity, a new creation, a new beginning for human life in the world,” and that new life is marked by the forgiveness of sin, the accomplishment of reconciliation, and by God’s destruction of the dividing walls of hostility that are now too easily seen.
  It is clear that this radically new life is not the result of human effort, but comes through the power of God to make all things new.

Peter’s question and Jesus’ response set the stage for the Parable of the Unforgiving Servant.  In the preceding verses of chapter 18, Jesus has been describing what the church should do if someone commits a sin.  It may be worth noting that the emphasis is on the action of the community, not simply the one sinned against.

When Peter has heard enough, he asks Jesus to get practical.  “That’s all well and good, Jesus, but there’s an end to this, right?  I mean, we shouldn’t just keep forgiving someone who keeps sinning against us, should we?”  This is a classic case of Peter suspecting that Jesus’ words described an ideal that could never be applied, much less realized.  He knew that applying this logic would destroy the fabric of his age.  Peter’s question haunts all of us who hope to take seriously what the gospel demands of us in the way of forgiveness.

Of course, Peter himself also attempts to provide the answer to his question.  In what he thinks is a generous response, Peter offers a calculated number—“As many as seven times?”  But Jesus makes it clear that seven times doesn’t even come close.  Jesus has a good point:  “If (you’re) keeping score there probably is no forgiveness in the first place.”

“Seventy-seven times” seems to be an allusion to an early story in Genesis when a guy named Lamech vowed to avenge “seventy-sevenfold” any wrong committed against him.
  If this allusion is correct, Jesus is calling for a radical subversion of that biblical script.  The followers of Jesus are called to challenge this instinct for retaliation through the powerful—but unnatural—desire to forgive.  Jesus seems to be suggesting that there is a creative power to forgiveness that goes beyond the capacity of the evil committed against us.  Alan Lewis gets at this when he writes that “the only way to defeat the power of sin, without denying its reality or reducing its hostility, is to go beyond it, surpassing its mighty negativity with yet more abundant creativity, its deadliness with overflowing life, its emptiness with presence and with filling.”
  In other words, only the creative act of forgiveness has the power to overcome the destructive evil perpetrated against us—or by us.
I have been helped by the words of one theologian who writes, “The communal character of practice can nourish the beliefs of individuals even when they find themselves incapable of participating in the practice directly.  They may find their belief in the power and reality of God’s forgiveness strengthened by the practice of others, even as they continue to fail miserably in practicing forgiveness themselves.  Likewise, their belief in the power of forgiveness can shape the practice of a community, even when their own practice falters.”
  That’s why it’s so important to place ourselves within a larger community of belief through the affirmation of our creeds and confessions, as well as our celebration of the sacraments.

You see, when placed within the larger narrative of the church, we are reminded again and again of all the ways that God has shown mercy on us.  We have received grace upon grace.  This story of God’s self-giving love nurtures us and inspires us to participate in this ongoing work of reconciliation and peace and challenges us who have received God’s grace to become its agents in the world, especially in this post-9/11 world.
I do want to make one thing perfectly clear.  Any forgiveness that does not call for a change from destructive behavior is not real.  It’s a sham.  It is clear from the verses immediately prior to today’s lectionary passage that Jesus understood that sinful behavior must be confronted and ended.  There is no need for Christians to cheapen forgiveness by not calling for a change from destructive behavior.

Lord, “I believe in the forgiveness of sins.”  Of course, I know that if I put this belief into practice—that if the church and I really became a people who practice forgiveness—the fabric of our age will be destroyed.  Lord, you’re going to have to help me with this belief.

John P. Leggett
Massanutten Presbyterian Church
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