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Meeting God Again for the First Time: Forgiveness

Matthew 18: 21-35

Sunday, March 15, 2009
Rev. J. Douglas Paterson
I have been having a fun time with this series on Meeting God Again for the First Time using William Paul Young’s The Shack. It hasn’t been easy, but it has been fun to be challenged out of our comfort zones to rethink, re-image our concepts about God, and perhaps even to look again at our relationship with God and what that means.

I have also been impressed with how widely read this book is, which I guess I shouldn’t be since it has been on the New York Times best seller list for over ten months. I was at Chelsea Retirement home Thursday night to lead their Lenten service and I shared with them some of the things we are doing here. I asked if any of them had heard of or read The Shack, and there was a surprising show of hands. Afterward there were a number of people who wanted to talk about the book. It had a significant impact on their lives and in their thinking. I think I shared with you what Eugene Peterson said about the book, that it may be this generations Pilgrim’s Progress, which I think gets quoted right on the cover.

It is not a book of profundity. You don’t walk away thinking “ooh, that was deep.” But somehow, and maybe it is the freedom of writing a novel, but somehow one walks away feeling like someone put into words what has been resonating in the soul without articulation. In some ways, and I don’t want to go too far with this analogy because I don’t want to throw this book in the same camp as Jesus, but in some ways it feels like what the people who first heard Jesus must have felt. They knew the Torah. They knew the tenets of their faith. But here comes a man, here comes a storyteller that gives new life to old words, a freshness to old commandments, a vision where sight had become mundane.

So when Peter asked Jesus, “How many times should I forgive, seven times?” Jesus responds “Peter, don’t be so literal with your interpretation of the mosaic laws. You would do well with forgiving someone seven times. Most of the time we don’t get that far. But the point is you should not cease in forgiving. If you have been able to forgive seven times, don’t stop. Instead I implore you forgive someone seven times seventy.”
What is interesting about this Scripture lesson is that the emphasis is on our ability to forgive. Too often in Christendom the emphasis is on that fact that we are worthless, wrangling worms wallowing in our own waste, wretched as we are, saved, “God knows why,” by his forgiving grace.

Now, while that may not be too far off the mark, I think that the Gospels more accurately reflect the value God sees in every human being, which Young also reflects upon in The Shack. Therefore he is willing to go to extremes to keep open the door for reconciliation and relationship, even if that means forgiving seventy times seven.

There is a point in The Shack after Mack has spent the better part of the day with God – Papa, Jesus, and Sarayu – and asks Papa “will you forgive me?” To which Papa responds, “Did that a long time ago, Mack. If you don’t believe me, ask Jesus. He was there.” (pg. 189)

Sometimes the block for us to forgive others is the fact that we have forgotten that God has already forgiven us. And it doesn’t need repeating. The only thing that needs repeating is our willingness to live into that forgiveness every day of our lives. And when we do, how can we withhold that grace to anyone else?
Now that is all well and good for all the petty squabbles in our lives. But Mack, and maybe some of us, had to deal with forgiving in a way that is beyond our comprehension. How does Mack, and why should he, forgive the one who abducted and murdered his young daughter Missy?
At one point using some expletive language, Mack asks Papa, “How can I forgive that [man] who killed my Missy?” And while we may not be able to feel the full extent of Mack’s grief and anger, we can certainly guess how we might feel. We would want justice, and justice would look a lot like revenge. And forgiving would feel a lot like dishonoring the life of Missy. Mack asks God, “I can’t just forget what he did, can I?” To which Papa responds, “Forgiveness isn’t about forgetting, Mack. It’s about letting go of another person’s throat.” (pg. 224)

In this dialogue between Mack and God on forgiveness there is a paragraph I wish to quote, but we are not going to spend time interpreting it, because we don’t have the kind of time this morning to do it justice. But I do want to let it hang in your consciousness and let you wrestle with it. Maybe we will spend some time Wednesday night when we gather at Green Wood for communion, dinner, and Vespers to discuss it further. But here is how the dialogue transpires. Mack expresses that he doesn’t think he can forgive the man that killed Missy. God responds: (pg. 225)

I want you to. Forgiveness is first for you, the forgiver, to release you from something that will eat you alive; that will destroy your joy and your ability to love fully and openly. Do you think this man cares about the pain and torment you have gone through? If anything, he feeds on that knowledge. Don’t you want to cut that off? And in doing so, you’ll release him from a burden that he carries whether he knows it or not – acknowledges it or not. When you choose to forgive another, you love him well.

“I don’t love him,” Mack exclaims.

Not today, you don’t. But I do, Mack, not for what he’s become, but for the broken child that has been twisted by his pain. I want to help you take on that nature that finds more power in love and forgiveness than hate.

This is a novel, and Mack moves through that process quicker that I think is humanly possible. But I think Young is right-on in his assessment of forgiveness represented in this dialogue. So, how do we get there? How do we find the peace that comes from letting go of our hatred? – Peace that comes from forgiving?

I read a sermon by Mark Adams where he quotes from a book by Lee Stroebel titled God’s Outrageous Claims, in which he suggests that we use the word PEACE as an acronym, to help us remember five things that make forgiveness possible. He outlines it this way:

The “P” in this acronym stands for the word “Pray.”
In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus said, “You have heard it said that you are to hate your enemies, but I say to you, love your enemies. Pray for those who persecute you.” This should remind us that the first step in the process of forgiveness is to pray for that person who wronged you. And praying for someone who has hurt you or hurt someone you love may be one of the most difficult things of all. But this is what we are called to do because praying allows us to tap into God’s forgiving power.

You might recall that Abraham Lincoln prayed fervently for the Southerners during the Civil War. The story goes that someone once confronted him about this, saying, “Mr. President, you should destroy your enemies, not pray for them!” To which Lincoln replied with that now famous quote: “The best way to destroy my enemy is to make him my friend. Do I not destroy my enemy when I pray for him?” If we pray genuinely and earnestly, we discover that we can’t help but forgive that person.

The first “E” in this P.E.A.C.E. acronym stands for “Empathy.”
This reminds us that in order to forgive someone we need to make the effort to empathize with them. We need to back up and look at the one who wronged us from a completely different viewpoint, to try to understand why they did what they did. Instead of seeing them from our painful perspective, we should see them in the relationship that God intends and wishes. Just as you have infinite value to God, so has the one who sinned against you. They matter to God just as much as you matter to God. In that light they begin to matter to us.

There is a rabbinic story that emphasizes how much God values all those he has created. In this ancient tale, the angels of heaven begin to noisily rejoice as the waters of the Red Sea cave in on the Egyptian Army and drown them as they pursue the Israelites. Amid their celebration, God lifts His hand to stop them and says, “The work of my hands are sunk into the sea....and YOU WOULD SING?!” Ezekiel 33:11 says that “God takes no pleasure in the demise of evil people.” You have all heard the phrase, hate the sin, love the sinner. Martin Luther put it this way, “To love one’s enemy does not mean to love the mire in which the pearl lies, but to love the pearl that lies in the mire.” Find a perspective where you can begin to have empathy.

The “A” in P.EA.C.E. stands for “Act.”
To forgive we need to sidestep our feelings of ill wishes and revenge, and act in forgiving ways. Mahatma Gandhi said something like, “Be the change you want to see.” This principle of action is what Jesus was teaching in Luke 6 when he commanded us to do good to those who hate us and to bless those who curse us.

And then, remember in Matthew 18:15-17 Jesus said that when we are hurt we are to act...GO to the person who hurt us. We, the innocent party, are to initiate reconciliation because forgiveness involves action!

Harry Emerson Fosdick said that when he was a boy he overheard a conversation between his dad and his mother at the breakfast table. He heard his dad say, “Tell Harry he can mow the grass today if he feels like it.” Then as his father left he heard him say, “Tell Harry he’d better feel like it.”
Forgiveness is not a matter of whether you feel like it. It’s a matter of acting on the calling that God has called us to: loving relationship at the risk of rejection.

So, if a business competitor beats you out for a contract, send a note offering your congratulations. If a friend or family member continues to hold a grudge, keep on acting toward them in loving ways. If your adversaries require help moving or fixing a flat tire or need to borrow something, go to their aide. Act in a forgiving way, even if you don’t feel like it!

The “C” in P.E.A.C.E. stands for “Confess.”
You see, part of forgiveness is owning up to our side of the problem. And more often than not we share part of the blame for whatever conflict we have with another. I’m sure you’ve heard the old saying that there are three sides to every argument. There’s your version, there’s my version, and then there’s the truth which lies somewhere in between. 

Few things accelerate the peace process more than humbly admitting our own wrongdoing and asking for forgiveness. We need to get to the point that we can say, “I’m sorry. The hurt I caused you now causes me pain as well.” It takes us out of our pride and self-interest, which is a wonderful healing balm.

The final “E” in P.E.A.C.E. represents the word “Example.”
This should remind us that whenever we are not sure how to love an enemy, whenever we hesitate because we’re perplexed over how to proceed, whenever we wonder if we’ve gone far enough in our effort to reconcile, we should look at the example of Jesus and model ourselves after him. You see, the truth is we’ll never be asked to forgive someone more than God has already forgiven us.

Which I am sure is more than seventy times seven. And I won’t pray that that be true for you life and for mine. I know its true, and I thank God.
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