In the name of God the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.

Lack of forgiveness blocks access to the kingdom and it’s marvelous power.

But: C. S. Lewis remarked “Everyone says forgiveness is a lovely idea, until they have something to forgive.”

Not surprisingly, by sermon today revolves around forgiveness. Firstly I’d like to look at what and whom we should forgive, and then a bit about how forgiveness works.

Our first reading for the day clearly lays down the law. It’s the first half of the Ten Commandments, the ones that deal with our relationship with God. The psalm also mentions the law of the Lord, or His precepts or commandments. Obviously if we break them we need forgiveness from God, but I want to focus more on us as forgivers rather than us being forgiven. 

In our second reading, the emphasis shifts towards; not just people’s relationship to God; but also how we as people relate to one another. A few verses before our reading we are told that we should eat whatever is appropriate in our relationship with God, but also that one who eats everything should not look down on one who only eats vegetables. I’m sure any vegetarian would be happy to hear that. Then the gospel clearly spells out the consequences of not forgiving.

So, what should we forgive? Well it’s obviously more than just anyone who owes us money. Paul’s writing in Romans makes it clear that we should not be critical of those who might practice their Christian faith differently to us. But ultimately we are called to forgive everything. Mark 11:25 says, “if you hold anything against anyone, forgive him.”

‘anything against anyone’, That’s big. It also answers my second question, which ‘who should we forgive’. 

However I’d like to put forward four layers, or maybe rings like a tree has, or people we should forgive. An important point here is that without forgiving from the center, or the first layer, w can’t completely forgive the outer or last layer.

The first person we have to forgive, is ourselves. This may come as a bit of a surprise, but I’m sure you’ll agree that often it’s easier to forgive others than it is to forgive yourself. Some people are extremely hard on themselves, and push themselves to do or achieve amazing things, and yet, the reasons why they do those things is flawed. If you strive to achieve something because you don’t want to let yourself down, then, might I suggest you take a break. Everybody fails in something at some point in time. And the person you are most likely to fail is yourself. Have you ever set goals like, ‘I’ll be a millionaire by the time I’m forty.’ or ‘I’m going to run the Comrades, and get a silver.’ or perhaps it’s something small like ‘I’m not going to have a piece of cake today.’ And then you have that piece of cake, or give up on the training, or you find yourself fourth-five and looking at another bond payment. We will and do fail ourselves, but what is more important is how are we going to deal with it? Well, when you don’t forgive yourself, you only build up resentment towards yourself which can lead to all kinds of self destructive behavior, or depression. I recall the one mental health advert, which had a man arriving from a long journey by boat, and another person waiting for him. The clues were that they were dressed the same, looked the same, and turned out to be the same person. The tagline was ‘Be your own best friend.’ Because, you see, if we don’t forgive ourselves, it hinders us forgiving others, or each of the three remaining rings or layers.

The second layer is God. Here a typical response might be, ‘well why do I have to forgive God?’ Perhaps this might illustrate. I have had more than one person tell me how they get angry with God, one friend of mine even shouts at God. A woman recently told me that, because she knew I was studying to become a priest, she was embarrassed to tell me that she got angry with God. I reassured her that it is completely normal, and even healthy to admit it. After all, who hasn’t prayed for something and not had their prayer answered just as they wanted. Again I’m reminded of the movie ‘Bruce Almighty’ which I’ve mentioned before. In it Bruce is so overwhelmed with prayers, that he simply grants them all. One of the problems that causes is that there are so many winners of the lottery that they each only get a few dollars. But what about a completely selfless prayer, perhaps for someone to get better, but instead they die. It’s completely normal to get angry with God. A good question you can ask is ‘Am I blaming God for this situation?’ If the answer is yes, then it’s time to forgive God. Once again, if we don’t forgive God, we will find it harder to forgive others, or deal with the last two layers.

The third layer is those closest to us. Our husband or wife, children or parents, our family members, or those whose lives are intimately entwined with ours. We need to forgive them. The tendency here to is minimise the hurt. ‘They didn’t mean it’ or to feel guilt for being angry or hurt by them. It’s natural for a child to feel for blaming their parent for something. I know it’s something I’ve battled with, to firstly even admit that I have been hurt by my parents. But if you don’t admit the hurt, you can’t forgive. Now this doesn’t have to take place in a violent confrontational manner. I’m not suggesting you go home and bring up an incident many years ago, that your parent might not even remember and accuse them of ruining your life. In the extreme case of abused children, that might well be needed, but for the majority of us it should just be a quite moment where we pause and consider things, forgive, and them move on. I’ll discuss that process just now.

The last layer, and finally, is everyone else. Only once we have gone though all the other layers can we fully forgive others. I am not suggesting that this process is in any way linear. That we start with ourselves first, then God, then our family, and then everyone else, and once we move forward we don’t move back. No, this is rather a continual process. Whenever we feel that we are harbouring resentment, and find it hard to forgive anyone, we should begin in the centre, and move outward until we get to the person we are harbouring resentment against.

Now here’s the bitter pill to swallow. We are called to forgive ‘anything against anyone’. Anything. Even if we are fully justified to resent a person; even if they have done a terribly evil thing to us; even if we have the legal or intellectual right to accuse them and even hate them. Even the worst deed by the worst person, we are called to forgive them. Because if we don’t, then our gospel reading warns us of how God will deal with us. The layers are swapped around a bit here. You see if we don’t forgive others, then others will find it hard to forgive us. Or if we don’t forgive ourselves, our family members will find it hard to forgive us. Unforgiveness builds up resentment or bitterness in our hearts. I’m sure you’re met someone that is resentful or bitter. Things aren’t much fun for them. They often feel that everyone is against them, or that the whole world is out to get them, that they can’t trust anyone. It might not end up that big, but it starts from small things that we hold onto and don’t forgive rather than letting them go and forgiving. Take our Gospel reading. The first servant has just been forgiven a huge debt. The ten thousand talents is more than an actual number, it’s an abstract concept of a huge debt; millions of Rands in modern language. He goes from that to tracking down the second servant and grabbing him by the throat and choking him. Again to give some perspective, the second amount, a hundred denarii, would be more like a hundred Rand. That’s not the act of a person with forgiveness in their heart. It’s more something a resentful or bitter person would do. Of course when the master hears of this, he is angry and has the first servant thrown into jail too. So if we have unforgivenss towards anyone, then we block God from forgiving us.

It’s a scary frightening thought, even a bit odd, that we can stop God from doing something. And yet God gave us free will. God gave us the right to say ‘no’ to him. And He also clearly says in the bible, that if we don’t forgive others, He can’t forgive us. Note I haven’t said that God doesn’t love us. Even if we don’t love God, God still loves us. Indeed, even if we don’t want God to love us, God will still love us because he can’t deny who and what He is, which is love. Nevertheless, if we don’t forgive, God can’t forgive. We end up making our lives more difficult by hanging onto things.

Now I want to clear up what this business of forgiveness means. Firstly forgiving someone does not mean that you are a doormat. It also does not meant that you let them get away with is. When you forgive someone, you don’t pretend that what they did didn’t happen. As I mentioned above, you have to first acknowledge that you have been hurt, and then by forgiving them, you hold them accountable for their actions and the consequences. Perhaps an example might help. If someone shoots you, lets even say it was completely by accident. If you just stand there and say ‘No really, it’s all right, I’m not hurt, it’s fine, don’t worry about it…’ then how will you get any help? By going to the hospital, or seeing a doctor you are acknowledging that you have been hurt. And then, even if you turn around and immediately forgive the person that shot you, it was an accident after all, and they are extremely sorry, and beg for your forgiveness. Even if you forgive them immediately, it doesn’t remove the fact that there are going to be legal consequences for them, and physical consequences for you. Forgiving also doesn’t mean that we have to allow the person to do the same thing to us again. In my example above, then next time that person had a gun in their hand, I’m sure we would all take a step further back. 

Forgiveness also doesn’t have to be confrontational. In fact the person we are forgiving doesn’t need to know the details of what we’re forgiving them, or even that they are forgiven. It helps to talk about this with other people. Preferably a close private group so that you can share details without fear of things being spread around. These kinds of groups are often called accountability groups. The term accountability emphasizes the fact that forgiveness does not simply remove then consequences, but rather that, if we are being forgiven, we have to be accountable. It also has the idea that the members of the group are accountable to each other. I am currently looking for such a group, so if you are interested, please speak to me. Groups of this natures are split along gender lines, so I’m more looking for guys, but if any ladies wish to form such a group, I am more than willing to assist with guidelines or material. So inside these groups we can experience forgiveness and keep track of the things that we need forgiveness for.

Forgiveness is also a process. We don’t snap our fingers one day and forgive someone or something. No rather it is something we need to continually work at. It might even take years to forgive, but as long as we are committed to working to forgive, and not just forgetting about it, we can be sure that God will be with us and not deny us His forgiveness. You see it’s more of an action than a feeling. To forgive is make a conscious decision and an act of the will. If it were just a feeling, then we might forgive something one day, and then not the next. God doesn’t work like that. He sent His only son to die for us, to forgive us our sins, all our sins. He chose to do that, not because He felt like it, or it seemed like a good idea at the time. No rather He did that because He knew we needed that. So to use that gospel reading, if we have been forgiven millions of Rands worth of debt, how can we not forgive a hundred Rand that is owed to us.

Lastly forgiveness must be sincere. Each one of use will only know for ourselves if we have sincerely forgiven someone. We might say that we have, but hold something back for just in case, or for another day. A good indication of sincere forgiveness is if we are able to pray for the person we have forgiven, and if we have no resentment of bitterness in our heart. Then we can be confident of God’s forgiveness of us; and access to the kingdom and it’s marvelous power. 

So it’s my prayer today, that we will take the good idea of forgiveness and firmly entrench it in our lives, so that when we do have something to forgive it ill be something we can d naturally.

Amen.

And so let us stand and profess our faith, the faith of the church on page 108.
