Proper 19A
Jere and I watched a two hour re-casting of September 11, 1001 a couple of days ago, and I was struck by the emotions which it raised in me. The company I worked for lost 293 colleagues and 63 consultants, out of the total of 2,819 persons who were killed when the twin towers were attacked on this day ten years ago. Our data processing and engineering networks were severely impacted and a lady who had transferred to New York from Seattle on her first day of work lost her life as well. Most of us in the firm lost people we knew personally, and the company grieved...and still does.

This talk isn't about grief and loss. That can be a future talk or series, as it's something which we all deal with. This is about how we deal with others who have sinned against us and our neighbors, against the world and the God who created it.

If you read isolated pieces of the books of the bible, you can find justification for most anything...if you take them out of context or if you don't factor in the time and place, the circumstances surrounding the people who wrote them. An example would be the piece where Jesus talks about the chance a rich person has of getting into heaven as being as likely as a camel being able to pass through the eye of a needle. The rest of the lesson goes like this..."the disciples asked who then can be saved..Jesus looked at them

and said 'with man this is impossible, but not with God...all things are possible with God."
So, the rest of the story of the rich man, the camel and the eye of the needle is that God has the capacity to pardon, save and welcome into eternal life...anyone, even the rich man if that rich man uses the gift of his place in the world as, for example, a steward rather than taking pieces of that world as his own and to which he is entitled.

When it comes to forgiveness, Jesus is consistent as well. He, effectively, says...do it, and this will make you whole as well. If you don't, it's going to eat at you, and it's going to make you more like the persons who you should forgive.

In the Gospel today, the slave owes the master more than is to be found in King Herod's treasury for ten years or more...a huge amount, but he is repentant, responsible albeit having no money, and the master forgives him the debt...until, in similar circumstances, the slave, himself, refuses to forgive the very small debt of a peer slave. And the master rescinded his own generosity and made the original slave pay...and not just in money, in suffering of ways which can only be imagined.

The lesson here is that forgiveness is not just a suggestion. It is a requirement, as it is the only cure for the bad things which can and do infect us when we carry fear, hate or anger against others. Recall last Sunday's quote from Francis of Paola who lived in the15th century. Who said: "pardon one another so that later on you will not remember the injury. The recollection of an injury is in itself wrong. It adds to our anger, nurtures or sin and hates what is good. It is a rusty arrow and poison for our soul. It puts all virtue to flight."

Ok...this is pretty good theology to this point, but how does it look in real life practice. We had another meeting this week with the several Lutheran pastors who are considering starting a mission in Kingston and are pretty positive about joining with us instead of starting from scratch. At the start of each of our meetings, they have a bible study for a good half hour or so, and the Gospel reading for today was what the group read and discussed. 

My own thought was/ is that forgiveness is a learned behavior. It is not, necessarily, an innate part of who we are. And it's not something which, even if we practice it, which we can turn on like an 'on/ off' switch. It's something which may require going rather deep into our own spiritual selves, finding the pieces which are dark, examining them and finding a way to, at the least, change it to a couple of brighter shades of dark, ideally to erase them altogether, leaving only loving light in their stead. Sometimes easier said than done but, once done, the second and third times may become progressively easier.
I got a sense of the others around the table having some of the same issues...having the same kind of work they needed to consciously do on the subject of forgiveness, of being forgiving, as well. Some reduced it to theological terms without putting their own stamp on it, and I couldn't hear where they were, how they dealt with it. But, after all, we are all human which, by definition, means that we have things to work on.
9/11 is a sort of macro scale. How about looking at the subject of forgiveness in a micro way. How about looking at the times and places where others have injured each of us in one way or another. If there is an injury, there is usually a residual of one sort or another, and that residual can just sit there and fester if it's not addressed. 

An example are two brothers who had a falling out. They lived in the same town, and they and their families saw each other on many occasions. The two brothers stopped speaking to each other as a result of that falling out, and this went on for years. The years turned into decades, and this situation was one which wasn't discussed between the two families. 

Eventually, one of the brothers died, and, a few years later, the other died as well. When  one of us asked the widows and family members who had been left behind what the original argument was, they couldn't remember what it was...just that the two stubborn brothers stopped talking to each other, and neither would give in to the other...to the end.

Those two brothers lost a lot of opportunity to enjoy each other's company and the share the joy of their brotherhood with their families as well. The lack of forgiveness was a huge impediment and really defined a large part of their lives for the rest of their lives.

We all have dynamics which show up in our relationships with our families, friends and neighbors. May we remember the example given by our ultimate life model, Jesus Christ, when we run into these difficult times, and may we spend the time and energy needed to find the ability to forgive and to use that forgiveness to lighten both the lives of others and our own as well as we live in the love of God with the help of God's Holy Spirit with us at all times and places. Amen.
