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             Preacher: Jennifer Potter
HYMNS:
16
“Praise to the Lord, the Almighty, the King of creation”


         720
“Son of God, if thy free grace”


         134
“Forgive our sins a we forgive”


         704
“O Jesus, I have promised”

READINGS:

Romans 14: 1-12




Matthew 18:21-35

“WHAT DOES FORGIVENESS REALLY MEAN?”

‘Forgiveness’ that is what our second reading was about – what an appropriate reading for the week in which we have recalled the events of 9/11 – the seventh anniversary on Thursday. Over 3000 people killed – not because they had done anything but because they were in or near those Twin Towers of the World Trade Centre when the planes hit. And all this by people claiming to act in the name of religion! Is it possible, when the relatives of those killed gathered at Ground Zero on Thursday, for them to have forgiveness in their hearts?
And in this week also we have witnessed a service in St Paul’s Cathedral for all the British troops who, over the years, served in Northern Ireland – trying to keep Protestants and Catholics from killing each other in the bitterness of their disputes which went back centuries. The process of forgiveness and healing has begun there, praise God, but how difficult and how challenging that has proved.

And in this week when we focus on Peace in Islington, our Borough – peace on our streets and peace in our homes – we know that forgiveness is at the heart of the peace we seek.

Each week, even each day for many of us – we confess our shortcomings to God, we ask for forgiveness,

‘Forgive us our sins,’ we say

‘as we forgive those who sin against us.’

We have uttered these words earlier in the service, but we have become so used to them that they have lost their edge. Do we really intend to forgive others to the extent that God has forgiven us?

Peter asked Jesus how often he was to forgive a brother or sister who sinned against him. Peter thought he was being generous, even magnanimous in saying ‘7 times’ but Jesus said, ’77 times’ – in fact stating that there should be no end to our capacity to forgive. Hence the parable which follows Peter’s questioning, which is so over-the –top that we can scarcely take it in.
A king forgives a servant who owes him 10,000 talents. That servant has a person in debt to him to the tune of 100 denarii.  Let’s put a value on these amounts. In the currencies of Jesus’ day 1 talent represented 15 years of average wages, whereas 1 denarius represented 1 day of average wages. In other words there was absolutely no comparison between the debt of the servant to the King and the debt owed to that servant by his fellow servant. Absolutely no comparison –they are in different registers.

And yet even though the servant was let off his huge debt by the King he was not prepared to let his fellow servant off his much, much smaller debt.

And that is where we are as Christians if we take our faith seriously. Every day, every hour we do things that pain the heart of God. Every day, every hour we fail to do acts of love and care and that failure pains the heart of God.

Yet God forgives us, when we come and ask for forgiveness especially but even when we do not. Luke’s account of this incident stresses the need for repentance preceding forgiveness but Matthew’s account does not state that. God’s forgiveness of us is so infinitely greater than anything we are called to do – and yet, like that forgiven servant in the parable, we fail to forgive others – really forgive them and let go of our bitterness and hatred.
But let us never imagine that real forgiveness is easy.

Do you recall the story that emerged from the 7/7/ bombings? One of those killed was a young woman called Jenny Nicholson, a gifted musician, aged only 24years. Her mother was a Church minister, Rev Julie Nicholson. After the death of her daughter she announced that it was her intention to resign her ministry. In real honesty she said, ‘it’s very difficult to stand behind an altar and lead people in words of peace and reconciliation when I feel very far from that myself.’ She recognised how difficult deep and sincere forgiveness is, how hard it is to let go of the bitterness and hatred that wells up in one’s heart when something so horrendous has been done to one you love.

‘I am looking for a way I can still have a ministry while there are some things I can no longer practise or cannot currently practise,’ she said, ‘for me it is about integrity.’

Different people, different ways of coping.

Forgiveness is about honesty and integrity, facing what has happened, coming to terms with it and letting go of the hatred and rancour that the actions of others prompt in the depths of our being.

Another instance is that of Gee Walker, whose son, Anthony, was killed in a racist attack in Liverpool just a few days after Jenny Nicholson was blown apart at Edgware Road. I have spoken about this lady from this pulpit before and I do not apologise for speaking of this brave lady again.
When two youths were caught and accused of the killing of her son, Mrs Walker shocked the nation by announcing that she forgave the murderers. Some of the less reputable newspapers criticised Mrs Walker for voicing sentiments of forgiveness. They wanted to stoke attitudes of hatred and revenge – knowing only too well that most people are much more naturally drawn to retaliation than to forgiveness.

But Mrs Gee was and is a committed Christian and was not to be moved.In an interview she said, ‘I feel no hate for them whatsoever. I just feel like, what is missing in their lives? I know it is strange but it is true.’

Forgiveness does not diminish grief – if anything it intensifies it.

Outside the court when Paul Taylor and Michael Barton were convicted of killing Anthony, Mrs Walker said, ‘at the point of death Jesus said, “I forgive them for they know not what they do” – I have got to forgive them.’

Gee Walker had read this passage from Matthew, had got the point of the parable and put its lessons into action in the costliest way anyone can be called upon to do.

Real forgiveness is about letting go of those hatreds that we cherish so that we as well as the perpetrators of sins and crimes may begin to be liberated.

Two men were at a football match talking about their marriages. One said, ‘my wife and I argue a lot and every time we argue, she gets historical.’ ‘Don’t you mean hysterical?’ the other man replied. ‘No, I mean what I said,’ replied the first man, ‘ when my wife and I argue she gets historical – she drags up everything from the past and holds it against me.’

I wonder if some of us can see ourselves reflected in that encounter. With pinpoint accuracy we can recall every bad thing that has happened to us and retell it in the smallest detail. Perhaps we do not even realise how constrained we are from anticipating a wonderful future or enjoying the present because we are imprisoned by the pain of our past.

Godly forgiveness is counter-cultural – that is why the tabloid press does not know how to deal with it. We live in a culture which says, ‘you mess with me and I will sue you or worse.’ So much of the society in which we live is pre-occupied with lawsuits, continual retaliation and cold, calculated revenge.

The Gospel of Matthew compels us to take our cue from Christ and not for the society around us. The ability to forgive is a Christian birthmark. Forgiveness is the disciplined, lifelong commitment to offer godly reactions to ungodly actions. It is hard work. It requires continual practice.

Moreover, forgiveness is not the condoning of wrong, is not the forgetting of deeds done, is not weakness for it requires great strength of mind. Forgiveness is the release from negativity and hostility brought about by the actions of others, it is a letting go of a desire for revenge.

Well, all of that is tough enough at the level of individual – what about at the level of nations, ethnic or religious groupings. All of us are aware of the terrible atrocities that have happened in recent years – in Rwanda, Congo, Zimbabwe, Sierra Leone, South Africa and, over centuries, in Northern Ireland. In all of these situations people were killed and maimed not by strangers but by people who had been neighbours – even friends. How can we deal with such breaches of trust and friendship and still exercise forgiveness?

There is no easy answer to that question.

 South Africa as a nation tried to come to terms with its past through the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (similar commissions have been tried in Sierra Leone and Northern Ireland). Archbishop Desmond Tutu was the chairman. The Commission was about truth telling with the promise of amnesty to the truth-tellers. They expected to receive 200 applications but actually got 8000 with 2000 public hearings being held.

Antjie Krog, an Afrikaaner journalist, wrote about the work of the Commission and I quote her here,

‘Those asking for amnesty were not officially required to show remorse, only to give a true account of their crimes. They appeared before the Commission as un-appointed representatives of a whole system of abuse. Some did not tell the truth, or not the whole truth; others recounted brutal violence in terms of cold lists of figures, dates and locations. F.W. de Klerk was not seen to go nearly far enough in taking responsibility and P.W. Botha would not appear before the Commission at all. But through the stories told by both perpetrators and victims a picture emerged of the horrific extent to which black South Africans had been subjected to violent oppression by the state.

(After that) whites could no longer deny what took place. The Commission revealed the extent to which apartheid dehumanised blacks and allowed ordinary men to commit horrific acts of abuse and introduced a moral language in which the past could be confronted.

Genuine remorse and forgiveness were often distant ideals and reconciliation an ambiguous aim but the trial went beyond law into the realm of theology. If anyone was clear of the Commission’s aims, it was Archbishop Tutu, the Commission’s chief architect and chairman. Tutu based his idea of reconciliation on Christian forgiveness, but drew more explicitly from Ubuntu , the African idea of shared humanity. This idea seems to have resonated powerfully with some of the victims who gave evidence, like Cynthia Ngewu whose son was murdered.
She said, “This thing called reconciliation … if I am understanding it correctly … it means this perpetrator, the man who killed my son, if it means he becomes human again, this man, so that I, so that all of us get our humanity back … then I agree, then I support it all.”’

‘And when they came to the place which is called the Skull, they crucified the criminals, one on the right and one on the left. And Jesus said, “Father forgive them for they know not what they do.”

As we have been forgiven, let us forgive.
