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Gen. 50:15-21; Ps. 103:1-13; Rom. 14:1-12; Matt. 18:21-35

At our clergy text study, this week we pastors pondered the fact of why
forgiveness is so darn hard. It’s hard for everyone. When we’ve been hurt
by another person or another group, it makes us raw and vulnerable.
Sometimes we can’t imagine forgiving someone who has hurt us deeply.
We carry those wounds around with us for years or even decades.

But perhaps why forgiveness is so hard is because, as hard as it is to forgive,
we have an even harder time believing that we ourselves are forgiven. We
all have done things or left things undone that cause us guilt and shame.
We cannot imagine that we would be forgiven for those things, especially
by God.

| don’t know if it’s that we forget the word of God’s forgiveness that we hear
every Sunday at the beginning of worship. | don’t know if it’s that we just
don’t trust that it’s true. But it seems like we have amnesia when it comes to
forgiveness. We plum forget that we have already been forgiven, and that’s
what makes forgiveness—of ourselves and others—so very difficult.

The slave in the story Jesus told that we heard today in the gospel of
Matthew had forgiveness amnesia. He owed his master ten thousand
talents, which is an absurd amount of money. One talent represented
about 16 years of wages for a laborer, so ten thousand talents is impossible
to imagine. And yet his master had pity on him, released him, and forgave
him the debt.

But the story continues that as that same slave went out and came upon
one of his fellow slaves that owed him a hundred denarii, which was about
10 days of labor, he seized him by the neck and threw him in prison until he
would pay the debt. Even though this slave had been completely forgiven of
a massive debt, he had a hard time forgiving a tiny one. And in the end, the
slave was handed over to be tortured.

When we have forgiveness amnesia and forget that we ourselves have been
forgiven and therefore refuse to forgive others, the consequence of our
refusal to forgive is that we are tortured. But we don’t need to have a
master who hands us over to be tortured—we torture ourselves.

Rabbi Harold Kushner tells this story: “A woman in my congregation comes
to see me. She is a single mother, divorced, working to support herself and
three young children. She says to me, ‘Since my husband walked out on us,
every month is a struggle to pay our bills. | have to tell my kids we have no
money to go to the movies, while he’s living it up with his new wife in
another state. How can you tell me to forgive him?’ | answer her, ‘I’'m not
asking you to forgive him because what he did was acceptable. It wasn't; it
was mean and selfish. I’'m asking you to forgive because he doesn’t deserve
the power to live in your head and turn you into a bitter angry woman. I'd
like to see him out of your life emotionally as completely as he is out of it
physically, but you keep holding on to him. You’re not hurting him by holding
on to that resentment, but you’re hurting yourself.””

Our forgiveness amnesia—our forgetting that we ourselves are forgiven,
that we ourselves are blessed and loved and held by God—robs us of our
ability to forgive others, and when we hold on to our resentment, the only
person we are torturing is ourselves.

When Jesus says forgive not 7 times but 77 or as some translations say, 70x7
times, the number of times isn’t the important issue. What Jesus is
promising in that command is that we have the ability to forgive beyond
measure. Jesus proves, to the point of shedding his own blood for all people
for the forgiveness of sins, to the point of giving his own life, that we
ourselves are so precious to God that God has amnesia about our sins, and
God fills us up with a storehouse of forgiveness.

But that forgiveness isn’t for us alone. If like the slave in this gospel story we
choose not to let that forgiveness spill out of us toward others, we will end
up torturing ourselves.

In our first reading today from Genesis, Joseph had the ability to choose
either forgiveness or revenge toward his brothers who had sold him into
slavery in Egypt and lied to their father that he had been killed. When they
approached Joseph to ask for his forgiveness, he wept. Forgiveness is hard.



But in that moment, Joseph didn’t have forgiveness amnesia. He
remembered the goodness that God had given him, how even in the
pain of his brothers’ deeds he had experienced new life, and then he
chose to let that goodness and forgiveness spill out of him toward his
brothers. Instead of torturing himself by holding that forgiveness inside,
Joseph forgave not just 7 times, but 77 times, even 70x7 times. Joseph
let the forgiveness, grace, and new life he had received pour out of him,
and in doing so he not only facilitated reconciliation between him and his
brothers, he also created new life for himself.

As you know, we've begun a 5-week capital campaign, Creating Space for
Grace, to help make our vision for a remodeled and expanded building
and ministry a reality. Each of these 5 weeks in the bulletin there will be

a written reflection about how God is at work in us to make us generous
people. Today it’s on the back of the bulletin, and | want you to look at the
third and fourth paragraphs as | read them to you:

“Long ago, people realized that the Dead Sea was one of the few bodies of
water in the world without an outlet. The water flows from the Sea of
Galilee in the north down the Jordan River and into the Dead Sea. It just
stops there. There is no animal life in the body because of its high salt
content.

"Harold S. Kushner, “Letting Go of the Role of Victim,” Spirituality and
Health, Winter 1999, 34.

The Dead Sea is a fitting illustration of life without any outlet, of a life that
only takes and doesn’t give. Giving is essential to living. Stewards are people
who have discovered that truth, and it becomes one of the foundations of
life and actions for them.”

Just like if we only receive God'’s forgiveness and don’t let it spill out toward
others we torture ourselves, in the same way if we only receive God’s
generous and abundant gifts in our lives without sharing them, we are like
the Dead Sea where nothing living grows. Giving is essential to living.
Forgiving is essential to living.

We truly have the ability to choose whether we will be tortured on the
inside or whether we will experience life. So today, instead of having
forgiveness amnesia, remember. Remember that God has forgiven you,
totally, completely, 100%, of what you have done and left undone.
Remember that Jesus poured out his blood and poured out his life to prove
that forgiveness for you. Remember that everything you have, and
everything you are, is a sheer gift from God. And after you remember, let
the forgiveness and goodness you have received spill over to others, to God,
to all that God has called us to. For in doing so, you shall truly live. Amen.



