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     I was driving 5th grade carpool this past week when a story came on NPR about a decades old crime that was being investigated.  Enough evidence finally emerged to prosecute a suspect.  The crime was egregious enough to overrule the statute of limitations.

     The 5th graders were half listening to the news.  When they heard that the crime had been committed in the 1960’s – which to them is about 5 lifetimes ago – they wondered why the prosecution was bothering to pursue its case.  The consensus of the car was unanimous: “forgive and forget.”  The exact quote was “haven’t they ever heard of forgive and forget?  Forgive and forget, dude, forgive and forget.”  There is grace and wisdom in the 5th grade conclusion.  Forgive and forget.  What would the world look like if we could enact this moral imperative?  What would your life look like if you could forgive and forget?

     Of course most 5th graders, thankfully, do not have the long experience of hurt that most adults have.  They do not have a deep well of injuries and injustices and violations done against them - the words and actions, the lies and deceptions, the failures and disappointments that weave the web of human interaction.

     This is true on the personal level with ex-wives or current husbands, with children or bosses.  But the injuries and injustices and violations exist on the societal level as well - racism comes to mind, or even genocide.  Whole people groups are discriminated against all throughout the world, like the Kurds in the Middle East or the untouchables in India.

      A few weeks ago I preached about Meriwether Lewis and the Exploration of the American West.  If you were an American Indian listening to that sermon, you would have heard it with different ears.  I doubt you would be inclined to forgive and forget the sad story of the people who had already discovered the American West.

     Whether personal or societal, there are some things in our lives that are impossible to forget.  And there are some things that seem impossible to forgive.  Odds are that there are some people in your life right now that you are simply unable to forgive.  Maybe you’ve tried to forgive and forget, but it just is impossible.  Maybe you’ve tried and tried, you’ve mustered up all that is within you, but when you see them you have a physical, involuntary reaction – tight chest, rising gorge, knotted stomach, to name a few. 

     Some wounds feel just too deep for forgiveness.  And anyway, people tell you that should not be asked or expected to forgive someone who has hurt you over and over again.  “Fool me once, shame on you; fool me twice, shame on me.”  So says conventional wisdom.

     This morning, though, we are not relying on conventional wisdom.  We are relying on the Bible. The Bible is not a book of conventional wisdom – especially when it comes to forgiveness.  Peter asks Jesus how often he is supposed to forgive someone who sins against him.  “Sin against” covers a whole lot, doesn’t it?  I think it covers everything that is bad.  Then, thinking that He is being generous and spiritually savvy, Peter suggests up to seven times.  Think about it.  Seven times is a lot. 

     Say somebody gossips about you or cuts you down publicly.  Or maybe somebody lies to you or lies about you.  Even once is enough to make them an enemy.  What if they do it again, after you’ve talked to them about it?  How about a third time?  Pretty tough.  So, when Peter suggests seven times, that’s saying something pretty impressive.

     Jesus, though, is not impressed with impressive.  Jesus moves the conversation from impressive to downright impossible.  He says, “I do not say seven times, but seventy times seven.”  Obviously He’s not putting the cap a 490.  He’s saying that we are to forgive those who sin against us every time, infinitely – at all times and in all places.

     Note, also, what’s not said here.  He does not say, “Forgive if they ask for forgiveness.”  The offender asking for forgiveness is not part of the equation.  He does not say, “Unless you are being taken advantage of or being used as a doormat, then forgive.”  He says, “If you are sinned against, forgive.”  Every time.  No qualifications.

     Parenthetically, I’m not suggesting that people stay in abusive situations, or that societal wrongs shouldn’t be redressed in order to bring about justice.  Some things can’t and shouldn’t be forgotten.  What I’m saying is just what Jesus is saying – you are called to forgive the offender in every case.

     This teaching flies in the face of common sense and conventional wisdom, not to mention human nature.  Yet, the gospel calls us to a radically different way of life – a way of life very distinct from the world.  The call to radical, unconditional forgiveness is a very clear mark of being set apart.

     The call is clear, but how on earth are we supposed to forgive?  And forgive again and again and again and again and again.  Peter must have felt the same way.  Knowing that His answer would have bewildered and flabbergasted his disciples, Jesus launches into a story about where this kind of forgiveness comes from.

     The time has come for a King to settle his account with a servant.  The servant owes him ten thousand talents – which is an enormous sum of money – totally impossible for the servant to pay.  The King was ready to do the just thing – sell the servant and his family and all he had in order to settle the account.  But the servant begged for mercy – his only option, for he would never be able to pay up.  So the King had mercy, set him free, and wiped away the entire debt.  The King absorbed the cost – in effect He paid the debt himself so the servant could go free.  Apparently, the King was moved by mercy.

    You would think this would make the servant as generous as Scrooge after his harrowing experience with the ghost of Christmas future.  But no, the servant finds one of his fellow servants and demands the debt owed to him – just a hundred denarii – not much, a few lunches and a coffee or two.  And yet, he strangles the poor guy and screams, “PAY WHAT YOU OWE”!!!!  For that unmerciful behavior from the one who had received mercy, the King jailed the servant until he could pay what he owed. 

     Pay what you owe.  Forgiveness is extremely costly.  You feel it in your own physical reactions.  It costs to forgive a wrong.  And a wrong done to you hundreds of times increases the cost to you a hundred fold.  Yet, there is the command: forgive, forgive, forgive.

      How can this forgiveness actually happen in our lives?  Alexander Pope was exactly right when he said, “to err is human, to forgive divine.”  God must intervene.  Jesus tells Peter the story of the unforgiving servant as a preamble to his own story.  Every one of us is the servant who owes our King everything we have.  Because of our own sin and selfishness, every one of us has no way to pay our King all that we owe.  The King has every right to say to you, “Pay what you owe.” And every one of us has no recourse but to fall on our knees and beg God for mercy.

     And the God whose property is always to have mercy, always listens to appeals to his mercy.  He forgives our debts and sets us free.  Yet, there still must be payment for what is owed.  Of course, on the cross, He himself makes that payment.  The Son of Man is your ransom. You are bought with a price – the price of His own blood.  God demands, “Pay what you owe” and then makes the payment Himself.  

     God’s mercy for you is the means by which you forgive others.  Through the power of the Holy Spirit, we love because we have first been loved.  On your knees, begging God for mercy for yourself, it is hard to withhold that mercy from another.  And even when we do, there is still mercy for us – the gospel is that unconditional.  For, it appears that God does, in fact, forgive and forget.  As we read in Isaiah, “I, even I, am He who blots out your transgression for my own sake; and I will not remember your sins.”

     But isn’t it better for us when we do forgive?  When the knots in the stomach go away and the impulse is to mercy rather than anger?  Doesn’t the lack of forgiveness burn its way into your life, hardening your heart, disrupting your sleep, clenching your jaw?  Even in the worst cases, isn’t it better to forgive as we have been forgiven?

     Through coming face to face with our own sinfulness, through begging for mercy, through the power of the Spirit, forgiveness – even infinite forgiveness can happen.  Do you remember 2 years ago when a milkman named Charles Roberts opened fire on a school in Pennsylvania killing 5 Amish children?  The response from the Amish was amazing.

      Dwight Lefever, the pastor of the killer’s family told of being in the Roberts’ kitchen  the day of the shooting when an Amish neighbor came by.  "He wrapped his arms around Charlie's dad for an hour," Lever reported.  "He said, ' We will forgive you.'  "The pastor's conclusion: "God met us in that kitchen."  God has paid what you owe.  In the place of impossible hurt, where forgiveness is not your human instinct, God is there to meet you in the kitchen, in your pew, at the altar rail, at all times and in all places.  Amen.

