Sunday 13th September: Forgiveness.

I would like us to start this morning at the foot of the cross.  Last week we were looking at reconciliation - building bridges in our relationships with each other and using God’s strength to do so. This week our passages lead us to think about forgiveness – and there is no greater symbol of forgiveness than the cross.

Reconciliation and forgiveness are different.  Forgiveness it as a conscious, deliberate decision to release feelings of resentment or vengeance toward a person or group who has harmed you.  People often say “forgive and forget” – but forgiveness is not actually about forgetting. When we forgive, we do not gloss over or ignore the seriousness of an offense against us. We do not have to condone or excuse the offense. Forgiveness can help repair a damaged relationship but, unlike reconciliation, it does not always lead to restoring relationships – because in some circumstances that is not possible – not in this life anyway.

Forgiveness is something personal – it gives the person forgiving peace of mind and frees them from corrosive anger and letting the situation take hold.
“Unforgiveness can be described as like drinking poison, whilst expecting it to kill someone else” For when we are holding onto things and cannot forgive – they take hold and start to eat away at us.  Those things, or people become our focus – whereas if we are able to forgive then we can release then from our consciousness; allowing us to be released from the past and to live in the present.
  
Scarlett Lewis' son, Jesse, was killed in the 2012 Sandy Hook Elementary School shooting, the biggest school shooting in American history. At first, she described her anger as sapping all her strength and energy. She was angry at the shooter and at the mother for unwittingly arming him. But she made a choice to forgive.
She said that: "forgiveness was feeling like she had been given a big pair of scissors to cut the tie and regain my personal power. It started with a choice and then became a process." At Jesse's funeral she urged others to change their angry thoughts into loving ones, that thereby they might change the world.



We see Joseph demonstrating how this works in practice in our Old Testament today. I’m sure that you remember the story of Joseph and his amazing technicolour dream coat.  Joseph had eleven brothers, but he was Jacob’s favourite son. That coupled with Josephs’ gift in interpreting dreams, meant that his brothers’ were hugely jealous of him and decided to sell him to travelling merchants, telling their father that he had been killed by a wild animal. Unbeknown to them he was sold to Potipher, an officer of Pharoah and became the head of that household.

In today’s reading Jacob has died and the brothers go to see Joseph to ask for his help – but they are fearful that he will be holding a grudge and will want revenge on them.  So, they go to him, begging his forgiveness and asking to be his servants.  But instead – through forgiveness Joseph is able to help and provide for them and their children. He has not forgotten what his brothers did to him, but he is able to put the past aside, and to not treat them as they deserved or expected. For Joseph’s identity and worth is in God - he knows God love and forgiveness in his life and that God has been with him through everything he went through.

Forgiving can be hard, but it becomes easier when we think about it as we stand at the foot of the cross.  For the cross lies at the heart of Christian forgiveness.  As CS Lewis said: “To be a Christian means to forgive the inexcusable, because God has forgiven the inexcusable in you”.

I’ve been a Christian all my life, but a huge turning point for me was when I really started to understand what Jesus did on the cross and how much I needed him to have done that for me.  The cross is not something that Jesus did for other people – it was need and done for every single one of us. 
God loves us so much and wants to have a relationship with us forever – but he is also Just and cannot just ignore the things the wrong things we do. 

I find one of the best ways of understanding forgiveness and the cross is as it is described in the Alpha Course it is a bit like a judge in court giving out a sentence to someone that they deserve for their crime they have done.  The crime committed cannot be ignored – it has consequences, but those consequences are taken on by the judge who offers to serve the sentence in place of the person who committed them.

When with think about the cross we can sometimes fall into the trap of only focussing on sin and not being good enough.  But as we look to the cross, today I would like us to focus on God’s love, mercy and forgiveness.  For whilst God is judge – he is not like an earthy judge – he rules with love and mercy beyond our comprehension and we are called to live our lives doing the same – so that others will see and experience the true God in and through us.

Forgiveness is hard and can take time.  It’s painful and is often the last thing we want to do in our relationships with people who have hurt us.  But it’s also necessary.  For healing, for hope and for having an intimate relationship with God and others, and remember: as Max Lucado (another Christian writer) says: “You will never forgive anyone more than God has already forgiven you”.

Just as God has forgiven each of us, we should forgive others – 
I pray that we are able to do this,  not in our own but in God’s strength and that this week we may know and live in the full freedom of God’s love, forgiveness and mercy.

Amen


















