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Repentance is a key theme of Lent.  We begin even on Ash Wednesday with Psalm 51 asking God’s forgiveness, asking God to cleanse us and help us start anew.  We try to identify our own sins, and we repent from any wrongdoing.  Throughout Lent we are invited to think about what needs to change in our lives, what holds us back from the greatness that God has created in us.  Forgiveness is central during Lent, and a fundamental meaning behind the cross of Christ.  Jesus suffered and died; and rose again that we might be forgiven and reunited with God for all eternity.  And not only us, but the entire world.  Forgiveness is God’s love in action.  

Forgiveness is also very difficult.  If you have ever had to forgive someone, if you have ever been forgiven, if you have ever tried to forgive yourself – then you know – the power in forgiveness, the power in this kind of love.  

It is not surprising that forgiveness is a key topic in the Bible.  The gospel reading from Matthew begins with advice about conflict resolution.  If someone hurts you, don’t slink away in resentment, don’t retaliate in anger.  If someone hurts you, go to them and try to make it right.  The same is true in the reverse, if you realize you have hurt someone, go to them and try to make amends.  It is a key step in modern 12 step programs – try to make things right, when you are able.  Of course, often we are not able.  Sometimes we can never make things right.   The point of the scripture is to do your best, to use the resources of the church and the care of the community to try to make things right – to try to mend relationships and connections.  Try to be loving – not by ignoring things or pretending; not by talking behind someone’s back, or holding on to bad feelings.  Rather we try - by caring and confronting and calling one another to be faithful.  

We all know that doesn’t always happen in the church – we even know that hasn’t always happened in this church.  We have argued, we have disagreed.  Some of us may have said some things we are not proud of.  Some of us may have been hurt by others, even sitting in this room.  Or perhaps even worse – those who are no longer here and have broken fellowship with us.  Forgiveness is hard.  Forgetfulness seems easier – or at least pretending to forget.  Ignoring the hurt as if it will go away.  But true healing requires forgiveness – facing the hurt head on and trying to make it better.  It requires change, transformation, making a new way.  And forgiveness can be very painful.  The cross is about pain – as well as love.  The cross reminds us of the true cost of sin, betrayal, selfishness, evil.  
In Matthew, Peter asks “how many times should I forgive someone?  Seven times?”  In the Bible seven is the number for completion, wholeness.  So Peter is probably repeating a discussion of the day – the teachers of the law would say you should not only forgive someone once but forgive them completely – even seven times.  That would have been considered very generous, and Peter is asking – do we really have to be that generous when someone wrongs us.  I can only take so much after all.  7 times?  Jesus’ answer is numerically absurd – whether it is seventy seven times as today’s translation says or seventy times seven as the old translations say.  And Jesus answer is not to be taken literally.  Jesus is saying take the highest number you can imagine – even an unimaginably high number.  Don’t even count how many times you forgive.  We should forgive freely and abundantly and without limitation.  

So why is that?  Why should we forgive?  Jesus goes on to tell the parable about the servant who is forgiven and then refuses to forgive a lesser offence.  Forgiveness is not about who has wronged us.  Forgiveness is about your own heart.  If I refuse to forgive it damages me more than it hurts anyone else.  If I forgive, it not only shows love to someone else, it opens my heart to goodness and joy and peace.  Create in me a clean heart, O God, a new heart, a heart set rightly on you and your love.  If I forgive, I am set right – no matter what happens to the other person.  Forgiveness brings healing.  
Of course, forgiveness is easier said than done.  When we are hurt, when we hurt someone, a relationship is broken, a part of ourselves is broken.  It is not simple to turn that pain around.  

Actually, turning around is the true definition of repentance.  To repent means to turn – generally in Christian terms to turn from sin and back to God.  It is a change of direction.  Instead of facing anger, pain, sin, temptation or evil, we repent – we turn to face God – to keep our eyes on God.  That turning takes energy, power, determination, will.  But honestly, we sometimes do not have the ability to turn ourselves – we are too weak or broken or frightened or hurt.  We cannot change our own hearts.  
Forgiveness is when Jesus steps in and changes our hearts for us.  Jesus makes the turn for us, that we may face God again, that we may be in relationship with God again face to face.  That is what happened on the cross.  Jesus moved for us.  Jesus took on sin for us.  Jesus made the turn for us, so that we could be facing the right direction again, so that we could be with God again.  This is forgiveness.  This is redemption.  This is the power of the cross.  When we were too weak to change what needed to change, when we are too broken to heal ourselves, Jesus did it for us.  Jesus died on the cross to break the power of sin and death.  Jesus rose from the dead to offer us new life, a new heart, new direction, new … grace.   

We are that first servant of the king – forgiven ten thousand bags of debt.  We are set free and sent into the world to live abundantly.  How can we not forgive anyone who owes us a few pieces of silver?    Look to the cross and see forgiveness made real.  

I end with a invitation for a Lenten discipline – something to try this week.  I invite you to think about anyone you have hurt, and anyone who has hurt you.  Make a list if you need to.  And don’t forget to put yourself on the list.  Sometimes it is hardest of all to forgive yourself.  

The invitation for now is to just pray the list.  Pray for God’s forgiveness.  Pray for God’s guidance in your forgiveness.  Pray.  And see where God leads you next.  Pray your lists of forgiveness for the people you have hurt, for the people who have hurt you, for yourself and your relationships.  Pray.  Listen for God’s guidance and respond as you feel able.  And as always, if you need help, if you want someone to talk with about forgiveness, give me a call or talk to someone else you trust.  Look to the cross and accept the grace our Savior gives so freely.  Look to the cross and receive forgiveness by the grace of God.  Amen.  
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Psalm 51:1-17
Have mercy on me, O God, according to your steadfast love;
according to your abundant mercy, blot out my transgressions.
Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity, and cleanse me from my sin.
For I know my transgressions, and my sin is ever before me.
Against you, you alone, have I sinned and done what is evil in your sight,
so that you are justified in your sentence and blameless when you pass judgment.
Indeed, I was born guilty, a sinner when my mother conceived me.
You desire truth in the inward being; 
therefore teach me wisdom in my secret heart.
Purge me with hyssop, and I shall be clean; 
wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow.
Let me hear joy and gladness; let the bones that you have crushed rejoice.
Hide your face from my sins, and blot out all my iniquities.
Create in me a clean heart, O God, and put a new and right spirit within me.
Do not cast me away from your presence, 
and do not take your holy spirit from me.
Restore to me the joy of your salvation, and sustain in me a willing spirit.
Then I will teach transgressors your ways, and sinners will return to you.
Deliver me from bloodshed, O God, 
    O God of my salvation, and my tongue will sing aloud of your deliverance.
O Lord, open my lips, and my mouth will declare your praise.
For you have no delight in sacrifice; 
    if I were to give a burnt offering, you would not be pleased.
The sacrifice acceptable to God is a broken spirit;
    a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise.




Matthew 18:15-35
“If your brother or sister sins against you, go and point out the fault when the two of you are alone. If you are listened to, you have regained that one. But if you are not listened to, take one or two others along with you, so that every word may be confirmed by the evidence of two or three witnesses. If that person refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church, and if the offender refuses to listen even to the church, let such a one be to you as a gentile and a tax collector. Truly I tell you, whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven. Again, truly I tell you, if two of you agree on earth about anything you ask, it will be done for you by my Father in heaven. For where two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among them.”
Then Peter came and said to him, “Lord, if my brother or sister sins against me, how often should I forgive? As many as seven times?” Jesus said to him, “Not seven times, but, I tell you, seventy-seven times.  For this reason the kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who wished to settle accounts with his slaves. When he began the reckoning, one who owed him ten thousand talents was brought to him, and, as he could not pay, the lord ordered him to be sold, together with his wife and children and all his possessions and payment to be made. So the slave fell on his knees before him, saying, ‘Have patience with me, and I will pay you everything.’ And out of pity for him, the lord of that slave released him and forgave him the debt. But that same slave, as he went out, came upon one of his fellow slaves who owed him a hundred denarii, and seizing him by the throat he said, ‘Pay what you owe.’ Then his fellow slave fell down and pleaded with him, ‘Have patience with me, and I will pay you.’ But he refused; then he went and threw him into prison until he would pay the debt. When his fellow slaves saw what had happened, they were greatly distressed, and they went and reported to their lord all that had taken place. Then his lord summoned him and said to him, ‘You wicked slave! I forgave you all that debt because you pleaded with me. Should you not have had mercy on your fellow slave, as I had mercy on you?’ And in anger his lord handed him over to be tortured until he would pay his entire debt. So my heavenly Father will also do to every one of you, if you do not forgive your brother or sister from your heart.”

The Word of the Lord
Thanks be to God.
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