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Every week, we hear three different readings from the
Bible. (four if you count the Psalms – which you should).

 We hear words from The Old Testament.

Sometimes it is one of the great stories of our faith (like
today, when we hear about Moses parting the Red Sea),
and other times it is one of the more obscure passages
(sometimes even one of the more brutal or chauvinistic
passages, which may leave us shaking our heads and
wonder why that passage was ever chosen).

 We hear a passage from the gospels.

Stories about Jesus: what he said or did, or how he
handled a particular situation.

 And we also read from the New Testament.

The post-Jesus stories. And we listen to how the early
church put into practice, the things they learned from
Jesus. How they blended the old ways with the new.

And while all three are important passages to read, I
particularly like reading the last two. Because they seem
to address head on the difficulties that come with trying
to live lives of Faith.



Last week, we heard Jesus tell us how to handle
arguments. He knew that there would be arguments --
even among God's faithful people. And that's because
we're people. And people seldom seem to come to full
agreement on anything. Its almost as if Jesus said:

Wherever two or three are gathered in my name ... there
will be problems.

And so last week we heard about how to approach those
whom we had disagreements with. How we could
lovingly and gently approach those who had wronged us.

Today's gospel is a continuation of that.

Peter comes to Jesus and asks - well what if that same
person hurts me again? How often should I go back to
them, how many times do I forgive them? Seven times ?
(some of the rabbi's had been saying three was a suitable
number of times -- while some others felt that that seven
was a suitable number. Seven basically represented one
week -- so keep trying for a week, before you write them
off altogether).

But no - says Jesus ... not seven, that’s hardly anything at
all ... try more. Try seventy times seven. Keep at it. Not
because that person needs your forgiveness, but because
you need to exercise forgiveness.

Because its only through forgiving, that you can really
experience true faith.



Jesus then explains that the Kingdom of God is like a king
who wanted to settle accounts with his servants.

And as he tells the parable of the forgiving king and the
unforgiving servant, it is obvious that receiving
forgiveness and actually forgiving, are related.

But how do we learn that?
How do we learn to forgive others?

In the parable, the king forgave the servant his entire
debt (even though it was a large amount of money). That
forgiveness meant that the slate was clean .... there
would be no additional payments required, no interest
charged, no follow-up calls about any outstanding
amount.

The servant owed nothing --- its as if the debt had never
even existed. What a gift that was to him ... loving and
generous - his life had literally been freed from the
oppressive debt he had been struggling with.

And you would think - that with such a weight being
lifted from him, he would have felt so good that he
couldn't have done anything but forgive the other
servant the smaller debt. But that's not what happened.



Maybe his problem, was the same problem we struggle
with (when something unexpected happens). That even
though his debt had been forgiven by the king, he
couldn't believe that he really was forgiven, so he
couldn't exercise forgive himself.

Maybe he was angry with himself because he had failed
to pay off the debt himself, and it had lowered his self-
image ... and one way to deal with that is to shift that
anger onto someone else (not a healthy way - but still an
option).

And so when the other servant came along (who owed
him something), he turned all of this anger and self-pity
onto him ... so that he might feel a little bit better.

I think many of us have had that experience -- feeling
angry with ourselves for something we've done, and then
almost without thinking snapping at the next person who
walks into the room, or blaming the person next to you
for something so minor that it was hardly worth noticing
(usually someone who had nothing to do with the way
you were feeling).

It’s a human-nature thing. We instinctively want to feel
better about ourselves, at any price. And so (usually
without thinking) we vent any way possible - at any one
possible, even if it means hurting or belittling someone
else.



When we can't believe that we are forgiven ...when we
can't forgive ourselves ... it is pretty easy to be like the
unforgiving servant. He couldn't believe that he had
really been forgiven, that the slate was clean, that he
owed nothing.

The unforgiving servant seemed to believe only that his
debt had been extended not erased.

But (in fact) the servant was forgiven. And so are we.
Our slates are wiped clean ... all debts have been paid.
No matter what we have done (or not done), no matter
what we will do (or will not do) God forgives us. God
loves us and accepts us regardless of all that other stuff.

And if we can believe that ... then we will go to others,
and exercise that same forgiveness and love and
acceptance.

Not lashing out at those who we believe are in debt to us,
or are who different, or who are less than perfect, but
embracing them - and showing them the same mercy
and grace that we have received.

I like to believe that people are inherently good. That
they never intentionally set out to hurt another person.
We do what we do, and we believe what we believe,
because we hold the conviction that they are the right
things.



However, I am just as convinced that many of us never
take enough time (or any time) to reflect on our lives and
ask ourselves the really tough questions:

- is there error in my life ?

- am I doing things the wrong way ?

- do my actions and my beliefs hurt others ?

- is my life out of balance ?

It is easy to know when someone hurts us (by their words
or actions or beliefs), because we feel it immediately. It is
difficult to see the hurt when we look at things the other
way, and try to see if we ourselves are in the wrong, or
the source of hurt for others.

Only when we look deeply into our own hearts and minds
can the process of healing and forgiveness and
reconciliation (which todays gospel speaks about) --- only
then can it begin.

Shakespeare wrote that "forgiveness is twice blest. First
it blesses the one who is forgiven, second it blesses the
one who is forgiven".

Can we believe all of that?

Can we believe that God has forgiven us,
and wiped the slate clean?



Can we believe that we are capable of imperfection, and
of hurting others, and that God has forgiven us for our
failures and wiped away our imperfections.

Can we believe that through Christ we are accepted,
loved, and made whole?

And can we put all of that into practice in our lives, and
accept the forgiveness that is offered, and then share
that same forgiveness with those around us.

Because if we can -- it will be a greater testimony to our
God, and the community we share, than any service or
building or spoken word ever could.
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