
Lay Reader Sermon Series I


The Twenty-second Sunday after Trinity


psalter:
Psalm 7
1st lesson:
Zechariah 7:8-14
2nd lesson:
Matthew 18:21-35
Forgiveness from the Heart
The parable of the, unforgiving servant ends with these words: "And in anger his lord delivered him to the jailers, till he should pay all his debt. So also my heavenly Father will do to every one of you, if you do not forgive your brother from your heart."

Someone has said about the New Testament lesson, the Gospel for today, that forgiveness is a practical obligation rather than an emotional one. Forgiveness consists in actions done and things said; for example, the king's forgiveness consisted in wiping out the huge debt that his servant owed him, an amount equal to about ten million dollars. This servant s forgiveness of his fellow servant, which he tragically failed to extend to him, should have consisted of the same sort of action; that is, he should simply have wiped out the debt, as his own had been disposed of by the king. Our Lord wipes out our sins by what He has done for us, the actions He undertook – His Incarnation, Death and Resurrection; by which He reconciles us to God, and restores our relationship with Him.

The actions of the King in the parable the Lord told in response to Saint Peter's question about forgiveness are an example of how God forgives us, and set the pattern for our forgiveness of anyone who has injured us. Through what we say and do, we are called on to extend our forgiveness to those who need it, to show in practical ways that they are forgiven.

But we are still concerned and distressed by the feelings of anger, hurt and hostility that are stirred up when we are offended or injured. To "forgive your brother from your heart" certainly seems to involve the feelings. These rise up unbidden when we are wronged, and God does not judge us because of them. But the question becomes, how do we respond to these feelings? Who is in control? What's to be done? There are some suggestions that we can try to follow.

We certainly don't want to brood over feelings of hurt, anger and hostility, but instead refer them to God in our personal prayers, in confidence that the Holy Spirit will work within us to help us to deal with them. Near the end of the Prayer Book are the fine sections of Family Prayer. At the top of page 588 is a prayer in which we dedicate ourselves to God's service during the coming day. In the next, a "Prayer for Grace to enable us to perform that Resolution," are words and phrases which almost seem intended to deal with this problem of our feelings when we are extending our forgiveness to someone. For example, we ask God "to have compassion on our infirmities," which can certainly include our attitudes of hurt and hostility; and we then pray for "the constant assistance of thy Holy Spirit," which we so much need in this and all aspects of daily life.

Then in effect we ask God, not simply to blot out hostile and resentful thoughts, but to replace them with positive ones. "Imprint upon our hearts," we ask, "a dread of thy judgments;" and that can certainly include a dread of the loss of God's forgiveness of our sins. Then we ask for "a grateful sense of thy goodness to us," which can contain thanksgiving for our forgiveness by God and our fellow human beings. We continue by praying that our awe of God's judgments and gratitude for His blessings may be so strong that we will be "both afraid and ashamed to offend" Him. The prayer reaches its climax in a request that God will give us "a lively remembrance of that great day, in which we must give a strict account of our thoughts, words, and actions" to Christ, our Judge. Thus these feelings which seem to impede our forgiveness of others and make it seem incomplete can be turned over to God in our prayers, with the request that he deal with them in His own way, giving us more positive attitudes.

In a wonderful exhortation about forgiveness of each other, Saint Paul wrote to the Ephesians, "Let all bitterness, and wrath, and anger, and clamour, and evil speaking, be put away from you, with all malice: And be ye kind one to another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, even as God for Christ's sake hath forgiven you." (Ephesians 4:31-32)
Put away malice, says Paul; that is, put away evil intention to do harm to those who have harmed you; don't brood over the hurt you have received or nurse your anger, but consider what God has done for you in Christ – He has forgiven you, for Christ's sake, and therefore you should forgive each other. And he implies that all this must be done in the power of the Holy Spirit working in the lives of God's people.

We must also remember that those who injure us come under God's commandments to love our neighbors as ourselves and to love our enemies, and to pray for them. Our Lord said in the Sermon on the Mount, '"Love your enemies, bless them that curse you, do good to them that hate you, and pray for them which despitefully use you, and persecute you." (Matthew 5:44)
These are all commandments directed to our wills; our Lord tells us to have as our steadfast purpose the good of our neighbors, including those who have done us harm. To bless, to do good and to pray are all things that we can do regardless of our feelings. The Lord goes on to say that we should treat our enemies in this way because that's the example set by our heavenly Father, who sends the blessings of nature on both the just and the unjust. The parable read as the New Testament lesson also reminds us very bluntly that our forgiveness by God depends on our extending the same kindness to those who have harmed us. "Forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us."

Someone has pointed out that we should always be ready to extend to those who have injured us, as to all people, ordinary acts of courtesy and consideration; and that we could even go further, and single out those who have hurt us for special acts of kindness, as well as praying for them. By so doing, we will train ourselves in a greater love for our neighbors. We should try to cultivate, with the help of the Holy Spirit, an attitude of conciliation toward those who need our forgiveness. In a negative way, the writer of Psalm 37 urges us to have this outlook:

"Fret not thyself because of the ungodly; neither be thou envious against the evil doers . . . fret not thyself, else shall thou be moved to do evil." (Psalm 37:1, 8) "Fret not thyself" – brooding over the harm done to us can surely move us toward returning that harm to others; but brooding over the parable for today, and the forgiveness which we have freely received, can move us toward an attitude of conciliation and forgiveness, and to actions based on these feelings of goodwill.

To refer our feelings to God in prayer; to seek the good of those who have injured us; to pray for them; to show them courtesy and conciliation and to take practical steps to extend our forgiveness – these are all things which open our lives to God, the Holy Spirit, Who will help us to reach for that forgiveness from the heart which our Lord commands.
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