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Matthew 18:1-35
The Church’s Forgiving Perspective:  Don’t Bother Counting

******************************
And so Peter says, Jesus, let me get this straight, about that sheep story you just told, you mean to tell me I am to go out of my way to gather in someone who has been mean to me?  Someone who has hurt me, I’m supposed to go out and carry that person back here – like a sheep that has wandered off?  Yes.

Yes.  Even someone who has hurt you.

Long pause.  Peter scratches his head...maybe it’s about now that one of the others, probably James or John – they have a tendency to squirm for a more comfortable position – they prod Peter.  Ask the question, you know, what we were talking about.  Ask about forgiveness, forgiveness – it’s gotta’ be easier than carrying him home.  OK, Jesus, Peter continues, just to be clear about all of this, whether I actually carry him home with me or not -- if someone sins against me, how many times must I forgive him?  Up to seven times should do the trick, right?

Right away, Peter is in trouble,  You see, he actually thinks seven is a big number.  And in real life, forgiving someone over and over, especially when they keep on doing the hurtful thing, seven times feels like a lot – seven times I will forgive you – that sounds gracious, magnanimous – look at me, I am willing to forgive you seven times.  Which is a good number to pick – seven is one of those magic biblical numbers that signifies fullness, completion.  Nice try Peter.  No wait, I meant eight.  Surely, eight is enough, right?  OK, nine.  I’m willing to forgive nine times.  That’ll be harder to keep track of, but I can do it, I can count to nine.
Jesus smiles at Peter.  I’m sure he does.  We don’t read it, but I think Jesus is so full of love and patience with Peter, he smiles at the thought of it all – maybe because Jesus is amused, or perhaps because he pities Peter’s ignorance.  You actually do think you are being righteous.  Seven is a big number, that’s a lot of forgiveness, eight is more, nine is near heavenly.  You are a wonderful person Peter.  Say Peter, what about the tenth time?  What if your friend comes back and hurts you a tenth time? 
Your first mistake, Peter, is that you are counting.  Jesus is saying to us, don’t bother counting.  If you are counting, you do not understand forgiveness.

You see, to understand forgiveness we need to look at the source – forgiveness starts with God forgiving me -- and so, if I’m smart, I’d better not count.  This helps me remember – this is the hard part, I think – my ability or willingness to forgive someone else is not about that other person at all.  Forgiveness has nothing to do with the one who is hurting me – whether that person deserves it, or will change or even notices, or even cares.  My ability or willingness to forgive someone else is all about me.    
And so Jesus tries to explain with a number of his own.  I know our English translations vary on this – was it 77 times or 70 times 7.  But you see how it doesn’t matter.  What Jesus meant is we are to forgive way more than we can even count.  So, don’t bother counting.  The minute you start counting, you have missed the point.  The minute you start counting, you have missed the love.  Because God does not count.
As soon as we start counting how many times we are to forgive someone who keeps hurting us, at that moment we must consider -- OK, I did it, I forgave him once more.  But, what about the next time?  

What is forgiveness, anyway?  Ever wonder?  The word Peter and Jesus use here is a common word – whether one is talking about a financial debt to be paid, or a relational debt to be paid.  The word always means that the debt is cancelled.  When you forgive me, it means you are saying “I no longer want or expect you to pay for this.”

But let’s remember a few things.  First, forgiveness does not erase the action – the truth is, the person hurt you and that pain was real.  When I forgive you, I am not saying – what you did was OK, or what you did doesn’t matter to me.  What I am saying is that I will no longer expect you to pay for what you did to me.

A good way to look at forgiveness from a theological or relational perspective is this – forgiveness is letting go, releasing.  Let it go.  Let it go.  Let it go.  Or even more accurately, to pry yourself away from the grip it has on you.  Let yourself go!  
Think about this for a moment.  Who benefits most when I truly let it go?  Even secular psychologists have long recognized the therapeutic value of forgiveness.  The real loser when I hold a grudge is me.  I lose.  Experts have long seen the connection between holding grudges and a variety of physical or emotional symptoms:  depression, high blood pressure, anxiety, angry outbursts, a pattern of unhealthy relationship with others.  
Ever wonder if there is something gripping you that you need to forgive?  Is there something, someone, some hurt – recent or long in your past – that you have not let go.  Something gripping you that you have not forgiven?  Do you wonder if it affects you?   The chaplain at the Mayo Clinic in Minnesota, Kathryn Piderman, has studied this issue in her work with patients there.  Dr. Piderman has identified a few characteristics that could be a clue we are holding on too tightly to a grudge.  Are any of these true about you?  Ask yourself -- Do I dwell on the events surrounding that past offense?  Do I hear from others that I have a chip on my shoulder or that I’m wallowing in self-pity?  Am I being avoided by family and friends because they don't enjoy being around me?  Do I have angry outbursts at the smallest perceived slights?  Do I often feel misunderstood?  Do I self-medicate in some way to cover over the hurt I feel?  Do I have symptoms of depression or anxiety?  Am I  consumed by a desire for revenge or punishment?  
Do I tend to automatically think the worst about people or situations?  Do I sometimes feel like my life lacks meaning or purpose?   Do I sometimes feel at odds with my religious or spiritual beliefs.  If one or more of these symptoms is true about you, perhaps there is some hurt in your past that you have not forgiven – you have not released it – and it still has this grip on you that is affecting your health, your relationships, your happiness today.  
You see, forgiveness is not about the one who hurts me.  Forgiveness is all about me.  And to not forgive hurts me the most.  

So, don’t bother counting.  The numbers will always get in the way.  Like the one who had his large debt cancelled by the king – millions of dollars -- only to turn around and refuse to cancel a much smaller debt – a few dollars -- someone owes him.  The application here should be obvious.  Which gets at the root of my spiritual beliefs...after all, if there is nothing else we believe in around here it’s that my sins are forgiven.  Our parable this morning suggests that God forgiving my sins ought to be the pattern for how I treat others.  But if I am one to hold on to grudges and dole out forgiveness in a stingy way – I am reminded this morning of the simple question -- how many times has God forgiven me?  And then, what about the next time?  What if God is counting?  
We know better, don’t we.  Our God is an awesome God.  The steadfast love of the Lord never ceases.  But do I really believe it?  Maybe this is why it’s so hard for me to forgive others – perhaps I am not quite sure God has forgiven me.  I know the right theology.  Sure, God forgives sins.  But, maybe not mine.  Not this one, not this time.  I’ve sinned one too many times.  Seven?  Eight?  Nine?  Ten?  Step one to successfully forgiving others is trusting that God has forgiven me.  
But forgiveness is still hard.  You recall two years ago when five Amish school girls were murdered in Lancaster County, Pennsylvania, five more injured -- by an angry, bitter, crazed killer – right in their own schoolhouse.  And then he killed himself.  A horrible, senseless tragedy.  Imagine the pain, if you can.  Imagine what the parents of those little girls felt.  What the wife of the killer felt.  Perhaps what you did not know is that evening, after the shootings, several leaders of the Amish community went to the killer’s home, where his wife lived with three young daughters, and then to the home of his parents – why? -- to embrace his family and to offer forgiveness.  Several days later, dozens of Amish, including some whose children he had murdered, attended the killer’s burial and offered condolences to his widow.  When the funerals of the dead girls were held, the killer’s widow was the only outsider invited to attend.  
When over 4 million dollars were sent from around the world to help this Amish community with its medical expenses, family members of the victims chose to give some of the money to the killer’s wife and children to help them.  When one of the parents was asked by a television reporter, how can you do this?  How can you forgive like this?  He said, it’s hard.  But it is the right thing.  And with God’s help we can do it.
Forgiveness is hard.  Step one is to trust that God has forgiven you.  But it’s still hard.  So step two is to realize we cannot forgive without God’s help.   We need God’s help to show that kind of love.  Did you ever wonder why Jesus taught us the prayer – forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us.  It’s hard, and we need God’s help.    
Step three is to realize that if you hurt me, and perhaps continue to hurt me, my forgiveness may not change you.  Sometimes we think forgiveness is a bargaining chip, part of a negotiated deal.  If you agree to stop hurting me, then I’ll forgive you.  Unfortunately, this isn’t forgiveness at all, but a form of manipulation that is sure to delay any progress toward true forgiveness and healing.  Forgiveness is not a tool to try to change that other person.  True forgiveness starts with me.  And it’s good for me – whatever response I get.  
Dr. Piderman of the Mayo Clinic reminds us that true forgiveness  -- truly letting go -- takes away the power the other person has over my  life. Through forgiveness, I choose to no longer define myself as a victim.  Forgiving means we no longer define our lives by how we've been hurt.  Forgiveness is done more for yourself in obedience to God, and less to change the person who wronged you. 

The truth is, forgiveness heals.  This is timely, as we come off a few painful days of remembering how we were hurt on 9/11.  The bottom line is this -- Forgiveness heals, starting with me.
Forgiving the one who hurts you – one more time, always one more time – is not only the right thing to do given how much love God has lavished on me.  Forgiveness is also good for me – it heals me.  Forgiveness restores me to God’s righteousness, God’s way.  This is the church’s perspective – quite hard to achieve.  Others have gone before us – yes it is hard, but with God’s help we will do it.

Forgiveness – 77 times, 78, or more if necessary – such forgiveness is the church’s way – this is the way of the kingdom, this is the way of Christ.  Yes, this is the kind of Christ we follow, and it does matter to the church.  And it is hard.  So we pray for God’s help – the way we were taught.  And we remember, always remember, the next time, if tempted to count when someone hurts you – must I forgive again? -- ask yourself, how many more times will God forgive me?  

So, don’t bother counting.              
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