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Harry says it quietly but through clenched teeth.  “I said I was sorry, Michelle.  I said it five years ago.  I’ve said it over and over again because you keep dredging it up again.  How many times do I have to say it?  I’m sorry; I really am sorry, okay?  Why won’t you forgive and forget?”


Why won’t Michelle forgive and forget?  She and Harry have a good marriage; really, they are best friends.  And Michelle knows full well what Harry’s feeling.  She’s felt it herself more than once, that aching longing to be forgiven when you’ve hurt someone you love, that terrible feeling of heaviness when forgiveness is withheld, like there are massive chains wrapped around and around your heart and locked up tight, forgiveness the only key to unlock those chains and set you free.  Michelle knows it’s a bad feeling, and she feels a little bad about making him feel like that.  Harry did hurt her, though, and hurt inflicted by a spouse, a partner, a good friend, your own child, a church member to whom you’ve been especially close, that hurt goes especially deep.  But now, she’s doing the same thing to Harry, inflicting on him the terrible hurt that comes from someone you love, and she knows she’s hurting him, tightening the chains around his heart.  Why is she doing that?
Thing is, five years ago, Michelle did say the words Harry needed
to hear.  She said, “I forgive you.”  Yet, today she’s brought it up again, forcing him back into shame, guilt, remorse, as if the words of forgiveness had never come from her lips.  Why is she doing that?  Really, it’s a question for any of us who sometimes stand in Michelle’s shoes.  Why do we sometimes dredge up the past and use it to hammer somebody we love, even though we spoke our forgiveness?

The authors of a little book titled Crazy Talk:  A Not-So-Stuffy Dictionary of Theological Terms describe it well.  They write that often, while we may say “I forgive you,” what we really mean goes something like this:  “Okay, I’m not ready to press charges in this relationship, but I’m going to put this one in the YBJ file (You’re a Big Jerk), and when the time is right, I will bring it up again, and my case against you will be crushing.”

Hanging onto hurt, hanging onto grudges, dredging up the past, using it to tighten the guilt chains around somebody’s heart:  isn’t that a behavior Christians should rise above?  We’ve been talking about the “Life As A Christian” picture, noticing that some parts of that biblical picture are hard to see clearly, weathered as they are by the passing of years and by the mysteries and shadows and nuances of an ancient culture.  But today’s snippet of the picture, well, some of us might wish it weren’t so clear, the necessity for complete forgiveness.
True, Peter is speaking specifically about church members, asking how many times should we forgive a fellow church member who’s hurt us.  I guess if we were literalists we could weasel out, could claim that Jesus didn’t tell disciples to forgive everybody, just fellow church members.  But, deep down, we know better than that.  If we’re disciples, walking the sacred path styled in the style of Jesus, forgiveness has to be a big part of what shapes our way of walking in every relationship.  And it’s to be complete, whole-hearted forgiveness, not a matter of numbers, but a matter of depth.
See, a biblical literalist might think that, though the number 77 is a lot of times you have to forgive, at least there is a limit, no need to bother with number 78.  But no; remember that in ancient times, the number 7 symbolized something whole, complete, perfect.  So, the number 77 really, really emphasizes it, that forgiveness has to be really, really deep.  It has to come from the full depth of your whole heart, whole-heartedly complete.
We’re to walk the way of Jesus, who from his whole heart was ever ready to speak the liberating words, “You are forgiven.”  You and I are to do the same.  But instead, when the words “I forgive you” are pretty much just words, shallow at best, we feel little if any restraint about dredging up the past, not loosening the chains, but tightening them up.
I wonder; do we do that because there’s something archaic living on deep inside of us, something very, very old that our ancient ancestors passed along to us:  their way of responding when they got hurt?  It may be that the refusal to liberate is nothing but a passive-aggressive form of that old eye for any eye, tooth for a tooth thing.  It may be that our dredging up the past is a “Gotcha:”   you punched me, now I’ll punch you back.  It may be that bringing it up again, forcing the other to suffer, to suffer that terrible guilt, shame and remorse again, gives us a sort of perverse pleasure, satisfying that old need for retribution.  And can’t the desire for retribution be oh so subtle?
Take Frances, for example.  Someone hurt her, but it doesn’t look like she punched back; she just said, “Oh, well, what goes around comes around.”  But, do you hear it, the indirect punch back?  She’s counting on what comes around to do the punching back for her.

Forgiveness:  it’s a big challenge, and we’ll be talking more about it next Sunday.  But first, let’s get something really distasteful out of our way.  Let’s think for a little while about how today’s Bible passage and some others like it can be misused to pervert the sacred path into something horribly toxic.
Before she married Fred, Ellen was aware that he drank too much and that he could get a little rough when he’d had too much to drink.  But Ellen was so in love with Fred and so sure that her love would change Fred.  But, after twenty-five years of marriage, she knew that he hadn’t changed, had just gotten worse.  Too many Friday nights were nightmares.  He’d bring home with him a week’s worth of work-related frustrations, all the pent up anger he couldn’t express at work if he wanted to keep his job, and he’d take it all out on her.  He’d drink, and then drink some more, and then he’d beat the living daylights out of her.  And the morning after was always the same.

He’d cry, beg her to forgive him, promise never to do it again.  But, he would.  Yet, Ellen stayed with Fred.  She’d heard the pastor and the people in her church quoting this Bible passage, insisting that Christians must forgive no matter what.  And many a time she’d heard the preacher pounding away about the sanctity of marriage, the sin of divorce, the evil of breaking wedding vows, how good Christian wives should stay and forgive, stay and faithfully pray for their husbands, if their husbands did something wrong.  So, Ellen stayed with Fred, and she prayed for him, and one Friday night he beat her to death.

On the day of Ellen’s funeral, the sanctuary was packed to capacity, filled with the weeping of profound grief.  But, entwined with the grief, was this terrible, terrible feeling of guilt.
They’d seen the bruises which no amount of concealer make-up could hide.  They’d heard the falseness in her explanations about the black eyes.  And so, in their weeping there was also the anguished cry, “If only…if only we’d said something, if only we’d done something, if only…”
It is my fervent hope that if any of us ever hear this Bible passage wickedly misused, to tell Ellen that she must stay and forgive, stay and just pray for Fred, I hope that you and I will do what we talked about last Sunday.  I hope that we’ll use the voices God gave us to use.  It just might save another Ellen’s life.
Likewise, if ever we hear another Bible passage misused, if ever we hear somebody say, “That Fred; he’s never going to change; he’s just Ellen’s cross to bear,” I hope we’ll respond with an emphatic “No!”  What’s going on under the roof of that house has nothing to do with cross-bearing.  Cross-bearing has to do with gospel-spreading.  It’s what you say, what you show, to reflect what Jesus said and what Jesus showed about living in the holy kingdom now.  Picking up the cross, it’s your willingness to proclaim and show forth the ways of the holy kingdom, its way of love and justice, knowing full well that some people don’t want to live the way of love and justice, will consider you a threat to the way of living they have and want to keep, and may try to silence you.
Cross-bearing has only to do with proclaiming and showing forth the gospel, the good news, God’s love, God’s justice, God’s will for peace, generosity, mutual care, and so on.  It has nothing to do with allowing yourself repeatedly to get beaten up by a drunk.  There’s nothing good, nothing redemptive, nothing gospel about that.
Well, enough said about Ellen and Fred and the tragedy which can befall when a Bible passage is wickedly misused.  Next Sunday we’ll think together about relationships which aren’t toxic, aren’t violent and dangerous, but in which we human beings do sometimes hurt each other.  We’ll consider what it is about forgiveness which is so important, if truly we want to live as Christians.
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