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So, back to the same Bible passage we read last Sunday, and back to Harry and Michelle, who have a good marriage, a solid friendship.  Five years ago, though, Harry did something that hurt Michelle, and he apologized, and she said those wonderful liberating words, “I forgive you.”  But now she’s dug it up again, and Harry says, “Michelle, I said I was sorry.  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?”

Michelle sighs.  “I just can’t forget it,” she says.  You know, Michelle is speaking the truth; she really can’t forget it.  Fact is, you and I do forget a lot of stuff.  Irony is that often we forget what we want to remember while remembering what we’d rather forget.  Michelle might very much want to forgive and forget, but unless some form of dementia comes along to erase the memory, she won’t forget.  Maybe if someone else had said it, someone not so close to her, not such an important part of her life, she could and would forget it eventually, a more superficial hurt gradually fading away.


But if the one who hurts you is that good friend, whose love and support have always been there for you, who’s lived with you a shared story full of shared experiences, where there’s been this profound trust in which you can be your real self whether laughing of weeping, then the hurt is not superficial; it’s deep.  If the one who hurts you is your spouse or partner with whom you exchanged vows, to love and honor one another in plenty and in want, in sickness and in health, in joy and in sorrow, those vows not mere words connected to a ritual but a profoundly intimate joining of hearts, then the hurt isn’t superficial, but very deep.  If it’s your own child, flesh of your flesh, or by adoption heart of your heart, then the hurt is not superficial; it’s deep.  And that sort of vicarious pain we experience, when someone says or does something which hurts someone we love, that also is for us a deeply intense hurt.  Those hurts which go deep, we human beings really can’t forget them, no matter how much we might want to.

Yet we know that forgiving people completely is a very important part of the “Life As A Christian” picture.  To walk the sacred path styled in the style of Jesus, to walk it authentically and with integrity, there must be this profound willingness to forgive, forgiveness to be one of the primary values which helps us shape our understanding of what’s moral, what’s good.  There are, however, some exceptions to that necessity to forgive.

As I mentioned last Sunday, forgiving someone who repeatedly beats you up physically or emotionally, that’s a perverted form of “forgiveness” which doesn’t produce anything moral or good, nothing gospel.  See, it doesn’t just harm the victim; it also harms the batterer who inadvertently will be encouraged to go on battering, won’t be encouraged to get the help he or she needs to stop, to change.

But, with some exceptions, you and I are called to walk the Christian walk with a willingness to forgive whole-heartedly.  Yet, we Christians are human beings; no more, no better than anyone else can we forget what hurt us deeply.  So, that phrase – forgive and forget – presents quite a conundrum for Christians, since it inextricably ties forgiving and forgetting together.  That tying together of forgiving and forgetting tells us that if we haven’t forgotten, then we haven’t really forgiven, and that’s a problem for people who want to walk the Christian walk faithfully.


That phrase – forgive and forget:  I don’t know who came up with it, but it wasn’t Jesus.  In this Bible passage, do you hear Jesus saying anything about forgetting?  Of course not; Jesus of Nazareth never asked human beings to do something impossible for human beings to do.  Therefore, forgiving, apparently it’s something we can do without forgetting, while still remembering what was said or done that cut us to the quick.  But notice something else Jesus didn’t say.
He didn’t say it would be easy.  And it certainly isn’t easy, is it, to forgive someone who’s hurt you or someone you love?  Yet, we can see it clearly in today’s Bible passage, in this snippet of the “Life As A Christian” picture, this great emphasis on forgiveness, this necessity that we forgive one another.  Why; why is forgiving so very important, so very necessary?

Well, it seems to be tied to something which Jesus of Nazareth was passionate about:  the spiritual health of God’s children.  It seems that, while forgiving is not inextricably tied to forgetting, it is inextricably tied to spiritual health, that health in which we can encounter the beauty of what God created and really see it, see it in others and in ourselves, that health which gives us the energy we need to live our lives fully, with joy, with appreciation, with wonder at how great God’s love is.  Yes, Jesus spent some time focusing on physical health, fixing physical maladies, but always it was to liberate people into the joy of spiritual health.

Thing is, a relationship in which there is an absence of forgiveness engenders the opposite:  spiritual sickness, a sickness which effects both parties in the relationship.  The one who longs to be forgiven while yet forgiveness is withheld and the one who does not forgive, both suffer.
Last Sunday I mentioned what it did to Harry, how not being fully forgiven by Michelle left him with a dark heaviness, as if there were miles and miles of chains locked around his heart.  But, see, the same thing is true for Michelle.
As many of us well know, carrying around old hurt, old anger, old grudges, that, too wraps chains of dark heaviness around human hearts.  And the longer we lug that garbage around, the heavier it seems to get.  And it sure does make you tired, maybe even crotchety.  And it usurps the energy we need to walk the sacred path, the energy we need as disciples who are called to extend the ministry of Jesus, to spread the good news, to open the eyes of God’s children to the wonder of God’s love and to the joy of living within God’s kingdom right now.  Sapping our energy, it hampers our calling to feed the hungry, clothe the naked, shelter the homeless, protect the vulnerable, tend the sick, visit the lonely, comfort the grieving, confront injustice and so much more.  And this spiritual sickness which befalls us when we don’t forgive, it harms us personally, robs us of our own ability to enjoy life and live it fully.
But tackling that spiritual sickness, how do you do it?  Well, last Sunday after worship Ken Sheppard said something which just might point us in the way of spiritual health.  Once again Ken shared with me one of the many pearls of wisdom he has in his mind and in his heart.  
He said, “Learning how to forgive takes a lot of practice.  Sometimes it takes 77 times before you get it right.”  Ah-ha; as members of the Bible study group discussed last Wednesday, it’s akin to that saying in 12-Step groups, “Fake it till you make it.”  That behavior, which at first feels just robotic and, yes, fake, false, you use that behavior repeatedly and something well-nigh miraculous happens.  It effects you, transforms something inside you, till one day that behavior is no longer robotic and false, but real, alive, true.
Practice, practice, practice:  you know, that’s what Bess Hieronymus was forever saying to her piano and organ students.  They were to practice, practice, practice, not in order to get standing ovations, but in order to use their gifts well to the glory of God.  Maybe it’s like that for us, too, a willingness to practice, practice, practice forgiveness, not in order to get a standing ovation when we reach the pearly gates, but to give glory to God by making this world a peaceful, spiritually healthy home for everybody, including ourselves.
But what if the person who hurt you doesn’t want your forgiveness, is not sorry for what he or she did, and is likely to go on doing it?  We’ll be talking about that next.  Meanwhile, maybe we could go on thinking about people who would gladly and gratefully receive our forgiveness.  We could practice, practice, practice giving it, and move toward, perhaps all the way into the joy of spiritual health.
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