It’s All About Forgiveness
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This was it, the proverbial final straw.  This was insult added to injury.  Piled atop years of feeling neglected, unappreciated and unloved, this is what broke the dam of pent up emotions and unleashed his tirade of rage.  It had been bad enough, his younger brother traipsing off, leaving him, the older brother, with a double load of work, his own and what should have been his brother’s share.  It had been bad enough to live with a father who seemed to have forgotten that he even had another son, seemed unable to see his older son, every day talking about, pining for his younger son, every single day living in denial, refusing to admit the fact that the kid wouldn’t be back, was probably dead, every day, every darn day out there walking along the road, scanning the horizon, looking for a son coming home.  And, what with his father behaving so foolishly, the older brother had had to take on most of his father’s work, too.  It had been bad enough, having to just suck it up, bite his tongue, hold it all in, continue being the responsible son, working dawn till dusk to keep the family afloat.  But now, this; as if all that weren’t enough, the kid was back, having lived his dirty life and squandered a fortune, and dear old Dad was throwing him a party – how outrageously wrong was that?


But, you know, the final straw wasn’t just the party itself.  The final straw was that he’d been overlooked one more time, treated as unimportant, forgotten one more time.  Nobody remembered him out in the fields, working.  Nobody remembered to come get him, invite him to the party.  He learned about the party only by hearing the music.  And he had to learn the reason for the party from the servants.  This one last, “Oops, forgot about you,” accompanied with a belated party invitation, this was the last straw.


So, do you think the older brother finally went to the party?  Most everybody in the group last Wednesday said “No.”  We imagined him way too mad, off sulking, feasting only on his angry grudges and hurt feelings.  But then somebody imagined that he might have sucked it up one more time, still the responsible son, to do his duty as a family member, and attend the party, albeit unhappily.


“Okay,” I said, “but is there anything that might have made him happy to go, really wanting to dance, feast, celebrate the homecoming of his brother?”  Well, the group considered some things the father or the younger brother might say – I do love you; I am sorry.  But finally we agreed that, by then, nothing either of them could say would be enough to rid him of his long-held anger; nothing they might say could transform that anger into joy, and get him joyfully to the party.  We agreed that only one thing could accomplish that.


That one thing…a couple of years ago, my friend Laura Mendenhall was sitting at the bedside of a man who was dying.  When I tell you his name, some of you immediately will know who I’m talking about, because there aren’t that many men named “Shirley.”  Shirley Guthrie:  some of you read his books in Sunday School classes or heard him deliver the keynote address at a retreat at Mo-Ranch.  You remember him as this amazing man who could take big matters of theology and put them in terms the rest of us could grasp.


Up until his death, Shirley was a professor of theology at Columbia Presbyterian Seminary in Atlanta.  Laura was the president of the seminary, but she was always first a pastor, and so, she was right there with him at his bedside.  They were talking about his death, which both of them knew would come soon.


“Shirley,” she said, “you seem very peaceful.”  He smiled and said, “I am.”  Laura says that right then, just for a moment, the old twinkle returned to his eyes, and he said, “The peace is bigger than I imagined.”  He went on, “I wish I’d stopped worrying a whole lot sooner about teaching, making presentations, writings books.”  And then, as if he’d just been talking to God about this, he said, “It turns out those things are not as important to God as I thought.”
He closed his eyes, sort of asleep, but sort of not asleep.  Laura says it was as if he were already in a different place, in a different conversation with God, had already moved into a deeper level of knowing.  Then he opened his eyes and looked straight at Laura.  “It’s all about forgiveness,” he said.  “Laura, it’s all about forgiveness.”

It’s all about forgiveness.  Forgiveness:  that’s the one thing which could have enabled the older brother to go to the party smiling, with exuberant enthusiasm.  Letting go of what his brother had done, letting go of what his father had done, or had not done, letting go of it, writing it off, forgiving: that’s the one thing that would have set him free to fully celebrate the celebration.
But, to forgive – would he have to forget all that had happened?  That’s what you hear sometimes, that you have to forgive and forget, as if forgiveness can’t be real if you haven’t forgotten.  But, you know the truth:  there is no forgetting, unless you have a memory disorder of some kind.  You can’t forget it; it’s a reality that exists in your history, and it can’t be erased.

And it’s a reality that can’t be whitewashed, either, to be shrugged off, “Oh, well, it’s okay.”  No; what happened wasn’t okay.  It was what it was, and nobody can go back in time to change it, and nobody can whitewash it to appear different, better, okay.

So, no forgetting, no whitewashing, and no waiting for the other person to apologize, or to apologize enough times, no waiting for the other person to want to be forgiven, or to want it enough to beg:  what you do is let it go, to exist only as a piece of history, past and over.  But that’s a lot harder than it sounds, isn’t it?  Even when you realize that your lack of forgiveness isn’t impacting the other person – he or she is just going right along with his or her life – even if you realize that your lack of forgiveness isn’t hurting anybody but you, your old anger constantly gnawing on your gut and using up you energy and turning you into a grouch, even when you realize that your lack of forgiveness is causing you to self-exclude, to exclude yourself from life’s party, still it’s hard to let go, hard to forgive.

And then, when you do manage to forgive, what about those times when the old memory pops up and with it, the old anger which seems as fresh as brand new?  Doesn’t it feel like you have to start over, that you have to forgive that person all over again?  Well, yes, that’s exactly what you have to do.

You know, somebody once asked Jesus, “How many times must I forgive someone?”  I always thought that he was asking, “How many times must I forgive someone who keeps doing hurtful things, more hurtful things?”  But maybe he was asking, “How many times must I forgive the person for the one past thing he or she did?”

It seems that, to either question, the answer is the same.  You have to quit counting.  But, good gracious, what kind of a person do you have to be in order to do that, a saint, a superhuman?  No; only two things are needed.  One, you have to be a person who wants to be happy.  If you sort of like being unhappy and grouchy, oh well…  But if you’re a person who wants to be happy, wants to stop dragging past unhappiness around, that wanting to be happy can be great motivation.  Maybe it isn’t a very pious motivation, but there really is strength in wanting to be happy, strength you need to take the first step toward forgiving.  However, it’s the second thing that gets you all the way there.

The second thing, it’s being a person who’s been forgiven and is grateful, maybe not forgiven by somebody you wish would forgive you, but being a person who’s been forgiven by God and is grateful.  There’s something about that gratitude which is transformative, brings sacred transformation, transforms you into a person able to let go of another’s transgressions.  Recognizing with wonder and joy that you yourself have been forgiven by a God of amazing grace, who loves you that much, being profoundly grateful for that love and forgiveness:  that gratitude is the key which unlocks the human ability to forgive others.
And, when you forgive, something else gets unlocked, too.  It’s the ability to breathe deep, to experience freedom, and soul-deep peace.  “If only I’d known,” he said.  “It’s all about forgiveness.”

I’m going to close today with a poem written by Ann Weems, a poem that was used as a declaration of forgiveness in a recent worship service I attended.  Listen; take it into your heart; hear the truth about what God’s forgiveness has done in your life; hear and be grateful and be transformed to forgive somebody else; be free; be glad; sing, dance and enjoy the feast.

Born in the light of the Bright and Morning Star,

   we are new.

Not patched, not mended…but new

   like a newborn…

   like the morning…

The guilt-blotched yesterdays are gone;

   the soul stains are no more!

There is no looking back;

   there are no regrets.

In our newness, we are free.

In the power of God’s continuing creation,

   we are:

   new shoots from the root of Jesse,

   new branches from the one true Vine,
   new songs breaking through the world’s deafness.

This then is a new day.

New shoots, new branches,

   new songs, new day…

Bathed in the promise of God’s New Creation,

   we begin!
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