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Exodus 14:19-31  Genesis 50:15-21

Romans 14:1-12  Matthew 18:21-35

Today, on the tenth anniversary of 9/11, the lessons are about forgiveness.  Is that odd, or is it serendipity, or what?  For me, it feels like Jesus is standing here with us, saying, Listen up folks!  
We began with the Genesis lesson about the brothers of Joseph meeting him again for the first time since they had sent him off to Egypt out of jealousy.  They don’t realize that he’s already forgiven them and is so happy to see them.  Notice what Joseph says to them.  “Do not be afraid.  Am I in the place of God? Even though you intended to do harm to me, God intended it for good. . .”

The key to what Joseph is saying is found in the passage from Romans, “Why do you pass judgment on your brother or sister?  Or you, why do you despise your brother or sister?  For we will all stand before the judgment seat of God.”

Ultimately judgment of us and all other humans belongs to God.  We can’t live without making judgments about all sorts of things, and often it’s a matter of safety to do so, but we must remember that to pass judgment on other people is to take on the role of God.  It’s one thing to decide not to hang around with someone, but it’s something else to condemn them.

When Peter asks Jesus how often to forgive, Jesus not only multiplies his number of times from 7 to 77, he then tells a parable about forgiveness, in this case the forgiveness of debt.  The Kingdom of heaven is like the king who not only reverses his decision about the slave, but actually forgave him his whole debt.   Now this debt was ten thousand talents, the equivalent of 20,000 years of work.  Imagine!  Then the slave turns around and refuses to forgive the debt of a fellow slave that was only worth 100 days of work..
The enormity of the difference of the two debts is not so much about the difference between the wealth of the king and the wealth of the slave as it’s about the difference between the forgiveness of God and the forgiveness of humans.  We may not want to acknowledge it, but God is capable of forgiving anything.  We like that when it applies to us being forgiven, but we don’t always like it when it applies to others being forgiven, especially if what they have done is something we are not willing to forgive.

There are several reasons for us to practice forgiveness:
· If God forgives us our sins, shouldn’t we be willing to do the same?

· If we could be more like Jesus or God in loving each other and forgiving each other, wouldn’t it make the world a better place?
· What happens to us if we don’t forgive those who have hurt us or offended us?  We hang on to the hurt, it festers, it breaks out at odd moments or hurts others.  Hanging on to it does not affect the offender, it just damages us.

· This tells me that we should forgive those who hurt us even if they are not sorry, or don’t apologize, or don’t care.  Forgiveness is an act of kindness to ourselves, and it makes us kinder and gentler people to live with.

I have been asked to sit with people who were struggling with terrible hurt from their past.  This was serious harm, never acknowledged as serious harm by the offender.  The person harmed is still hugely angry, and just plain unable to let it go.  Years of life have been scarred but the inability to forgive, by the desire for a different outcome, by the expectation of some sort of equal payback.

Anne Lamott said something like, “Forgiveness is giving up the hope of ever having had a better past.”  I would add to that:  Forgiveness is the only thing that allows us to let the past be the past and to enjoy today for what it has to offer.

Because of all the revisiting of the 9/11 catastrophe that is going on in the press, I also want to talk a bit about the lesson we didn’t read today.  As you may know, during the long season between Pentecost and Advent, we have two old Testament lessons provided each Sunday.  The first series of lessons are ones that tell the big stories of the OT.  The second set is lessons from the OT selected to go with or comment on the Gospel for that Sunday.

So the Genesis lesson we heard was about Joseph forgiving his brothers.  The other lesson, it just so happens, was about the escape of the Hebrews from Egypt, particularly the moment when they stood on high ground and celebrated the drowning of Pharoah’s army.  One of the options was to read, instead of a psalm, the song of Miriam.  She and the other women dance in joy and celebration at their release from bondage, singing
“I will sing to the Lord, for he has triumphed gloriously; horse and rider he has thrown into the sea. . . . The Lord is a warrior; the Lord is his name.  Pharaoh’s chariots and his army he cast into the sea; his picked officers were sunk in the Red Sea.  The floods covered them; they went down into the depths like a stone.”  

This week I found two stories from Jewish tradition.  An article in the recent Christian Century Magazine quoted an old Hasidic tale. “According to a rabbi, the angels were rejoicing over the deliverance of Israel at the Red Sea – playing their harps, singing and dancing.  ‘Wait,’ said one of them. ‘Look, the Creator of the Universe is sitting there weeping!’  They approached God and asked, ‘Why are you weeping when Israel has been delivered by your power?’

‘I am weeping,’ said the Master of the Universe, ‘for the dead Egyptians washed up on the shore – somebody’s sons, somebody’s husbands, somebody’s fathers.’

The other, from the Midrash, was told by Marv Havard, the pastor at Littlefork Lutheran Church.  According to this story, when Moses went up the mountain to talk with God after their escape from Egypt, he found God weeping.  He wondered why God was weeping when he had saved his people and destroyed their enemies.  God replied, “I’m weeping because the Eqyptians are my people too.”

The lessons today are not just about forgiving the people in our own community, family, friends, and neighbors.  The larger lesson is about recognizing that all people are God’s children, whether they recognize it or not.  As Steve Schaitberger once asked us, “What part of all don’t we understand?”  
The tough implication of this is that all people are deserving of our forgiveness.  That includes the perpetrators of 9/11, the people who danced in the streets like Miriam when they heard about it, and the people who danced in the streets when we killed Bin Laden. We can honor those who died on 9/11 and those who worked so tirelessly to save them. We can grieve with those who mourn their losses from that event.  Let us not respond with fear or a desire for vengeance, because like judgment, fear and a desire for vengeance are harmful to us. Where they abide, peace and love are not welcome. God’s dream for us is a life of abundance, lived out in peace and love.  AMEN
