Hard Won Forgiveness

Sermon by Silvia Purdie
Verse for the day

Matthew 18:21&22: Then Peter came to Jesus and asked, “Lord, how many times shall I forgive my brother or sister who sins against me? Up to seven times?”. Jesus answered, “I tell you, not seven times, but seventy-seven times.
Prayer for the day (Anglican NZ Prayer Book p.458)
Leader: God forgives and heals us.

All: We need your healing, merciful God; give us true repentance.

Some sins are plain to us, some escape us, some we cannot face.

Forgive us. Set us free to hear your word to us; set us free to serve you.

Leader: God forgives you. Forgive others; forgive yourself.

Through Christ, God has put away your sin; approach your God in peace.

Bible readings: Genesis 45:1–15 

Matthew 18: 21-35

Before we get started on this sermon, could I ask you to do something?

I wonder if you could think of something about you that the people sitting in front or behind you might not know

Got something?

Go on then, tell them … tell someone sitting in front of you or behind you, something that they might not know about you …

Something that you might not know about me is that I spent two years living in Tonga, when I was 10 & 11. My father was a teacher and he worked for the Methodist mission in Tonga – far more interesting than retirement! It was interesting for me too, but it did not make it easy for me adjusting to High School back in NZ. I was different. and so I was teased. bullied. not an uncommon experience for 12-year-olds but still tough. 

Joseph was bullied, too, of course … by his older brothers. Not that they didn’t have good reason to resent him – he did tell on them to Dad, he did get special treatment from Dad, he did have dreams of grandeur and rubbed it in … but he was the victim of a terrible injustice the day that his older brothers ganged up on him, threw him in a ditch to die horribly but then sold him into slavery instead.  An unforgivable violation of the bonds of family.

Is anything unforgivable? Can any good come from such trauma?

Our theme this morning is forgiveness, and I have called it ‘Hard Won Forgiveness’. I’m sure you have heard dozens of sermons on forgiveness. We all know that it is something that we ought to do, that it is a requirement of the Christian life, that it even might be good for us. But it bothers me when we make it sound easy, for it is not, and the worse the offence the more hard won is the gift of forgiveness.

This morning I want to pick up on three central aspects to Joseph’s journey into forgiveness and restoration with his family … aspects that I believe are as central to our own experience as they were to Joseph’s.

The first thing I want to say about trauma is that time alone does not heal it. Joseph’s life had been pretty amazing mostly in Egypt – he had thrown himself into Egyptian life, learning every aspect of this strange new culture & language, making himself useful, rising to leadership positions not once but three times over – in Potiphar’s house, in the prison, and then of course in Pharoah’s administration. He had everything a man could possibly want in life, by the sound of things. And then came the moment when out of the long queue of people from every country in Egypt’s vicinity, Joseph recognises his brothers. And in that moment all his emotions from the day of his betrayal came flooding back. 

There he is sitting on his gilded chair, utterly unrecognisable to them, now the Lord, with armed guards at his side, piles of coins on his desk, completely in control … and suddenly he is also that vulnerable teenage boy, his robe torn off him, ripped from his home and all he loved. 

What do you imagine he felt as he spotted his brothers as they stood in line staring with fear and amazement at their surroundings?

His past and present collided … and forgiveness requires that. Forgiveness is not a process of suppressing or forgetting the wounds of the past. We must remember, even when it hurts to remember. But if God is with us, if we invite Christ into the memory, we experience it differently, and it is this fresh seeing of the past that enables us to forgive, to let the memory rest in our minds instead of continually causing us pain.

So What went through his heart and mind as Joseph remembered?

I’ll tell you one thing for sure – I bet he had fantasised about that moment many many times over the years! Because there is something odd about the human mind, and that is that when we are hurt by someone we plot ways to get back at them. It’s not pretty. Us Christians pretend that we don’t, because we know we must forgive and not seek revenge. And we leave out bits of the Bible that talk about the hunger for revenge … the Lectionary skips over the messy stories, and leaves out the parts of the Psalms that cry out in anger and pain for vengeance.

But I remember, I remember devising strange and cruel punishments in my mind for the boys who bullied me at school. It’s part of being human. It is precisely the human need for justice that makes forgiveness hard. 

Joseph’s reaction to seeing his brothers was a long and complicated one. He could of course have simply cried, ‘Off with their heads!’ and had them killed on the spot. That would have brought the Old Testament to a sudden halt. 

or, He could have rushed up to them and hugged them straight away and welcomed them with tears and immediate forgiveness. 

But he didn’t do either of these things. Instead he decided to treat them badly. He singled them out of the crowd for particular suspicion, threw them all in prison for a few days, then let them go, with the grain they purchased but kept Simeon a hostage until they bring Benjamin to him. Then, when they do show up again months later with Benjamin he puts them through another whole nasty drama accusing Benjamin of stealing a goblet and threatening them all with execution or slavery.

What’s with all that do you think? 3 whole chapters of it, a long bizarre and highly emotional drama! Read it when you get home.

What it’s about is my second point – dealing with our need for revenge, our need for justice, our deep seated desire for the tables to be turned on those who have abused us.

And it is a good thing, kind of – it is a good thing for victims of abuse to gain self confidence and stand up strong and discover their own power. But all too often victims of abuse simply repeat the cycle and become themselves abusers. Joseph is in real danger of this here. He has all the power, and he uses it to try to get what he wants. He has military might, he has wealth, he has privilege, he has power … 

and so his teenage dreams come true, his brothers bowing down to him. The problem is, vengeance doesn’t work – it doesn’t restore relationship, it doesn’t make us feel good for long. Sure Joseph can give orders and throw them in jail, but it is love and family and belonging that he longs for. 

Forgiveness is a deliberate choice, to choose to side with our need for relationship over our own need to get even. Forgiveness is a decision to release a person who wronged you from the punishment that they deserve. Without forgiveness couples have the same arguments over and over again, and bring up every wrong they can remember. Without forgiveness nations store up weapons and prepare for war to right some wrong from long ago. 

without God we must keep on fighting for justice because there is no other justice than our own. It is only with God, through Jesus Christ, that we can entrust our own passionate sense of injustice into a bigger frame … Only with God as Judge and Lord can we trust a cosmic justice. This is the point of all the Biblical language and imagery about judgement and justice and eternal punishment … not that God is cruel but that God is good, good in a far bigger way than we can see or control.  So, you and I are released from being judge and jury or prosecution. We can forgive because we can trust in a wider justice.

But back to Joseph. His power games tested his brothers and they passed his test – they, especially Judah who was the chief instigator in the plot to dispose of Joseph in the first place, demonstrate deep humility and willingness to sacrifice themselves for their brothers, as well as a passionate loyalty and love for their father. So Joseph cannot sustain his strange game any longer, and he breaks down and weeps, finally after so many years he releases the pain and grief and expresses his love for his brothers, for so long entangled with bitterness. 

Forgiveness involves remembering the wounds of the past – time alone does not heal. Forgiveness involves confronting our own desire for revenge and our need for justice. Finally, then, forgiveness is an act of compassion.  

For me, to forgive the boys who spat at me and threw rocks at me when I was a vulnerable 12 year old came as a side-effect of understanding those boys’ own desperate need to fit in, to prove themselves to their peers. We don’t have to find excuses for acts of cruelty, pollution or indifference, but forgiveness comes as we accept that people, even people who do bad things, are also loved by God, and are themselves wounded and struggling. Within our own homes, forgiveness comes as we glimpse again the person we love behind the things they do that irritate or hurt us. And so we forgive over and over and over again, for socks left on the lounge floor, for broken plates or cruel words.

Joseph forgave his brothers when he heard their love for each other and their father, and their own pain at the suffering over the years. They never said the magic words “I’m sorry”. It’s no good waiting for the right apology before you forgive! The power to forgive is yours and yours alone and not dependent on anyone else’s words or actions. 

The result of forgiveness is a big view, a sense of wider purpose to our pain. Joseph says it so powerfully – “Do not be distressed, or angry with yourselves, because you sold me here, for God sent me before you to save your life … to preserve for you a remnant on earth, and to keep alive for you many survivors. It was not you who sent me here, but God.”

This is a foundational claim of the Christian faith – that nothing can separate us from the love of God. Nothing is so terrible that it cannot be used for good by God. Nothing is so painful that Jesus Christ has not already gone ahead into and transformed for those who follow him. 

I invite you now to take a moment in the quiet and bring into God’s presence some of the memories that pain you, some of what you have known of injury and wounds and injustice. We remember our daily frustrations with those we love, and our heart cries for justice for our earth and for those who are victims of abuse. We invite God’s Holy Spirit to hold these, transform these, to open forgiveness in our hearts and minds, that we might be free to love and able to see God at work, even in the worst things in our own stories.
