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I.

Dr. Ira Byock is a palliative care specialist who has spent the better part of his career caring for patients and families facing end-of-life situations.  After years of this kind of work, he decided to write a book containing what he felt were the most important prescriptions for people to follow when facing end of life situations.  The book is called, “The Four Things that Matter Most” – and his prescription involves only eleven words: broken down into four phrases.  Please Forgive Me.  I forgive you.  Thank you.  And I love you.  When people choose to say the first two phrases “Please forgive me” and “I forgive you” to the people they love the most – their relationships are transformed into a place where they can then say the second two phrases fully intending the powerful feelings of gratitude and love that they contain.

Gratitude and love are what define humanity’s relationship of praise and honor to God.  They are God’s gifts to us, and we offer them back to God.  Gratitude and love are also emotions that God hopes will always define relations among human beings.  But to be able to say “Thank You” and “I love you” to another person in a way that these words keep their full meaning, we must first go through the process of saying “Please forgive me” and “I forgive you.”

II.

Now, most of us know that forgiveness can be hard work.  In today’s Gospel, Peter asks Jesus, “How many times must I forgive a fellow Christian who sins against me?  As many as seven?”  You can probably imagine the tone of voice in Peter’s question: Again? Do I have to forgive again?  

Christian forgiveness is hard because it involves remembering.  And that is really the main point of the complex parable about a King, a debtor and servant that Jesus tells.  If this parable had a title, it might be called, “The danger of forgetting” because the main thrust of the story is that Christian forgiveness isn’t about “erasing the past” but about the imperative to remember.  

The debtor in the parable has amassed an impossible debt: the equivalent of 15 years wages for a laborer.  When the king forgives the debt, the very next thing the debtor does is go out and threaten a man who owes him far less money to pay up or face the consequences.  Having escaped a potentially huge financial catastrophe himself, the debtor immediately forgets the traumatic and anxious position that he was just recently in.  He is unable to empathize with a man who is now in need of forgiveness from him – as if he forgot how recently he was in the same position!  By refusing to remember his former circumstances, his own redemption doesn’t lead to a more redeemed world.  Rather, it leads him to try and advance his own self-interests.  This forgetting, and the incomplete forgiveness it leads to, is what Matthew’s Jesus is really upset by.

Contrary to our popular wisdom that forgiving and forgetting are inherently linked, what Jesus is telling us is that for Christians forgetting is dangerous business when it comes to forgiveness.  It’s dangerous for the community, such as when the king’s act of redemption does not perpetuate a culture of grace and forgiveness, but rather a culture of self-interest.  And it is dangerous for the relationship between the two people in conflict.  What seemed like a healed rift between the King and the debtor ends up with the king torturing the debtor until he pays the impossible sum.  It makes you wonder how deep the original forgiveness was to begin with... 

III.

 “Forgiving and Forgetting” might make for short-term closure, but it doesn’t work as a pathway into the Kingdom of God, either for individuals or for Christian communities. And it doesn’t work for three reasons.

First, because it does not restore the dignity of both parties involved.  By saying that the goal is to forget things ever happened, past acts of betrayal become unmentionable because of the unresolved emotions they stir up.  That’s not really forgiveness, it is closer to denial -- and denying parts of one’s self or one’s past is the opposite of dignity.  The wonderful gift of God’s forgiveness is NOT that we have to pretend our sins never happened, but that God forgives us knowing full well what has happened.  This kind of forgiveness restores the dignity of every person involved, because it creates agreement to move forward based not having to conceal either one’s actions or one’s pain.

Second, forgive and forget doesn’t work because it places the burden of forgiveness on only one person in the relationship.  It makes it seem like the person who has been wronged is in complete control of whether real forgiveness can happen.  That understanding of forgiveness is oriented towards the past.  Christian forgiveness is a process oriented towards the future.  It requires all sides to agree that the fundamental goal is living in some kind of shared future together.  Now, what that shared future looks like won’t be clear at the start of the process; but committing to some kind of future relationship rather than complete isolation honors God’s hope for the reconciliation of all people.

The third reason that forgive and forget doesn’t work is because it doesn’t promise greater safety and accountability moving forward.  Open conversation is needed about how the future relationship will be safe, and how accountability for ensuring that safety will be demonstrated on both sides.  The rush to “forgive and forget” can short-circuit this important step.  As a result, people on either side do not really feel safe enough to re-invest their trust in each other.  There is always a fear that one person will hurt the other, either “just like last time” or “in retribution”.  Particularly in cases of domestic violence, the potential for repeating cycles of harm is too damaging to forgive without insisting on safety and accountability.

IV.

Instead of a “forgive and forget” approach that is a primarily a reaction to the past, I think Jesus invites us to take a more future oriented approach to forgiveness.  Not “forgive and forget” but “Remember and Reconcile”.  When we are willing to remember the past honestly together, we create space for dignity to return.  When we imagine a reconciled future, we commit to a forward-looking process of forgiveness offering greater accountability and safety.

Remembering is why each of us is here today, because remembering is the central act of all Christian worship.  Every Sunday when we celebrate the Eucharist we re-member a 2000 year old story of humanity’s betrayal of God on the Cross and the divine forgiveness in the empty tomb.  We re-enact this story not to forget what happened, but to remember that God’s grace exists alongside that betrayal.  And this remembering, made personal when we receive the bread and the wine, prepares us to remember the brokenness of the world and work for reconciliation there.  We look back at what has happened between us and God, but only in order to move forward into a more reconciled future. 

The same pattern happens when we kneel down for confession: we remember the betrayal that has occurred between our neighbors and us.  It can be tempting to think that for at least a brief amount of time right after the absolution, our passed sins have been somehow deleted from history, like a cancelled debt.  But I think the real gift God is offering us in that moment is exactly the opposite.  The priest isn’t encouraging us to “forget our sins” the priest is saying, “God knows your sins and chooses to restore your dignity.”  That kind of grace frees us from the shame of our own brokenness, and is a way of practicing to walk down the long road of remembering with our neighbors that will lead to reconciliation.

Allowing these patterns of our liturgical celebrations to form our outlook on forgiveness is essential because “Remembering and Reconciling” is an inherently counter-cultural way of being Christian in the world.  The remembering we practice here on Sunday mornings is about something much greater than the kind of closure the secular world can offer; it is about creating a new beginning for a shared future on the other side of betrayal.  This is what God has done for us in the gift of Jesus’ resurrection, the promise of relationship even beyond the worst imaginable sin.  Christians have a basis for hope that what seems irreconcilably broken can find redemption through honest remembering.  And that hope is what we have to give to the whole world by practicing it where it matters most.  Our lives and our world need this hope, because there are some relationships where, despite great hurt and pain, completely opting out of any kind of shared future is just not an option. 

Whatever painful relationships we find ourselves in the midst of, today God invites us to orient our whole beings, our hearts, our minds, our bodies, and most of all our souls, towards a future of gratitude and love.  To get to “thank you” and “I love you” we have to start with “Please forgive me” and “I forgive you”.  And this means not forgetting our faults or the pain that others’ faults have caused us; it means remembers for the right reasons.  It means asking the right questions: What does God hope for in the future of this relationship?  What safety is needed for that future to unfold?  What dignity needs to be restored?   And how might our hope for reconciliation lead the world more deeply into the Kingdom of God?  Amen. 

