MAKE ME AN INSTRUMENT OF YOUR PEACE  8/2/09  

                             based on Matthew 5:21-24 & Exodus 32:7-14
Do you know what day this is, yes, August 2, 2009?  It’s National Forgiveness Day in America.  National Forgiveness Day!  I didn’t even know that there was such a day and, yet, here it is!

In our second reading for today, and, for this Sunday, I am not following the lectionary.  I am preaching on forgiveness because I felt that’s what God wanted me to share with you today.

I’m reflecting on our second reading first:

In Matthew 5:21-24, Jesus has been giving his famous Sermon on the Mount in which he

Covers so many important topics such as the Beatitudes, those who are blessed not by the world, but by God; the important of being the salt of the earth and not keeping your light under a bushel basket.  Then he goes deeper starting with verse 21:  “You have heard that it was said to those of ancient times, ‘You shall not murder;’ and ‘whoever murders shall be liable to judgment.’  But I say to you that if you are angry with a brother or sister, you will be liable to the council, and if you said, ‘You fool,’ you will be liable to the hell of fire.  So when you are offering your gift at the altar, if you remember that your brother or sister has something against you leave your gift there before the altar and go; first be reconciled to you brother or sister, and then come offer your gift.”
I remember one time I was playing intramural basketball in high school (as at that time they had no sports for girls, except cheerleading.  The referee called a foul against me and I had done nothing wrong.  I was angry and upset and my coach read my mind.  She said, “Snell, don’t say anything and don’t even t h i n k it.”  

What happens when you are angry with someone or someone is angry with you?  Your heat goes up and you take it personally.  Then you either decide to flee or fight.  If you decide to fight back, what kind of energy and thinking and mulling over your options and cogitating and maneuvering does it take?  TONS and TONS.  And when does it end?  Sooner or later.

What are the benefits to sooner?  You get to move on and put your energy into more useful and positive and wonderful ways.

What are the benefits to later?  There are many as long as you like to feel sorry for yourself, or hold grudges, or drag around heavy balls of lead on your feet or make yourself sick.

So why don’t we get over our grudges or hates or agonies the sooner route?  It’s just so doggone hard.

# 1—If we’re not wrong, why should we say “Sorry, please forgive me.”

         Well, maybe we could be wrong and don’t know all the facts, or maybe we’ve been

         caught up in a web of lies that we or others intentionally or unintentionally

         committed.

# 2—Maybe we are the guilty party but we don’t want to admit it and we are too proud

         to admit it.  We aren’t willing to humble ourselves, admit our mistake, and ask 

         forgiveness.  Maybe we think it will allow others to think we are dumb or weak or 

         both.  We want to save face, even if it means we can’t look at our own face in the

         bathroom mirror.

# 3—Most often I think we want the other person to admit it was their problem or 

         mistake and we think that ultimately they will get around to admitting it and we

         then can let them off the hook gracefully and finally.  After all, they stuck it to me,

         not vice-versa.  The problem with this approach is what if the other person never

         does get around to confessing and asking forgiveness.  What then?

         I have a very good friend whose brother accused my friend’s son of a large size

         theft while he was visiting her brother’s house.  Years went by and every time my

         friend’s brother saw her, he brought it up.  One day he asked her, “If your son 

         doesn’t admit his sin and ask my forgiveness, do I have to forgive him or not?”

         About ten years later, it was his own son who confessed the large theft and asked

         my friend and her family for their forgiveness.  My friend was thoroughly relieved

         and, of course, she uttered the forgiveness words to her brother and his son but it

         still stings their relationship because her brother had pressed her about it for ten

         years and now he wanted it to be all over and forgiven and forgotten.  It took my

         friend some years before she could write to her brother and tell him how much pain

         he had caused her.  She’s still trying to have a relationship with him but she says 

         that it will never be what it would have been because of the hurt and sorrow and 

         how her own son’s life was altered because of the lingering cloud of doubt.

         For sure, forgiving is hard.  Yet, Jesus doesn’t let us off the hook.  He says, “If you

         are even angry with a brother or sister, YOU will be liable to judgment…and if you

         insult a brother or sister, you will be liable to the council, and if you call someone

         a name like even ‘Fool’, you will be liable to the hell of fire.”   Jesus is tough on us.  

         Why?  Because Jesus knows who gets hurt when we don’t get together with those

         with whom we are angry or hurt or cast away from—It’s US!  The one who carries

         the grudge is the one who is carrying the weight of the pain.  The other person

         may or may not even be aware of it.  Jesus wants to help US!  YOU and ME
         GET OVER IT!

         This past week there was a real brouhaha over race in Cambridge, MA.  As best I

         have pieced the story together:  A woman saw a black man trying to get into a 

         front door with no key so she called the police.  A police officer showed up and

arrested the man, who by now, had gotten in to the home—his own home.  That’s right, the man, Henry Louis Gates Jr.  who turned out to be a professor of black studies at Harvard, was handcuffed and hauled out of his own home for “disorderly conduct” and hauled down to police headquarters where his mug shot was taken, all the while insisting that the officer arresting him had made a mistake.  Supposedly, the arresting officer Police Sgt. James Crowley had had some racial sensitivity training.  The professor called the President of the United States whom he knows personally and the President called the incident, in a national press conference, a “stupid” mistake.  How many wrongs were committed here?  So, the President called the two men together for a beer with himself and the Vice President at the White House.  The President was calling the incident “a teachable moment.”  But no one seemed to learn anything, for no one apologized and the President didn’t intercede and the officer afterward went on Face Book or Twitter and said that it really didn’t accomplish much…And then a Boston police officer committed a racial slur in an article in a newspaper and a political aide somewhere else also lost her job because she put her foot in her mouth and blah-blah-blah.  Guess what?  Everyone made a mistake and no one admitted anything so nothing changed…and the teachable moment was lost.  I wonder what Jesus would have to say about that?  No pain, no gain, nothing changed, because everyone tried to save face and no growth took place at all.
What would Jesus say about this situation?  He’d be reigning down fire, you betcha.

And yet things can change and they do.  Former President Jimmy Carter resigned on July 21, 2009 from the denomination in which he was a member for over 60 years, the Southern Baptist Convention, because of their treatment of women.  In an article called “Losing My Religion for Equality” he wrote:  “Women and girls have been discriminated against for too long in a twisted interpretation of the word of God…”   Carter felt that by acquiescing to the principles of his denomination, he was part of a mistake that continued to hurt women so he quit going in the same direction.  How would Jesus feel about that?  More than happy, I’d say!

Let’s turn now to our reading from Exodus about Moses and God.  God was screaming angry at the Hebrew people for making a golden calf while Moses was with God getting instructions on the mountain.  God was so angry that God was willing to destroy everyone except Moses himself.  But, Moses didn’t care about his own glory, Moses interceded with God on behalf of the people.  Notice this amazing boldness:  Moses asked God to forgive and spare the people who had so utterly and unmistakably sinned.  And, guess what?  God did!  God really did!  

What is our lesson here?  When we find ourselves in the hardest of places and people we

love have sinned against God or us or our country or someone or something God created,

we take them to God.  We place them in God’s hands and we ask God to do the work

of delivering them.

That’s right.  We don’t have to solve all the world’s problems and we can’t anyway!  But, God can and God is the only one who can!  So, we bring our greatest needs, be they friends or enemies, to God and lay them at God’s feet, asking for God to do what’s best.

Yes, we can ask for God to spare someone yet we must remember that God knows what

is best for each of us and all of us.  Nevertheless, we take our greatest needs to God and

ask for God to do the blessing!

What a relief that is!  Can you even begin to imagine what God can do?  It is no secret,

What God can do, what he’s done for others, he’ll do for you, with arms wide open, he’ll pardon you, it is no secret what God can do!  Also, Blessed assurance, Jesus is mine, O what a foretaste of glory divine, heir of salvation, purchase of God, born of his Spirit, washed in his blood, This is my story, this is my song, praising my Savior all the day long, this is my story, this is my song, praising my Savior all the day long!  Aren’t we so glad that God’s Got the Whole World in His Hands?  And, yet, like Jesus explained so strongly to us, we are called to do our part,  too, so please join me in prayer:

Lord, make me an instrument of your peace…. 

