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THE DAY OUR WORLD SHATTERED


Ten years ago the world as we knew it shattered and came crumbling down along with the twin towers in New York, the wall of the Pentagon here in D.C., and Flight 93 in a field in Pennsylvania. Ben Laden and other masterminds of these attacks have been hunted down, captured and killed. That’s our first natural reaction, of course, after we are terrified. We want to lash out and hurt someone for hurting us. As Christians we support judicial systems which provide fair and consistent punishments for crimes, but are we allowed to lash out in anger and violence to those who commit aimless violence against us? What would Jesus say to us today?


Surprisingly, the lectionary text suggested for this day begins with a question to Jesus from Simon Peter: “Lord, if a brother/sister sins against me, how often should I forgive? As many as seven times?” (18:21). Is it a coincidence that today in worship many churches across this nation are hearing this question from Peter? Some of our office staff have noted that my last sermon on July 10 was on forgiveness and my first sermon back after eight weeks of sabbatical is on forgiveness. They ask, “Bob, are you feeling guilty about leaving us for two months?” I think I’d rather address Simon’s sense of guilt rather than my own, but as we progress through this sermon, I hope you will realize that I need forgiveness too. 
FORGIVEN BUT NOT FORGIVING

“Lord, if a brother/sister sins against me, how often should I forgive? As many as seven times?” Jesus responds with one of my favorite stories. Imagine a servant who owes the king 10,000 talents. How much money is that? Let’s crunch the numbers. In Jesus' day, one talent was worth 6,000 working days for a common, hourly laborer. 10,000 talents equal 60 million working days or 5,000 lifetimes of work. In today’s money it’s about 1.5 billion dollars.


In the Near East in Jesus' time, the talent was the largest currency unit and 10,000 was the highest number used in counting. The emphasis here is that the debt is so great that it is beyond all conception. The amount is fantastic, beyond all calculation.1 He cannot pay it back!


The king orders the man and his family to be sold into slavery and everything he possesses to be auctioned. The punishment is severe because the debt is enormous. In desperation the servant falls to his knees and asks for time to pay off the debt. He thinks, like we think, in terms of debts made and debts paid, so he asks for time to pay off this enormous loan. He knows that he cannot really follow through on his promise, for the debt is too large, but in his crisis he grasps for straws.


Notice that the servant does not deny his debt, does not blame anyone else for his debt, and does not question the punishment for the debt. We, and the crowd around Jesus, are sympathetic toward such a person who accepts his responsibilities and who wants to live a righteous, upright life. We like a person who wants to pay off his/her debts (especially when they owe us money)!!


The king does not give the man more time to pay the debt. The king takes the pen, marks through the amount—10,000 talents—and writes, "Debt cancelled.” Wow! What a gift!

As this man is leaving debt-free, he sees a fellow servant who owes the first man some money: about 100 working days of money, or about a third of a year's salary. Compared to the sum of 60 million working days, the amount seems small in comparison.


The first man seizes the second man by the throat and demands the complete amount RIGHT NOW! The second man lowers himself to the ground and begs for mercy. Notice how similar is the plea of v. 29, "Have patience with me and I will repay you!" to what the first man says to the king in v. 26, "Have patience with me, and I will repay you everything." I find one major difference between these two pleas, however. The promise by the first man is impossible to fulfill, but the promise by the second man can be fulfilled.


Notice the decision of the first servant. The Greek text of verse 30 is very explicit here: The first servant "did not will" to be merciful but threw his fellow servant in jail. The first man refuses to decide to allow his life to be changed by a cancelled debt. Unmoved by what happened a few minutes earlier, the first man decides to carry out a rigid, unmerciful judgment. A few minutes earlier he experienced the cancellation of an unpayable debt, and yet he refuses an extension of time on a payable debt. Can you imagine such a villain?


Friends of the second servant see all of this and inform the king. When the king receives the report, he immediately demands the first servant to come back. The king calls the servant “Wicked!” and reminds him of an important fact: “I forgave you all that debt because you pleaded with me” (18:32). So the angry king turns the first servant over to the torturers until he is able to repay every cent. He can’t! He can’t repay every cent!

I imagine that Jesus' listeners that day cheered for a leader who acts justly and fairly. And we cheer for the second man who did not receive mercy from the first man. Do you remember that we at first were cheering with, not against, the first servant? At first we were sympathetic with this man who does not blame anyone else, who works hard, and who is willing to try to pay off his debt. We agree with his reasoning at first when he believes that he can pay off his debts, no matter how enormous. He is like we want to be. 


By the end of the story, however, we, along with the people gathered around Jesus, boo the first servant. We sympathize with the second man and we cheer the justice administered by the king who punishes this ungrateful servant. Jesus tells a nice story, doesn’t he?

THE POWER TO FORGIVE

But this story is not just to entertain us! Jesus wants to teach us something. Simon Peter asks a very real question in Matthew 18:21-22, and he expects a very real answer from Jesus. Simon Peter asks, “Lord, if a brother/sister sins against me, how often should I forgive? As many as seven times?” (18:21). I realize that Matthew puts this question in the context of relationships with our brothers and sisters in church, but the question from Peter is for all of our relationships and all the persons who hurt us. 
Conventional moral wisdom of that day (as in ours) taught that to forgive someone three times was sufficient. You probably know the phrase, “Three strikes and you’re out!” refers to more than baseball. Peter probably assumed that seven acts of forgiveness are far beyond anyone else's expectations for forgiveness. And he is right. When we start defining the limits of forgiveness, to forgive someone seven times is more than any of us usually attempt. Just try it sometime!


In saying seventy-seven times (some translate the expression as 490—seventy times seven), Jesus is simply dramatizing the point that forgiveness is unlimited. Peter is asking for the limits of forgiveness, but Jesus tells him and us a story about two men who owe something.


We want to identify with the second man. We want to be on the side of justice and on the side of the king. Jesus tells an engaging story which, as we listen, we enter into the story and begin to identify with the characters. What Jesus does so powerfully, however, is to use the story to change our view of the world. When Jesus tells this story, as he often does, he tricks us. Jesus wants us to identify with the first servant.

Peter asks a question, which is our question as well: "What are the limits of forgiveness? How many times must I forgive someone who has hurt me?" So Jesus tells a story about a personal debt of 1.5 billion dollars which requires 6,000 lifetimes of work to repay. 

Where do we find the power to forgive? Perhaps another way to ask the question is to ask, What keeps us from forgiving others? Frederick Buechner tells us that, "The pride which keeps us from forgiving is the same pride which keeps us from accepting forgiveness."2 We fail to forgive because the belief runs deep in our thought processes and emotions that my debt to God is really very small. Our pride says, "I don't owe God very much. Look at all those other sinners who have done so many more wrongs. Look at all those immoral persons, those murderers, those terrorists who fly planes into buildings.” We have been tricked by pride to think that our debt is the payable amount of the second servant and not the unpayable 1.5 billion of the first servant. 


But the parable is not about our being like the king or being like the abused second servant. Jesus told this parable to help us see that we are the first servant, the ungrateful servant, the unforgiving servant. Jesus forces us to identify with the first servant—the villain of the story. This first servant is exactly what everybody else in the world is—a bookkeeper of sins, debts and forgiveness. The master is willing to erase the enormous debt and to stop keeping books on our debt, but the first servant is not. He throws his books at the second servant.


Jesus’ story of the unforgiving servant is not the only difficult story we heard today, of course. Ben read of the miraculous deliverance of the Israelites from Egypt and through the dry land of the Reed Sea. We heard today of the Egyptian soldiers drowning in the waters, and we cannot hear that story today without thinking of the predominantly Muslim nation of Egypt today. Do we read this story from Exodus and dance over the graves of drowned Egyptians and muslims?


Some of us have a difficult time with this story, and in the history of the Hebrew people, some others had trouble with it, too. When the rabbis tell about this victory at the Red Sea, they describe the angels rejoicing over the deliverance of Israel: singing, dancing, exchanging high fives, saying, "All right! We got 'em! We got 'em!" 


"Wait," said one of the angels. "Look, the Creator of the Universe is crying!"


They asked, "Why are you weeping when Israel has been delivered by your power?"


"I am weeping for the dead Egyptians washed up on the shore--somebody's son, somebody's husband, somebody's father. The Egyptians are my children, too." 3 


You see, the Egyptians were not our enemies. The Iraqis are not our enemies. The Afghans are not our enemies. Those who mistreat us are not our enemies. I believe that one of the most profound and frustrating teachings of Jesus is that we make our own enemies when we forget that we are more like those we call “enemies” than we are unlike them. When we define our enemies as those who are unlike us and who do not deserve our love and grace because they owe God and us more than we owe God and one another, we are moving away from the central teaching of Jesus.  


Jesus’ story in Matthew 18 teaches us that the only thing that can keep us out of the joy of Jesus’ way of life is to refuse, because of our pride, to accept forgiveness for ourselves, and, thus, to refuse to share with others the forgiveness we have already been granted. But hey, it’s only a story.
PRAYER


Lord, we are tired of confining ourselves to the debtor’s prison of unforgiveness. We remember vividly 9-11-01 when, ten years ago today, our sense of safety and security tumbled down along with those twin towers and the Pentagon walls. We remember the 442 firefighters, police officers and rescuers who died heroically on September 11. We remember the thousands of innocent victims who died that day. 


We have our calculators to tally the times terrorists from afar and family members very near have hurt us and our own self images. We promise today to try again to forgive more than seven times because unforgiveness not only destroys relationships but mainly destroys us. Because of Jesus we realize we are more like the first servant than unlike him. We pray today that we want to be more like the forgiving Lord than the unforgiving servant. Lord, on this day--9-11-11--help us forgive. Amen. 
1 Eugene Boring, Matthew, New Interpreter’s Bible, VIII, 382
2 Frederick Buechner, Wishful Thinking: A Theological ABC, 1973, page 29

3 Exodus Rabbah 23:7
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