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Sunday 13 June 2010
Forgiveness

Year C - Pentecost 3 – 43C
	The Mission of the Methodist Church of New Zealand
	Our Church’s mission in Aotearoa / New Zealand is to reflect and proclaim the transforming love of God as revealed in Jesus Christ and declared in the Scriptures.  We are empowered by the Holy Spirit to serve God in the world.  The Treaty of Waitangi is the covenant establishing our nation on the basis of a power-sharing partnership and will guide how we undertake mission.
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	Readings
Ctrl+Click to follow links


	1 Kings 21:1-10, (11-14), 15-21a: Jezebel and Ahab conspire to lay claim to Naboth’s vineyard. After Naboth has been falsely accused and executed, Elijah confronts Ahab with his sin and prophesies his death.
Psalm 5:1-8: A Psalm that holds together God’s refusal to accept sin with God’s “great love” that allows us still to call on Him for help.

Galatians 2:15-21: We are put right with God through the work of Christ on the cross, not by fulfilling the law.

Luke 7:36-8:3:  A “sinful” woman anoints Jesus in the home of Simon the Pharisee. Jesus uses the opportunity to challenge Simon and forgive the woman.



	Introduction / Summary
	I have relied heavily on the two books below to explore the theme of forgiveness.  It does not come easily to us, and we often feel that when we forgive people we “let them off the hook.”  However, the Lord’s Prayer does have that unsettling line, “Forgive us our sins, as we forgive…”  And we are all aware that our inability to forgive often affects us more than it does the person who hurt us.  We carry the burden, not them.  Our ability to forgive can enable us to “go in peace.” (Luke 7:50).  

(I have added Nigel Hanscamp’s thoughts on the gospel reading for those who wish to explore the theme of hospitality – they are in rough draft, but spark good ideas)

 

	Broader Preparation
	Philip Yancey, in part two of his book, What’s so amazing about grace, has some wonderful insights into the unnatural act of forgiveness, including some wonderful, true stories for sermon illustrations.  Zondervan have produced a small group study pack, including DVD, of Philip’s book that is excellent and well worth the investment.  John Ortberg covers the theme in chapter 8 of his book, Everybody’s normal until you get to know them.  Both rely on the writings of CS Lewis and Lewis Smedes.  The preaching resource for this week is based on the work of these two writers.

 

	Creativity /

Visual Aids
	The smell of perfume / aroma therapy oil as people enter the church would highlight the gospel reading.

A large “Cancelled” sign set in front of the church could be provocative.  Don’t say anything about the sign, it will become clear when the readings take place.  You could give each person a credit card size copy of the sign to take home as a reminder of the service.    



	Preaching thoughts and Questions
	Peter once asked Jesus how often he should forgive someone who wronged him:  7 times?  He obviously thought that would be an impressive.  Jesus, however, responds that he should forgive 70 times that!  Forgiveness matters.  It is one way in which we reflect the nature of our God, it is good for us and good for those around us.  Forgiveness is an expression of grace.  But forgiveness is also an unnatural act – it contradicts our need for revenge and undermines our sense of justice.  Forgiveness means that people don’t get what they deserve, and that often offends us.  

However, Jesus confronts us with the reality that there are two ways to respond to those who hurt us:  The way of vengeance and the way of forgiveness.  One leads to escalation of violence and hurt, the other to freedom and life.  Unfortunately, the way of forgiveness does not come easily.  It costs us.  We have to surrender our need for revenge – to give up our right to hurt the other person back.  History has taught us that the need for vengeance is insatiable. It never ends.  Over time we cannot even remember why we fight, hurt or hate the other.  Generations take on the task of alienating and opposing.  We become prisoners to our lack of forgiveness.  John Ortberg puts it well when he says, “God commands forgiving because to refuse to forgive means that I allow the one who hurt me to keep me chained in a prison of bitterness and resentment year after year.  No human beings are more miserable than the unforgiving…  It turns out that what you are eating at the banquet of bitterness is your own heart.”  Lewis Smedes points out that “the first and often the only person to be healed by forgiveness is the person who does the forgiveness… When we genuinely forgive, we set a prisoner free and then discover that the prisoner we set free was us.” 

How then do we find the ability to forgive – to commit this unnatural act?  Because it is so hard for us, it requires us to reflect deeply on who we are as people…

As we look at the gospel reading, and focus on the “hearts” of those involved, we see the self-righteous Simon and the humble sinner.  In this encounter, Jesus points to the experience of being forgiven as the main factor that influences the woman’s actions.  The woman doesn’t say anything, but those around her speak on her behalf:  “She is a sinner” (implying they were not!).  She does, however, show an act of love and gratitude as she anoints Jesus’ feet.  An awareness of grace, that we are loved as we are, may help us see ourselves as we are - in as much need as anyone else.  As this awareness deepens we also come to realize, if we are honest with ourselves, that we are in as much need of forgiveness as the one who hurt us.  We see ourselves as we are - sinners.
We can also see the other person in a new way.  Whatever the woman thought of Simon is irrelevant for now.  Jesus points out to Simon where he had fallen short, and where the woman had done what Simon had failed to do.  Whether he would be able to view the woman differently or not, Simon is confronted with seeing her as the one who offered a better way.  The sinner has become the saint.  Sometimes we need to acknowledge that our self-righteousness gets in the way of forgiveness.  And sometimes we realize that the person has acted out of their own weakness and let themselves, and us, down.  Seeing the hidden saint in the obvious sinner can help us forgive them. 

Finally, we learn to run by taking little steps first.  We learn to forgive by actually forgiving others and learning to let go of the small things.  Being deeply aware of our own humanity, and the humanity or others, is one thing.  Translating that into the unnatural act of forgiveness is another.  By starting to forgive in small things we may learn to forgive those who hurt us deeply too.

Nigel Hanscamp is preaching on this Sunday and offered a few rough notes on the gospel passage that may spark some ideas for you around an alternate theme of Hospitality.  His thinking was prompted by The Message translation and William Willimon’s “Pulpit Resource”

The meal table is a place where family friends meet with some ‘intimacy’ - the sharing of food -, and is therefore a place where boundaries are set re who does and doesn’t come.

The meal is also a place where God’s grace is experienced - where we give thanks for food. To experience God, you don’t need to go to church, just consider at what is on your table.

The (unnamed) woman welcomes Jesus.  Simon remains unnamed until Jesus speaks to him.

Religiosity draws boundaries around what / who is acceptable and who is not. Jesus assaults our demarcation and invites us to join his ‘open hospitality’ -even to those we might normally exclude.

How do we ‘insiders’ like this story? Do we like it that a ‘sinner’ is better at recognising and welcoming Jesus than the ‘religious person’? So we practice inclusion or exclusion?

It’s a story of physical engagement – touch, smell, taste ...

Maybe what we think we know about a person isn’t all there is to know?

Notice v 44 he turns TO THE WOMAN, but speaks TO SIMON...

The people came to see Jesus, but the woman becomes the centre of attention!

The woman knows who she is in Jesus’ presence, Simon doesn’t. Do I?

Who get’s judged in the story – the sinful woman or the righteous pharisee?

Honesty, Humility and Hospitality are at the core of how we are called to respond to God, and to the ‘other’.

Galatians 2.16 – the Message: “No one can please God by self-improvement”, or Oprah or Dr Phil or ‘The Secret’.

Finally a note about Psalm 5.7 in the flow of the rest of the psalm:

vv4-6 is a catalogue of sins / people whom God pushes away ...

v7 ... “and in spite of that list, here am I – welcomed by you. Incredible. I can only worship in response”

v8 SO, because of my enemies (many of whom could be catalogued within me) I need you to lead me. Without you leading, I would become that which you abhor.


	Illustrations / 
Stories
	The death of a child who was killed when a 17 year old lost control of the car he was driving featured heavily on the news recently.  The mother of the child later spoke of her concern for how much the teenager had suffered too and that she did not want any further harm to come to him.  “She said she did not want the tragedy to be the defining moment in the teenage driver's life. He had his whole life in front of him.”  The first steps of forgiveness, and the best of being human, in the midst of real tragedy.  

Draw a big circle on a flip chart / PowerPoint slide and label it circle of influence.  Explain that there are things that we can influence in our lives – what we eat, how we speak, who we listen to etc.  Write these things in the circle.  But there are also things we cannot influence – world markets, other people’s driving habits etc.  These are outside the circle.  Life is best lived when we focus on what we can do.  Forgiveness is one of the most powerful ways of living our lives from within the circle! 



	Music

AA:  Alleluia Aotearoa

MHB: Methodist Hymn Book
H&P: Hymns and Psalms

WHV:  With heart and Voice
WOV:  With One Voice

CMP:  Complete Mission Praise

S1:  The Source

S2:  The Source 2

S3:  The Source 3
	Hymns
Amazing grace (WOV 56; H&P 215)

And can it be (MHB 371; WOV 138; H&P 216)

Dear Lord and Father of our kind (MHB 669; WOV 519; H&P 673)

Forgive our sins as we forgive (WOV 564; H&P 134)

O dearest Lord, thy sacred head (WOV 539; H&P 172))

Even if you’re small (AA 35)

Gentle God, when we are driven (AA 44)

Is there no other way? (AA 73)

O Christ, who by a cross (AA 105)

Teach us, O loving heart of Christ (AA 130)

Songs

Come and see (CMP 85; S1 70)

God forgave my sin (CMP 181; S1 123)

It’s no longer I that liveth but Christ that liveth in me

Make me a channel of you peace (CMP 456; S1 348)

May we be a shining light to the nations

This is my desire (CMP 1013; S1 515)



	Prayers
	Skeletons by John van de Laar
In each of our hearts is a locked place, God;   

Like a forgotten room or a dark cupboard,
We would prefer to forget it even exists,     

But inside it are things that won’t stay hidden.
Others would never suspect that we carry such a place;   

We guard our faces so no evidence appears,   

And we keep our lips sealed,       

allowing no escape for the stories of the skeletons in our cupboard.
But in the quiet moments, the unguarded times of solitude,  

The doors we struggle to hold shut fly open        

and the skeletons – these living guilts – come out and dance   

Mocking us and reminding us of our secret shame.
Free us from the power and the prison    

of the skeletons in our cupboards, Jesus;
Teach us that mistakes and brokenness and failure
are part of creative and bold living
Remind us that what is hidden holds us in bondage
and cannot be healed;
And lead us through our shame to confident joy in You.
Let us know the touch of your forgiveness and healing,     

and teach us to pass this acceptance on to others    

friends, family and strangers
who, like us, pretend to be whole
While within them, skeletons still dance,
Amen.
© 2006 www.sacredise.com  – used with permission



	Children


	“Sometimes people do things to us that hurt us.  They take or break our things, or maybe they tell a lie about us, or say horrible things to us. It could feel like this:”  Take a piece of paper and tear it in half.  “When that happens, we want to do the same to them – to hurt them back!” Tear another piece, then another, then another, getting more “angry” as you do.  “But if we do what they did, and hurt them back, we only make things worse – and lots of people get hurt. Not good.  Jesus asks us to forgive those who hurt us – not to hurt them back.  This is hard, but it is important.  Instead of tearing up other people’s lives, we can take the time to make ours better.”  Tape the two original torn pieces together with invisible tape.  “We may still feel hurt, and may still see the scars, but in the end we do what is right and what is good for us.  Instead of being torn in two, we are almost whole again.  With time, maybe that scar will disappear too.”



	PowerPoint
	The cross may work in your church:  a symbol of the “bigger” forgiveness.

Once again, water pictures as a symbol of cleansing, could work.
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