The Christian Community- Sharing Forgiveness
Pentecost 13

Gen. 50:15-21, Romans 14:1-12, Matthew 18:21-35

Sept. 11th, 2011

Dear friends in Christ,


Over 30 years of ministry I’ve had to prepare some difficult messages during some tragic  times.  None has been more challenging than the sermon I prepared for Sept. 16th, 2001, the Sunday following the 9/11 terrorist attacks.  Just the previous week I had begun a new sermon series I was calling, “Jesus in the Real World.”  I had planned to talk each week about how Jesus was alive and active in our lives and in our world.  Never did I expect to have to speak about  the presence of Jesus in the midst of what was an unbelievable and shocking  act of terror against America.  I titled that sermon, “Jesus in the Real World- How does He Speak to such Horror?”

10 years have now passed.  The raw emotions of those terrible days have generally subsided, although a significant anniversary such as today certainly brings those emotions back to the surface for many.  As we now know, September 11th, 2001 was a day that changed everything for America and the world as we know it.  It  led to two wars, in Iraq and Afghanistan, and the loss of some 6000 American troops in service to our country.  It’s hard to find accurate estimates of the loss of civilian lives in those countries, but most agree the numbers are staggering, likely over 100,000.  There’s been a huge economic cost to the country.  Our sense of security has forever changed.  Osama bin Laden has been killed, but no one is naïve enough to suggest that further acts of terror will not occur.  One can debate the decisions that have been made since 9/11, but no one can debate that what happened on 9/11/2001 has profoundly influenced our country and our way of life this past decade.  Still, in the midst of it all, our country stands strong and we have not experienced a similar attack, for which we all should be profoundly grateful.

I think it’s an interesting “God-incident” that the lessons appointed for this day carry three strong themes worth thinking about on this anniversary.  They are forgiveness, tolerance, and the promise of God’s guidance.  These are themes worthy of our reflection as we remember back 10 years to September 11th, 2001.


Let’s begin with forgiveness.  Peter asks Jesus, how many times he’s expected to forgive someone.  He suggests seven times, figuring that would be very generous.  But Jesus responds not 7 times, but seventy-seven times.  That’s an unbelievable number, which is precisely Jesus’ point.  There should be no limit on are willingness to forgive.

He then goes on to tell the parable of the king who forgives a huge debt of one of his slaves.  That slave then goes out and refuses to forgive the small debt someone owes him.  When the king hears about this, he was not pleased.  “I forgave you all that debt because you pleaded with me.  Should you not have had mercy on your fellow slave, as I had mercy on you?”  The story ends with the disturbing words that the slave is then handed over to be tortured until he repays his debt to the king.  And then Jesus says, “So my heavenly Father will also do to every one of you, if you do not forgive your brother or sister from your heart.”

Forgiving others is clearly not optional for followers of Jesus.  If we don’t forgive, neither will God forgive us.  Forgiveness is a requirement.  It’s a necessity.  It’s a core value.  Because God in Christ has forgiven us the debt of our sin, a debt we can in no way repay, we must forgive from the heart others who have harmed us.


Now forgiveness does not mean forgetting.  Who could ever forget 9/11/2001?  Who could ever forget the death of a loved one caused by a drunk driver, or by a gun man opening fire in a school, or by an enemy soldier planting an IED , or by the countless other horrible things that can happen in life?  We can’t forget, but by the grace of God and with God’s help, we can forgive.  We can turn over the horrible situation to God so that it doesn’t ruin and destroy our lives as well.  

And forgiveness does not mean that the offender is no longer accountable for his or her actions.  In order for a just society to function and for the safety of all, there have to be consequences for harmful behavior.  In most cases, forgiveness does not absolve the person from what they have done.  But forgiveness does turn the situation over to God and releases us from carrying that burden of hurt any longer.  It’s not easy.  It often takes time.  But we do so to be set free and no longer bound by whatever pain the other has caused us. 

  I can’t imagine how difficult it must be to forgive someone that has taken the life of a loved one, such as the 9/11 terrorists.  But if we believe in a loving God who forgives us, and if we believe that death is not the end, we can forgive, indeed we must forgive, so that we can live free of the hatred and violence of the other.  We must not become another victim, and the way forward is forgiveness.
One of the unfortunate backlashes from 9/11 and the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan that followed, has been a growing intolerance, at least among some, for Muslims and other people of different races and religions than our own.  Where there is fear, intolerance follows.  The terrorist acts of a few have impacted how we view the whole. 

The Apostle Paul addresses intolerance and judgmental attitudes in the lesson from Romans.  Some Christians, because of their background, held to certain dietary laws and observed certain holidays.  Others, because of their background, felt such things should not matter.  These two groups were apparently quarreling over these matters, dividing the body of Christ.  To which Paul says, “Who are you to pass judgment on servants of another?  It is before their own lord that they stand or fall.  And they will be upheld, for the Lord is able to make them stand.”  And then later, “We do not live to ourselves, and we do not die to ourselves.  If we live, we live to the Lord, and if we die, we die to the Lord, so then whether we live or whether we die, we are the Lord’s.”  And he concludes, “Why do you pass judgment on your brother or sister?  Or you, why do you despise your brother or sister?  For we will all stand before the judgment seat of God… each of us will be accountable to God.”

While addressed to the Christian community of his day, I think it can certainly apply to the world community today.  It’s simply wrong to judge other human beings, shun, or mistreat them because of the way they dress, their country of origin, the language they speak, or the religion they practice.  As Paul says, “each of us will be accountable to God.”    It’s not for us to judge.  There are extremists in all religions, including our own.  That does not mean everyone is like that.  Nearly all are just people, like you and me.  To the extent that I have prejudged and labeled others since 9/11, I need to confess my sin and seek forgiveness.  If certain government policies have contributed to that, those need to be acknowledged and changed.  We are all part of the human family, from wherever we come from, and we need to be respectful, tolerant, and loving of one another.

And finally, a word about God’s guidance.  In the first lesson, Joseph had already been reunited with his brothers in Egypt, forgiving them for what they had done to him.  Recall that his brothers had wanted to kill him, eventually selling him into slavery to a group of Midianites who took him to Egypt.    After their father Jacob died, the brothers were still afraid Joseph might seek revenge.  This is what Joseph said.  “Do not be afraid!  Am I in the place of God?  Even though you intended to do me harm, God intended it for good, in order to preserve a numerous people, as he is doing today.”
Here we have the promise that out of evil, God can bring about something good.  Back in 2001, I spoke about that promise.  I believed it to be true then, and I still do. I know there have been countless acts of love and kindness shown towards others since 9/11, bringing out the very best in humanity.  Globally, there has been a high cost in terms of lives lost, injuries, and the other terrible consequences of war.  The jury is still out, it’s only been 10 years.  Who knows what things may look like in 50 or 100 years?  Even now there are signs of hope, as dictators fall and people strive  for freedom.  We may not yet fully see how God can use all this for good, but we trust, pray, and hope that this will happen
9/11 2001 was a horrific day.  The 10 years that have followed have certainly not been easy, either.  But as Christians, our hope is not only for this life.  Our hope is eternal. How do we understand God’s presence in the 9/11 attacks?  Well, we look to the cross.  Jesus died on the cross, taking on our sin, pain and suffering, so that we might not die. On the cross we are assured that death is not the end.  This life is only temporary.  The joy of eternity is yet to come.

And so, though we mourn the death of every loved one, we are not without hope.  Jesus died on the cross and rose from the tomb, giving us the promise of eternal life.  When it’s our time to go home, Jesus will be right there with us, showing us the way.  
Today we especially remember the victims of 9/11 who died 10 years ago at the hands of terrorism.  We trust that God was with them in their final moments, taking them from this troubled world to a place in heaven.  We pray that when our time comes, we too, will be ready and received by God’s grace.  Amen
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