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What influence do you think God wants us believers to have on the world?

This past Thursday, the people of Saint Peter held an event that celebrated the
difference the church can make in this world. 300 or 400 of us gathered at Grandview
High School for an “Evening of Jazz and Comedy.” It was a great show — with some
super music and a lot of good laughs. After a serious two weeks of watching news
reports from the gulf coast states, it was nice to have something to laugh about for an
hour or two. But more than being a great show, it was a chance to celebrate the great
influence our church is able to have on the world around us, as the proceeds from this
event were divided between Selian Lutheran Hospital in Tanzania, the Lutheran Family
Services Refugee and Asylee Program, and the ELCA Domestic Disaster Response.

Many of you were here on July 17", when Dr. Mark Jacobson came to share with
us the remarkable ministry that he is helping to lead at Selian Lutheran Hospital in
Tanzania. We’ve been supporting his ministry for a number of years, and hope that our
support can grow in the next few years. We just received a letter from Dr. Jacobson,
inviting a group of us to make a visit to the hospital in Tanzania — a trip we hope to make
during the summer of 2007. Their work in healing bodies, souls, and minds goes a long
way towards healing families and communities as well — and is an image, for me, of the
kind of influence God wants the church to have on this world.

Jim Barclay was with us this past Thursday evening. He is the director of Lutheran
Family Services. They do remarkable work with adoptive and foster-care families. They
also have a unit that works with refugee and asylee concerns. We've been working with
them this past year to help the Badal family settle in to the Denver area. We hope soon
to be working with another family as well. The work that LFS and LRS do with those who
are trying to make a new start in our country is inspiring work — and is an image, for me,
of the kind of influence God wants the church to have on this world.

Many of us have spent countless hours since Sunday, August 28", glued to the
television and pouring through magazines and newspapers, trying to get our minds
around the incredible devastation caused in Louisiana and Mississippi by Hurricane
Katrina. There is so much loss, and so much to do, it is hard to imagine how long it will
take before that region of our country feels like home again for its residents. We, as
Lutherans, are fortunate to have a Domestic Disaster Response team that was on the
ground there before the hurricane hit, and will be there for many months to come (they
are still hard at work in New York City, continuing their response to 9/11). They are using
Lutheran churches as emergency shelters, providing support to congregational leaders
who have lost everything but are still trying to care for their congregations, and helping to
move essential supplies to where they are most needed. Their work in the gulf coast
states is inspiring — and is an image, for me, of the kind of influence God wants the
church to have on this world.

Those are three ways in which | believe the church is having the kind of influence
on the world that God wants it to have, and there are many others that we could identify
this morning. But the question | began with a few moments ago was not a communal
guestion. It was an individual question: “What influence do you think God wants us
believers to have on the world?”

This morning’s Gospel lesson pronounces that at the very core of the influence you
and | are to have on the world around us is the gift of forgiveness.

Jesus calls for a radical, unlimited forgiveness. In this lesson, Saint Peter
approaches Jesus with the question of the day: “Lord, if another member of the church
sins against me, how often should | forgive? As many as seven times?”

Peter is on to something here. He is beginning to realize that forgiveness lies at the
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heart of what it means to follow Jesus. But he hasn't yet seen the depth or breadth of what Jesus envisions for
him. Peter knows that if he is going to live into this new life that Jesus is offering him, he must learn to be
forgiving. Peter’s vision of forgiveness is generous. Here he offers to forgive more than twice as much as the
tradition of his day suggested.' Still, it is a measured forgiveness. He wants to determine just how far he has to
go, if he is going to buy into this life that Jesus offers him.

But with Jesus — with God — forgiveness takes a different shape. It is an unlimited forgiveness. It is a
radical forgiveness. Seven times? No: but seventy-seven times, Jesus says — or as some translations put it:
seventy times seven. Jesus teaches that to follow him means to be willing to offer forgiveness that that is more
than can be imagined. Perhaps even more than can be counted. This message moves in a different direction
that most of what we experience in this world. We are far more likely to know stories of determined vengeance
than stories of profound forgiveness.

A recent movie “Avalon” looked at the life of an immigrant family who moved to Baltimore
from Eastern Europe. The movie focused on two brothers in the early part of the 20th century,
and showed how they grew up and their kids grew up and had bigger families and some of them
moved to the suburbs.

There was something interesting that happened between the two brothers. As most eastern
European families, they started out to be very close-knit. As they moved further apart, their
relationship began to separate until somewhere in their late 50's, these two brothers had a rift
develop, and they stopped speaking to each other. The relationship broke down for the rest of
their lives.

You might wonder what caused this rift. A dinner was scheduled to be at the house of a
nephew in the suburbs, and the families were all there ready to eat except for the one brother who
was notoriously late. The families waited and waited till it had been almost an hour. Finally, the
brother who was there said, "Cut the turkey. Go ahead and cut the turkey." Sure enough, they
started carving the turkey and it wasn't 5 minutes later that the other brother showed up. He
walked in, saw all of them eating and said, "You cut the turkey! | can't believe you cut the turkey!"
There were words, he left, and that was the rift that began destroying the relationship. "

It is a ridiculous story, if you think about it. But a story that is all too believable. We've seen stories like
this in movies, in books, on television, and sadly enough: even in our own lives. An offense is committed, and
every available ounce of energy is committed to retribution, retaliation, punishing the wrongdoer. The sad truth
is, even though it is the “wrong-doer” who is being punished, everybody suffers. One who refuses to forgive
causes as much damage to the self as to the other.

As disciples of Jesus Christ, we're called to forgive for our own sakes as much as for the sake of the
other party. Because in forgiving, the mercy of God takes root in our hearts, and we become instruments of
grace and mercy — the kind of grace and mercy that only comes from God.

Just this past week | read a story that really touched me. It is the story of a father and a
teenage son. Their relationship was strained, and in the middle of a conflict the son tore out of the
house and ran away from home. After waiting for a time, the father went searching for the son.
The father searched throughout the Spanish countryside, searched throughout the villages. But
he couldn't find his son, Paco. Finally, he entered Madrid, and as he wandered through the streets
and alleyways, his despair grew deeper until he decided in his desperation to place an ad in the
paper which read simply: "Dear Paco, meet me in front of the newspaper office at noon. All is
forgiven. | love you. Your father."

The next day the father worked his way back to the square in front of the newspaper office
and was astonished to see not just the son he hoped was there but 800 Pacos, all longing for
forgiveness. "

It may not always be obvious, but we live in a world that is hungering and thirsting for the experience of
forgiveness. You and | are called to be a people whose very DNA is shaped by God’s gift of forgiveness. As
today’s parable shows, the question is not whether God has forgiven us. That question was answered on the
cross some 2,000 years ago. The question is whether God'’s forgiveness has changed us in any significant
way. Are we like that slave, who was forgiven a staggering amount of debt, but who in the same day, greedily
demanded to be repaid by one who owed him far less? Or has our experience of God'’s forgiveness caused us
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to want nothing more than to share that experience with others?

It is hard to forgive. On this fourth anniversary of the terrorist attacks our nation suffered in New York
City, in Washington D.C. and in the state of Pennsylvania, we are reminded how difficult it is to be people
whose first instinct is forgiveness. As we call to mind images of looters and murderers running loose on the
streets of New Orleans, we are reminded how difficult it is to be people whose first instinct is forgiveness. As
we consider the bitter divisions in the political and social climate of our country, we are reminded how difficult it
is to be people whose first instinct is forgiveness. As we think of the personal pain and agony we have suffered
at the hands of others, we are reminded how difficult it is to be people whose first instinct is_forgiveness.

But this morning we are called to do that hard work. We are called to remember that disciples of Jesus
Christ are people of forgiveness. Not just a forgiveness that clears our accounts payable (like the slave in the
parable today), but a forgiveness that transforms our hearts. Not a measured forgiveness (like that of Saint
Peter) but a radical and unlimited forgiveness. We are called, today, to become intimately aware of just how
much forgiveness God has shared with us. We are called, today, to let that forgiveness so shape us that we
can do nothing other than reach out and share that transforming gift with others.

As we reflect on this scripture, as Christ meets us this morning in the meal, may we be strengthened to
live in just such a way. Amen.

David J. Risendal, Pastor (September 11, 2005)

English Text: "

2 Then Peter came and said to him, “Lord, if another member of the church sins against me, how
often should | forgive? As many as seven times?” % Jesus said to him, “Not seven times, but, | tell you,
seventy-seven times.

%3 “For this reason the kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who wished to settle
accounts with his slaves. ** When he began the reckoning, one who owed him ten thousand talents
was brought to him; % and, as he could not pay, his lord ordered him to be sold, together with his wife
and children and all his possessions, and payment to be made. % So the slave fell on his knees before
him, saying, ‘Have patience with me, and | will pay you everything.’ 2’ And out of pity for him, the lord of
that slave released him and forgave him the debt. 2 Byt that same slave, as he went out, came upon
one of his fellow slaves who owed him a hundred denarii; and seizing him by the throat, he said, ‘Pay
what you owe.’ 2 Then his fellow slave fell down and pleaded with him, ‘Have patience with me, and |
will pay you.’ *° But he refused:; then he went and threw him into prison until he would pay the debt. 3
When his fellow slaves saw what had happened, they were greatly distressed, and they went and
reported to their lord all that had taken place. ** Then his lord summoned him and said to him, ‘You
wicked slave! | forgave you all that debt because you pleaded with me. ** Should you not have had
mercy on your fellow slave, as | had mercy on you?’ 3* And in anger his lord handed him over to be
tortured until he would pay his entire debt. ** So my heavenly Father will also do to every one of you, if
you do not forgive your brother or sister from your heart.” ¥

Greek Text:

ATote mEooeABwv 6 [Tétgog elmev adTw: KUQLE, TOOAKIS GHAQTIOEL €lg EpE O AadeAPAS pov Kai
adNow avTw; €wg EMTAKIS; ZAéyel avTw 6 TNOOUG: 0L Aéyw oot éwg EMTAKIC AAAX Ewg
EBdOUNKOVTAKIS EMTA. ZAL TOUTO QOO 1) Pacitela TV 0VEAVWY v PactAel, dg
NOéANoEV cuvapaL AGYoV HeTd TV dOVAWV aVTOU. 2aEapévou d¢ avtou ouvaigery Teoonvéxon
AVt &lg 0heNéng puolwv TaAdvTwy. Bun €xovtog d¢ adTou Arodouval ékéAevaoey aUTOV O KUQLOG
moaBnvat kai v yvvalka Kai T tékva Kal tavta doa €xet, Kal amododnvat. 6meawv ovv O
dOUAOG TTROTEKDVEL AUTW AéYWV: LAKQOOVUNOOV ETtL 0L, Kal VT ATodWow ToL.
ZomAayXvioOeig ¢ 0 KUELOG TOU OVAOUL €kelvou AméAvTeV AUTOV KAl TO dAVELOV AP KeV AVT.
BEEEABV dE O DOUAOG Ekelvog eUpeV Eva TV oLVIOVAWY aVTOU, O WdEIAeV aLTW Exatov dNvagLa,
Kol kKQatrjoag avtov Emviyev Aéywv: &rodog el Tt odellels. Preawv ovv 6 aOVIOLAOG avTOU
TIAQEKAAEL AVTOV Aé YV HakQoOVUNoOV €L ELoL, KAl ATTOdwow ooL. 36 d& ovk N0eAeV AAAX
areABav €Badev avToV i GLAAKTV Ewg &TI0dW TO OdeAdEVOV. iddVTES OUV 0l 0UVOOLAOL AVTOU
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T yevopeva EAvmrOnoav ohpodoa kai EABOVTES dledadnoay Tw KLElw ExVTwWV TvVTa T& Yevopeva.
2TGTE TPOOKAAETEUEVOS AVTOV O KUQLOG AVTOU AéyeL alTew: DOUAE TIOVIQE, TTXTaV TV OPELATV
ékelvnv adnka ooy, émel magekdAeoag pe: Bovk £det kal ot EAenoat TOV oOVIOLAOV 00UV, (MG KAYW
0¢ NAéNo; #*kal 0YL0Elg 6 KUELOG AVTOU MaQEdWKEV alTOV TOlG Baoaviotals éwg 0¥ &modw MotV
10 0 eNOUEVOV. FoUTWS Kal 6 TaTiio LOL O 0VEAVIOG TIOWTEL VULV, Eav Ut) adrte ExaoTog T
AdEADW AVTOU ATIO TWV KAQILWV VUWV. Vi

Vi

When Peter put his famous question to Jesus, "How often should | forgive?" he already knew the right answer.
According to rabbinic authority, the ritual reply was "three times, but on the fourth you shall not forgive." Thus Peter
presents himself as overtly magnanimous when he volunteers as an answer to his own question, "As many as
seven times?" (Len Sweet; PreachingPlus.com; “To Shred or Not to Shred.”).

Illustration from a sermon entitled “Full Fledged Forgiveness” by Ron Martoia, 1/1/2001.

lllustration from a sermon entitled, “The Game of Life: The Wheel Of Fortune,” by Mike Foss, 9/15/2002.

A list of Bible lessons for the coming weeks is available at www.elca.org/dcm/worship/church_year/lectionary.html.
St. Matthew 18:21-35, New Revised Standard Version Bible (© 1989, Division of Christian Education of the
National Council of the Churches of Christ in the United States of America).

St. Matthew 18:21-35, The Greek New Testament, Aland, Kurt, Black, Matthew, Martini, Carlo M., Metzger, Bruce

M., and Wikgren, Allen, (© 1983, Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft Stuttgart). To display the Greek text correctly, choose
Palatino Linotype font.
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