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It’s Not What You Think: What is Forgiveness?
“Forgiveness is not something just for super saints. Psychologically, solid research has shown that normal people with deep wounds can learn to practice the way of forgiveness. Theologically, all people are called to imitate God’s way of forgiveness… [But] the major obstacle to forgiving is a lack of understanding just what forgiveness is.” (Fred Luskin, Forgive for Good)
The word “forgive” has come to be a very slippery word with a wide range of meanings. So, I think it is extremely important that we begin this part of our sermon series on forgiving others by talking about what forgiveness is not. 
G.K. Chesterton, in his book Orthodoxy, writes “Christianity has not been tried and found wanting; it has been found difficult and not tried.” I would argue that this analysis could be applied very specifically to the Christian view of forgiveness. It isn’t that it has been proved to an unrealistic ideal, it is that because we find it difficult we largely have left it untried.  

One of the major obstacles to taking forgiveness seriously and actually using forgiveness in our approach to dealing with conflict can be a misunderstanding about what forgiveness is. Sometimes we think we are rejecting forgiveness when it is really a distorted caricature of forgiveness that we are rejecting. In what follows, I would like to go through nine things that forgiveness is not (for the anal people among us, I’m sorry I couldn’t make it a nice and even round number like ten). 
9 Things Forgiveness is Not
Tolerating- When we tolerate something, we put up with it and we “let it slide.” We tolerate something when we don’t feel like it is such a big deal that we should make a fuss about it. Sometimes tolerating is the right thing to do when it comes to the very small collisions of daily life that we encounter. “Bear with one another,” Paul would say to people in his churches (Eph 4:2; Col 3:13). A good deal of keeping the peace in a family, a church, or a community is learning to bear with one another, and tolerating the things that may rub us the wrong way. To tolerate is to give people space to be different than what you want them to be. But let me emphasize that toleration is a good policy only for the minor annoyances that other people might cause us, it is not the way for dealing with serious conflict or major harms.
Denying- Forgiveness is not denying the wrongness of an action. It’s not about saying, “It wasn’t that bad after all.” Forgiveness starts with the acknowledgment that what was done to you is wrong and shouldn’t be done again. Judgment is the first step in forgiveness. To be forgiving doesn’t mean you turn a blind eye to wrongdoing. 
Jesus certainly was not in denial about the hurt and evil of the world. On the contrary, he was totally clear-sighted and very clear-spoken about what went on around him.

Take, for example, what Jesus says in Matt 18:6, “But whoever shall offend one of these little ones which believe in me, it were better for him that a millstone were hanged about his neck, and that he were drowned in the depth of the sea.” Jesus names child abuse as a horrific crime that is taken very seriously by God in the same chapter that he talks about divine and human forgiveness. Matthew 18 is one the foundational chapters in the Bible concerning forgiveness, and we will be looking at Jesus’ teachings here more in depth in subsequent sermons. But for now what I want you to see is that whatever Jesus means by forgiveness, it can’t mean being “soft” on sin or turning a blind eye to wrongdoing. Any action or way of life that harms another person should be named and dealt with. Forgiveness will have an impact on how the wrongdoing is dealt with, but it doesn’t mean denying that there was wrongdoing. 
Excusing- When we excuse someone, we discover reasons that get the person off the hook. This sometimes needs to be done, because sometimes we misunderstand others intentions, but this is different from forgiveness. If you hear that someone says something about you and you then discover that the person who told you what they said took it out of context and that person really didn’t mean what you thought they meant, then you excuse that person, you don’t forgive them. Again, a central element of forgiveness is a judgment on what someone did.
Forgetting- The phrase “forgive and forget” (which isn’t in the Bible by the way, and I don’t know where it comes from) may be one of the most misleading ideas for thinking about forgiveness. Forgiving and forgetting are two different things, although, there is certain degree of truth in the phrase. When we forgive there is a sense in which we forget, in that it may no longer dominate our consciousness like it once did, but forgiveness doesn’t magically wipe the slate clean. Forgiveness will not produce amnesia. Some of you may remember the movie Men in Black where they had these wands that they could hold up to people’s faces and make them forget the alien encounter they just had. Forgiveness is not a magic wand that makes us forget the harm done to us. Someone once told me that she hadn’t forgiven someone because she still remembered what they did. Of course you do! Forgiveness doesn’t erase the past it reshapes the future. We will always carry the past with us into the future- there is no choice in that matter. But we do have a choice as to how we will carry the past into the future. 

In some cases, forgetting is not only impossible, but it is also but it would also be outright wrong to try to forget. Some things need to be remembered and proper space and boundaries put in place to prevent further harm.

Proverbs 26:11 “Like a dog returns to its vomit, so a fool returns to their folly.” That is a Bible verse I would love to see cross-stitched on a pillow! (Perhaps even with a picture…) Some people will keep returning to their destructive ways and you don’t have to be there when they do. 
Reconciling- Forgiveness is a gift offered from one person to another. Reconciliation requires that the gift be accepted. Forgiveness is unilateral. Reconciliation takes two. Even when there is repentance and forgiveness, reconciliation may not be possible or desirable. Reconciliation not only requires repentance and forgiveness, it also requires the restoration of trust as well. Forgiveness does not require the offender to repent, but reconciliation does. Forgiveness is very difficult when the offender doesn’t acknowledge their wrongdoing, but it can still be done.
Denying justice- Forgiveness is not necessarily about letting people escape the consequences of their actions, if those actions are crimes against the state as well. For example, a person abused as a child may forgive someone of the abuse, but still testify against them in order to protect others from them. Forgiveness is an interpersonal action that can run parallel with state-imposed punishment. Forgiveness is not about foregoing legal justice. For example, I have read numerous stories of murder victims’ families who forgive the murderer and plead against the death penalty but still think a long-term prison sentence is the appropriate action. (One of the most notable examples of this was Bud Welch who publicly forgave Timothy McVeigh for murdering his daughter and did not want the death penalty for him, but wanted him in prison for life.) The relationship between personal forgiveness and the impersonal state process of sentencing is a very important and complex issue, and while forgiveness can and in some cases should affect the state’s response to a wrongdoing, forgiveness does not rule out state-imposed punishment.
Impersonal- Institutions, like churches or businesses, do not hurt us. Individuals within those organizations do. For this reason, forgiveness must always be personal. Sometimes people will say, “I’m mad at that church.” No your not. You are mad at someone in that church. I made this mistake about 10 years ago. Right out of college I worked as an assistant at a college ministry in southern Arkansas, and my superior was a pastor who I didn’t get along with at all. She actively worked to undermine my efforts and after a year had my position eliminated. And I was mad. So what did I do? I got mad at “the church.” I quit church for a couple of years. That’ll show her! The “church” didn’t do anything to me. A person within it did. Forgiveness must always be personal.
Easy- Forgiveness can be very hard work. A Christian psychologist named Everett Worthington makes a very helpful distinction between decisional/emotional forgiveness. Decisional forgiveness is something we have direct control over, while emotional forgiveness is something that, at best, we have indirect control over. Decisional forgiveness is choosing to forgive. It is making the commitment to forgive. Forgiveness will not happen without this intention. Emotional forgiveness is the process that follows that decision in which we become healed of negative feelings like bitterness and vengeance. 

We can choose to forgive, but still struggle with the emotional, mental, and spiritual aspects of actually letting go of bitterness and anger. In three weeks we are going to return to this distinction and I will do my best to offer some ways in which we can move forward in that process of emotional forgiveness. 

One of the movies that I watched recently pertaining to the theme of forgiveness was the 1999 film The Straight Story. In this film which is based on a true story, Richard Farnsworth plays the role of Alan Straight, an elderly WWII veteran living in Iowa with his mentally challenged daughter. Alan discovers that his estranged brother living in Wisconsin had a stroke. They hadn’t spoken to one another in over a decade. Alan decides that he must go make peace with his brother before it is too late, but because of his health he doesn’t have a driver’s license, and he doesn’t have anyone to drive him. So, he decides that he’ll make the 300 mile journey on his riding lawnmower. The movie is essentially a camera following this man riding his lawnmower on the side of the highway. When he sets out initially his mower breaks down after just a few miles, and so he gets out a rifle and shoots it and blows it up, and he goes and buys another used John Deer mower for his journey. Along the way, he has several meaningful encounters and challenges to face, but he finally makes it to the country shack where his brother lives. 
Alan Straight’s journey on his lawnmower offers a very profound parable of what the journey of forgiveness can be like. It can be slow-moving, feeling like you are going 5mph on long journey, and sometimes it can blow up and you have to start over. But Alan did the hard work of staying on the lawnmower and kept going. Forgiveness is the hard task of persevering in the choice to stay on the lawnmower.
Weak- Forgiveness is not weak. It takes guts to forgive. It takes a big and strong heart to forgive. Forgiveness isn’t for spiritual pansies. Next week we are going to talk about revenge and how on the surface revenge seems like the strong thing to do while forgiveness seems like the weak thing to do, but it is actually the opposite. Anyone can seek revenge. Anyone can strike back. Anyone can snap back. Anyone can hold a grudge. You really think that is the strong thing to do? That’s not hard at all. Forgiveness requires strength of the soul to transcend and rise above the wrong that was done to you. 
That is a lot of things that forgiveness is not. As we have worked through these negatively stated ideas, some ideas about what forgiveness is have already emerged, but let me offer you some ways of thinking positively about what forgiveness really is about. 

To forgive is to justly condemn an offense while mercifully refusing to condemn the offender. 
 - Forgiveness makes a distinction between sin and sinners. 

To forgive is to move from ill-will to good-will towards a person.

- Forgiveness doesn’t first require that we feel warm and cozy about a person. It is to make the movement of the will to wish good for that person because God loves them too.
To forgive is to give someone the gift of release from the moral debt that they owe you.

- Forgiveness is a voluntary gift you offer someone. No one can demand forgiveness from you. It is something for you to decide to freely give. 
To forgive is to transcend what happened to you by refusing to let it control your inner life.

 - We can’t control other people. But through forgiveness we can gain some control over the effects of others negative actions on us.
To forgive is set a person free from your prison of bitterness, and then to discover that the prisoner was you.
- Desmond Tutu, a South African archbishop who has done more to advance the way of forgiveness than perhaps any one in the past century, tells the story in his book No Future Without Forgiveness, about two war veterans who had been prisoners of war for several years. They were having a conversation in which one said to the other that he had forgiven those who had held them as prisoners, and then he asked the other man if he had forgiven them. He replied, “There is no way I will forgive them,” to which the first replied, “Then it seems to me that they still have you imprisoned.” 
In a few moments we will celebrate the Lord’s Supper together. At this last meal Jesus had with his friends, he knew in his bones that something wasn’t right with one of his friends. Jesus knew the heart of his friend Judas, and he knew that Judas was bent on betraying him to the religious and political authorities. According to John’s account, Judas was at the table with Jesus, and Jesus shared this final meal with him. Jesus had already washed Judas’ feet with the others, and now Jesus even saved the seat next to him for Judas, the place of honor, serving him the same bread and wine that he gave to the others; the same bread and wine that Jesus said represented the forgiving and transforming love of God that was being revealed in his life and death. That is how Jesus treated his enemies. 
Jesus’ heart, even though it was deeply broken by the betrayal of a friend, was utterly free of bitterness or vengeance. Jesus would not let his heart be controlled by the wrong done to him. Is that the kind of heart you want? When I look at the person of Jesus and I see his soul strength in dealing with conflict and adversity, something within me says, “Yes, Lord, make me like that!” Do you want the kind of heart that can rise above how you are wrongly treated; the kind of heart that is strong enough to love as God loves- as indiscriminately as the sun shines and the rain falls? Do you want to be the kind of person that doesn’t get sucked down into the never-ending downward spirals of bitterness and revenge? Do you want to be the kind of person that isn’t defined by what others do to you, or confined by what others think of you? 

Becoming that kind of person is no easy task. But truly wanting to be that kind of person is the biggest step in the journey of forgiveness. Sometimes people talk about becoming a Christian in terms of inviting Jesus to live in your heart. I want put it the other way around. Jesus is inviting you and me to live in his heart, where there is no bitterness or vengeance. As you come to take the bread and the cup, maybe the step you need to take today is to ask Jesus to take you deeper into his heart, and to begin to remove the walls of bitterness that keep the river of forgiveness from flowing out of you.
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