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Ephesians 4:25-32

Sometimes I get bored listening to sermons.   I like to talk, ask questions and engage a topic.  Today I am giving you that opportunity.  If you have a cell phone, pull it out.  You will see a cell phone number on the media screen.  If you don’t have a cell phone, or prefer paper and pen, take out the green sheet for “Little Methodists” in the pew.  
Throughout the sermon, you may write or text me a question.  Perhaps your mind will go in another direction (related to the sermon of course) or you will have a question about something I only touch upon.  This is your chance to ask. 
If you are writing on paper, bring the paper forward during communion.  After communion we will address three selected questions.   
Let’s begin with prayer: God, change our hearts and mold us to share forgiveness with others.  Amen.
“As We Forgive Others…”

While on work camp with our youth this summer, I would rise early every morning to read the book Amish Grace: How Forgiveness Transcended Tragedy.  This book examines the ability of the Amish to forgive Charles Roberts after he killed 5 Amish school girls and seriously wounded five others in October 2006.  The book moved me to tears daily.  
A Roberts family member described it this way: “About 35-40 Amish came to the burial.  They shook hands and cried. They embraced Amy [the shooter’s widow] and the children.  There were no grudges, no hard feelings, only forgiveness.  It’s just hard to believe that they were able to do that.” (pg 46)  
Forgiveness this powerful can only come from a deeply rooted faith, and from a community that in times of tragedy tries not to find fault but healing.  
I can tell you, this book made me rethink my life and relationships, and for that I am thankful even when in tears.
When I was in South Africa, I learned about apartheid and the condemnation of people who were colored or foreigners.  As recently as the 1980s, political prisoners were sent to Robben Island, and black citizens quarantined to districts with little sanitation, water and food.  Through the noble efforts of Nelson Mandela and others  an agreement was reached to offer forgiveness and create a new South Africa without apartheid.  Though he was punished physically, mentally, and spiritually for years, Mandela returned to Robben Island to share forgiveness with his captors.  I still am amazed by this story and all the real life examples we met on our tour.   
From there, forgiveness kept popping up.  I struggled to understand my inability to forgive family and friends for deep wounds that are, nothing but a grudge but sometimes paralyze me.  And then there’s The Lord’s Prayer.  Each time I said it, I was reminded that I am asking God to help me forgive others.  Yikes. 
One morning during my devotions, the Upper Room asked that question, “To whom do you need to offer forgiveness?” I ponder and journaled for a bit.  Then later that morning Pastor Paul asked the same question in a staff meeting.  I thought, “Wow! God, did I miss something earlier today?”  God has a way of knowing what really has to come out into the light. 
Not forgiving can cause anger, depression, anxiety, fear and cardiovascular and immune system deterioration.  It’s serious stuff.  We feel it when we hold grudges, but doing something about it…while that is for other people to do first.  Maybe if we understood it , we could try to offer forgiveness.  
The author of Amish Grace says, “Forgiveness is when we are able to overcome resentment toward someone who has hurt us, not denying our right to resent, but offering the wrongdoers compassion, benevolence and love.” (pg 126).  
Forgiveness is not forgetting - Anglican Archbishop NT Wright challenges “Forgiveness doesn’t mean “I didn’t really mind” or “It didn’t really matter,” says Wright.  “I did mind and it did matter; otherwise there wouldn’t be anything to forgive at all.” (Pg 128) However forgiveness says to another, we need to move forward and not be broken and held back because of this event or action.  Forgiveness is seeking wholeness found in God and allowing God to heal your hurt.  
In the Lord’s Prayer, building community with each other and with God is central.  “Forgive us our sins as we forgive others.”  As we prayed the Lord’s Prayer this morning; did we mean it? Did we mean that we are ready to take on the hard work of forgiving others so that we might come to know ultimate forgiveness given by God? Are these just words we say or a way of life? 
The Amish people of Nickel Mines don’t just say the Lord’s Prayer, they live the Lord’s Prayer.  A 70-year-old Amish grandmother said, “The Lord’s Prayer is in our minds all the time, it’s not just in the evening when we think of it.” (pg 92)   The Amish forgave within hours of the killing of their children.  Some said it was too quick, but from the Amish perspective it was not able taking time to mull over if the shooter needed to be forgiven, it was about living the life of a Christian.  
The Message says, “Forgive one another as quickly and thoroughly as God in Christ forgave you.”  Only when we are able to forgive others are our hearts cleaned out and readied to come before God. When we forgive, we are healed, even if the one who wronged us does not accept it.  We are freed to move on.   
So why talk about forgiveness on World Communion Sunday? Because Christians everywhere ask God to help us forgive one another.  Everywhere there are people who hurt others.  There are families where words and actions build barriers instead of bridges.  In every community there are those that work towards peace and those that work against peace.  In each of us there is a broken person that needs to know how to forgive so that when we come to the table of our Lord, no matter what our situation, we are called to forgive and find ultimate forgiveness in Christ.  
Today we come broken with those around the world, ready to take a step closer to Christ and offer our forgiveness to others so we can live more fully and closer to Christ; together in one community where forgiveness is given to each other as Christ forgives us.  
Questions: 

What if I was so hurt by someone I am unable to forgive him or her? Will God punish me? 

This forgiveness from Amish sounds great, but they shun people.  Isn’t that a double standard? 

Some newspapers after the shooting headlined, “Forgiveness-but Not for All.”  A terrible killer must be forgiven, but not a woman who marries an Englishman? Where is the forgiveness in that?  For the Amish the distinction is forgiveness and pardon.  Forgiveness, like the outside world, can be offered regardless of whether the offender confesses, apologizes, or expresses any remorse.  Pardon, on the other hand, requires repentance.  Shunning occurs when a person, often a young adult, makes the decision not live within the community of Amish they grew up in and goes towards ways of the world.  For this, the Amish believe will only lead to further wandering from God’s ways for them and therefore unless one is able to confess and repent of their wayward actions, the person must be shunned and not a part of the community.  The Amish will live with sinners, but sinners must be able to name their sin and ready to repent to come back into the community.  Therefore shunning is actually, in the eyes of the Amish, a decisions a young person makes and not something forced upon them.  Forgiveness is ultimately in the hands of the one needed to move on, and therefore anyone can forgive because the behavior or reactions of another does not matter.  A small difference maybe, but a way in which the Amish work to forgive one another as God forgives them.  

Forgive and forget is what people say, but what about forgive and remember, is that really forgiving?  

Remembering ways to heal and move towards wholeness is what forgiveness is able. It’s the ability to take the broken pieces of our lives, lives dismembered by tragedy and injustice, and re-member them into something whole.  We can always make a decision on how we will remember. 

What’s up at Nickel Mines now? 

In February 2007, six months after the tragedy, Amish carpenters had a new building under roof and ready for the children. During that time while building, school continued for the children who survived were in a temporary facility and found to find a “new normal” that included moments of joy, sadness, occasional fears, expressions of courage, and moments of grace.    

