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                  Matthew 18:21-35


Are any of you still showing your friends pictures from your summer vacation?  Is there a statute of limitations defining how long you can get away with doing that?  I hope not, because this morning I’d like to share some vacation snapshots with you from three years ago when my family took a trip to Hawaii, with a stop in San Francisco on the way home.  Bear with me—I promise not to spend too much time describing our idyllic afternoons lying on the beach, and I think this all will relate in the end to the outrageous, preposterous scripture passage we just heard from Matthew.


The occasion for our trip was my parent’s 40th wedding anniversary, and I must say it was a great way to celebrate.  My brothers and I, along with our families, joined my parents at a huge rented house on the big island of Hawaii.  By far the highlight of the trip was a visit to Kiluawea, the huge volcano in the middle of the island that just happened to be erupting at the time of our visit.


When I say “erupting volcano”, what image comes to mind for you?  I know what my kids and I imagined.  We thought of a giant explosion with big squirts of red-hot lava bursting into the sky.  We thought of giant bolders being hurtled through the air by the explosion.  We thought of Mount St. Helens, where half the side of the volcano got blown off with the eruption.  So it was with some trepidation that we drove on the little road that led us through the park to the site of the eruption.  We eventually had to park on the side of the road, behind a long line of cars.  Apparently, in the weeks prior to our visit, the lava had flowed over the road and covered the parking lot.  We walked over that lava, still warm enough to heat up our feet through the soles of our shoes, along a trail marked by little flags until we joined a big crowd of people who were staring at the scene before them with a kind of reverent silence.


When we finally got to the front of the crowd, do you know what we saw?  A bunch of grey rock.  That’s it!  It kind of looked like the surface of the moon, and although it was incredibly hot out there, nothing was moving.  No burst of flame, no flying bolders, no lava flow at all as far as I could see.  We looked and looked and got a bit bored and were about to go home when my husband Dan yelled, “Oh, cool!  It’s moving!”  And the whole crowd gasped in amazement as we saw a part of the grey rock start to glow red, and the move as a big blurt of red-hot lava oozed out from under it.  There was no blast, no blam, but that blurt, and the blurts that followed it, was one of the most impressive things I’ve ever seen.


You see, I witnessed the creation of the world.  As amazing as it may seem, our world is still in the process of being formed, new land is being generated even as we speak.  Did you know that there is a whole new Hawaii island that is being formed under the sea right now?  Our guidebooks projected that in a couple more centuries it would extend out of the surface of the ocean.  The map of our country will look different then.  When you think about it, every map of the United States should really say at the bottom, in fine print, “Subject to revision.”


But I’m getting ahead of myself.  I was talking about my trip, showing you a few snapshots.  And Hawaii wasn’t the only place we went that summer.  On the way home, we stayed over in San Francisco for a few days, visiting an old friend of our’s from college, the person who actually introduced me to Dan.  Although it was August, San Francisco was having a cold snap, and the climate change gave us a bit of a shock.  Then, on our first evening, talking with our friend Francis after our kids went to bed, I got another shock.  It turned out that another man I knew in college was living in the same apartment building, one floor down from Fran.  I hadn’t really talked to this other old friend since my wedding, and when Dan suggested we all go downstairs for a visit, I found myself hesitating.


You see, the truth of the matter is, I was holding a grudge against the man downstairs.  He and I had once been great friends.  In fact, the year after we graduated from college, he and his girlfriend and I had all shared an apartment.  But I had been holding a grudge against this man since even before that time, and while it had started off small, so small that I really didn’t notice it much, over time I had allow it to take root and grow.  And then, almost 15 years later, it was big enough that I wasn’t even sure I wanted to see or speak to this old friend.


Have you ever held a grudge?  Do you give up on yours quickly, or do you hold onto them for a long, long time?  The grudges that are the hardest to let go are usually the ones that serve some purpose in our life, the ones that protect us from some unpleasant truth that we’d prefer not to admit or acknowledge.   You see, when I was a junior in college, this friend and I had spent a month traveling around Europe together as part of a Junior Term Abroad.  And one night towards the end of this trip, when we were in Istanbul, Turkey, we had a great time at a restaurant which extended well past closing time and which eventually included the manager, the waiters, and various other men from the neighborhood, and way, way too much wine.  Eventaully my friend wanted to leave, and I lingered, and eventually he left, and I got into a very risky situation that I narrowly escaped.  


Over the years, as I thought back on that experience, I let myself become madder and madder at my friend with whom I was traveling.  And so that night in San Francisco, fifteen years later, I had no interest in seeing him again.  But I got out-voted, and we all went downstairs for a visit, which was brief the first night, but which was followed the next night with a dinner invitation, and conversation late into the evening.  And my old friend and I found our selves eventually in his kitchen together.  And our conversation brought us back, eventually, to that night in Istanbul.  And it turned out that my friend had also thought of that evening often.  And he regretted leaving me, but had anger of his own.  And we talked a bit, and then we were silent together, and then my friend took a deep breath and apologized to me, and asked my forgiveness.  And then, I took a deep breath and did the same.


And do you know what it sounded like?  Blurt.  There were no geysers, no rockets, no flares, no fireworks.  But that night, I knew that we were standing on new ground.  And while it was still too hot to walk on that night, I knew that in time, I would re-write my internal map.  My friendship with this guy no longer was planted on the soil of resentment and grief.  There was new ground for us to stand on, ground that grace built with little flags of forgiveness marking a path for us to travel together.


Grace builds new ground in our lives—sometimes with a crash and a boom, but much more often it seems to me in blurts and splurts.  Forgiveness is one of the ways we step onto that new ground, one of the ways we respond to God’s grace and dwell in a world defined by grace.  When we see forgiveness as a response to grace, we know it as a profoundly creative act, and not just a way we give permission to one another to stay stuck in old patterns of carelessness, disregard and abuse.


Jesus makes this point, as he so often does, with a parable.  He tells of a master who forgives a slave of a huge debt.  The slave then refuses to forgive a much smaller debt that is owed to him.  The slave’s behavior clearly violates the golden rule—he’s not treating others as he wanted to be treated.  But what makes his behavior really bizarre, totally outrageous, completely objectionable is that it doesn’t recognize what has just happened to him.  He simply doesn’t need the money owed to him as perhaps he once did because he has just gotten himself out of the red.  His behavior doesn’t recognize the new territory of his life.  He’s still standing in the same place, on the same ground he was in before he had his own debt forgiven.


That’s not what we’re called to do.  That’s not who we’re called to be.  Grace builds new ground in our lives.  It’s up to us to respond, to step out into it.  


Friends, when we make forgiveness into a matter of undoing past hurts, redressing past wrongs, resolving old disputes we make it well near impossible.  There is land in each of our lives that is as toxic as the silt under the floodwaters of New Orleans.  That’s not what the Promised Land looks like, friends.  Living a graceful life means that our life is not just defined and driven by what has already been done and said to us.  Grace builds new ground and invites us, propels us, cajoles us into moving forward into it.  When we see forgiveness in this light, when we see forgiveness as a response to grace, it’s not so much about redressing the past as it is about no longer letting the past define us and confine us.  Forgiveness becomes a declaration—I will step forward onto new ground, hot as it may be.  I will walk on.


Oh, I know that there are those who will tell you that everything that happens is in reaction to what has come before.  I know there are those who will say that we are what we are, and the world is what it is, and it would be naïve to expect things to change and downright dangerous to forgive.  We are told to learn our lessons, to never forget, to stay strong in what we have learned to be true.  But if we turn down the volume on those voices for a moment and listen, if we stand still and notice what is happening around us very carefully, we will see it.  We will hear it.  Splurt.  Sizzle.  New ground.


Have you seen it?  Have you seen the new ground of grace in your life?  What does it look like?  Does it look like a new relationship, or maybe a new way of relating?  Does it look like a chance to respond to crisis differently, or a chance to stay still and notice what you haven’t seen before?  Does it look like renewed delight in your spouse?  Appreciative amazement at your kids?  Does it look like courage to try again, willingness to learn, desire to receive the gifts of others?  Have you seen it at work here in Columbia?  Have you seen it in New York?  Do you get a hint of where that new ground might be splurting out in New Orleans, in our country?  If you’ve seen it, point it out!  Exclaim over it!  And if you’re brave enough, step forward onto it, and live out of that newness by forgiving someone, by forgiving yourself.  We are not prisoners of the past, friends.  Hear the good news of the Gospel.  In Christ we are all new creations.  Thanks be to God!
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