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Luke 6:37-38

37“Do not judge, and you will not be judged; do not condemn, and you will not be condemned. Forgive, and you will be forgiven; 38give, and it will be given to you. A good measure, pressed down, shaken together, running over, will be   put into your lap; for the measure you give will be the measure you get back.”


Genesis 50:15-21              

15Realizing that their father was dead, Joseph’s brothers said, “What if Joseph still bears a grudge against us and pays us back in full for all the wrong that we did to him?
16So they approached Joseph, saying, “Your father gave this instruction before he died, 17‘Say to Joseph: I beg you, forgive the crime of your brothers and the wrong they did in harming you.’ Now therefore please forgive the crime of the servants of the God of your father.” Joseph wept when they spoke to him. 18Then his brothers also wept, fell down before him, and said, “We are here as your slaves.” 19But Joseph said to them, “Do not be afraid! Am I in the place of God? 20Even though you intended to do harm to me, God intended it for good, in order to preserve a numerous people, as he is doing today. 21So have no fear; I myself will provide for you and your little ones.” In this way he reassured them, speaking kindly to them.
  


















In her book, Traveling Mercies, Anne Lamott recounts her growing slowly into a life of faith, and she is honest about wrestling with forgiveness. She writes: “I went around saying for a long time that I am not one of those Christians who is heavily into forgiveness – that I am one of the other kind. But even though it was funny, and actually true, it started to be too painful to stay this way. They say we are not punished for the sin, but by the sin, and I began to feel punished by my unwillingness to forgive. By the time I decided to become one of the ones who is heavily into forgiveness, it was like trying to become a marathon runner in middle age; everything inside me either recoiled, as from a hot flame, or laughed a little too hysterically.”[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Anne Lamott, Traveling Mercies: Some Thoughts on Faith, p.128.] 


When the petition of asking for forgiveness comes right after asking for daily bread, with a little less humor than Anne Lamott, I think Jesus is reminding us that forgiveness takes practice. We need to ask for it over and over again in order to forgive others as we ourselves have been forgiven. At the beginning of this series, we read Matthew’s version of the Lord’s Prayer. The petition we consider today is translated in our pew Bibles, and forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Matthew 6:12, New Revised Standard Version.
] 


Every week in worship here at Bryn Mawr Presbyterian Church we say: And forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us. But you know, most Presbyterians use the word out of Matthew’s gospel, forgive us our debts. I don’t think I had never been in a Presbyterian church that said trespasses until I came here; it is the word debts in our Chapel’s gilded inscription on the wall up front; and its debts in our Sanctuary’s stained glass window as you can see on the cover of the bulletin. So in its formative stages, this historic church prayed weekly for the forgiveness of debts.

Curious about how the change in practice may have occurred here, I asked one of the saints among us, now a saint in heaven, Jack Moon, long time Clerk of Session, a dear pillar of this congregation, why – why does Bryn Mawr say trespasses when most Presbyterians say debts. He said – grinning – and I’m not making this up: I suppose Presbyterians on the Mainline don’t like to be in debt. Then, he told me the story that - there was a season during one of the World Wars when so many men were off at war that attendance was down, and this congregation invited the Episcopal Church of the Redeemer to join in worship regularly here at Bryn Mawr. As an act of hospitality to our neighbors, the church adopted the Episcopal phrasing of the prayer, and this congregation has been saying trespasses ever since. 

That story may be apocryphal, because I have not found in the Session minutes, but I like the thought, nonetheless. It seems a plausible explanation, and it communicates a profound act of hospitality that is a sign of a forgiving people. The Lord’s Prayer calls us to forgive as God forgives – whether the word be debts or trespasses - and the difference between these words is more in the translation than in meaning.

The use of the word trespasses finds its roots in the history of the English translation of the Bible, which divided the Anglican church tradition from the Scottish Presbyterians and a few other denominations. 
The Book of Common Prayer of the Church of England, which predates the King James Bible, published in 1611, used trespasses in the Lord’s Prayer. Shortly after, the Westminster Assembly of the English-speaking Presbyterians settled on debts as the proper translation of Matthew’s gospel. Therefore, the difference is not theological but historical. Using trespasses or debts, what the prayer means is “forgive us our sins, as we forgive those who sin against us. 

If we ever wonder about the things for which we need forgiveness, “The Bible is exceedingly rich in its vocabulary for sin. Sin is owing a debt, trespassing on forbidden ground, missing the mark, overstepping limits, setting up a stumbling block, disobeying, rebelling, acting unjustly, acting with treachery or profanity, being evil, wicked or selfish.”[footnoteRef:3] Given the many ways that human beings sin, one Biblical scholar notes, “Forgiveness is richer and higher and harder and more shocking than we usually think. Jesus’ message offers the genuine thing, and insists that we should not accept human-made substitutes” like tolerance, a low-grade parody of forgiveness, not some watered down mere acceptance of wrongdoing.[footnoteRef:4] [3:  Albert C. Winn, A Christian Primer, p.66.]  [4:  N.T. Wright, The Lord and His Prayer, p. 36 -39.] 


 	As today’s text from Luke’s gospel says: Do not judge… do not condemn… Forgive, and you will be forgiven; give, and it will be given to you. A good measure, pressed down, shaken together, running over, will be put into your lap; which is a way of saying, carry an attitude of heart, a lightness of spirit in the face of all that the world can throw at you, because that is what God is like. We forgive because we are forgiven by God. God’s nature overflows with generosity; God is merciful, even to the undeserving. Jesus came among us so that we could experience the nature of God up close, in person, and in so doing, become a little more in keeping with God’s nature ourselves. So, the Lord’s Prayer contains, this most unusual thing: a clause which commits the pray-er to back up the petition just offered. Forgive us… as we forgive. Prayer and life are here locked eternally together. This is not saying that we forgive in order to earn God’s forgiveness. It is rather a statement of our loyalty to the Kingdom. We breathe in what Jesus is doing and with that breath we come alive with his life.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  N.T. Wright, Luke for Everyone, p. 72] 


I am not sure I know a better story about forgiveness than the one at the end of Genesis. It is the culmination of a family saga after almost a lifetime of betrayal, deceit, and unbelievable pain brothers they have heaped upon one another. You know the story. The father Jacob favors his young son, Joseph, and gives him a colorful robe with long sleeves 
that Joseph flaunts before his brothers. Joseph has big dreams too, and dares to tell his brothers they will one day bow down to him. The brothers get fed up with the bratty younger one, and when the opportunity arises they do Joseph in. Their hasty plan to get rid of him turns into a deal with foreign slave traders that seems to assure they’ve seen the last of Joseph. The traumatic discord among these brothers begins when Joseph is only seventeen and takes a lifetime to work out. 
Joseph goes to Egypt, finds favor with pharaoh, and ascends to a position of great power and prestige overseeing the country’s storage of grain during years of plenty. When seven years of famine follow, those brothers, desperate for food, go down into Egypt looking for help, and end up needing to beg from Joseph. At the mercy of the one whom they once betrayed, after messing with their sense of security for a while, Joseph finds the family ties are ultimately stronger than revenge. 

As the story unfolds, hints of God’s presence emerge, until in the end the family realizes that God has been at work through it all, and despite the overwhelming toll of human sinfulness and revenge, the power of forgiveness persists. When those brothers finally fall into each other’s arms weeping in forgiveness and reconciliation, Joseph says: Even though you intended to harm me, God intended it for good to preserve a numerous people. That numerous people include us, 
counted among all the families of the earth who are meant to receive God’s blessing.

I’m sure that’s Jesus why wanted us to ask for forgiveness daily - just like daily bread - and why Jesus links God’s capacity to forgive to ours. The British author and theologian, C.S. Lewis, made this note in his journal, “Last week, while at prayer, I suddenly discovered that I had really forgiven someone I have been trying to forgive for over thirty years.” Sometimes it just takes a long time to forgive.

Pierre Raphael, French priest and longtime Chaplain at New York’s notorious Rikers Prison summarized this petition on forgiveness in the Lord’s Prayer, writing: “We are born imperfect, with a marked attraction for tumbling into the abyss. And yet the unfathomable plan of heaven is that we be reborn and become children of God. To do this, an understanding of our guilt is needed – indeed is precious. We realize we are journeying to God with the burden of our sins. We have remorse. 
Repeated misdeeds sedate and numb us; we cannot clearly see our wounds. God’s forgiveness is so passionately offered that Christianity might be summed up in four words: the religion of pardon… When offered, when handed over, forgiveness is a celebration for both the forgiven and the forgiver.[footnoteRef:6]  [6:  Pierre Raphael quoted in William Carl, The Lord’s Prayer for Today, p.66.
] 


What Pierre Raphael is describing here is the summation of the Joseph and his brothers saga; and every gift of forgiveness. It is grace as necessary to sustain life as daily bread: the overflowing, unmerited love of God. It is the love we need every day of our lives. It takes practice to receive it, and to give it away. 

What is the nature of God’s love? It is a love that never counts or keeps track. It’s an extravagant love that forgives in good measure, pressed down, shaken together, running over. God’s loving forgiveness cancels all debts, forgives all trespasses, erases all sins, and says: today, and from this day forward, I let it all go so that you may be free to do the work of the Kingdom without guilt, without regret. You are free to do the work of the Kingdom with grace and with the agency to forgive others as you have been forgiven. 

AMEN.
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