Sunday, September 17th. Trinity 15
Genesis 50.15-21, Psalm 103.8-13, Matthew 18. 21-35
In the name of God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Amen.
The question of forgiveness is a difficult one for human beings. In an ordered society, a system of justice is needed to make it work. Dangerous people have to be removed from society for the protection of others.
   We feel that wrongdoing should be punished, and we often see people coming on in the news after a crime has been committed and believing that the sentence, which has been imposed, is too weak.
   On an everyday level, if a pupil hasn’t done his homework or if it is of poor quality, putting him in detention doesn’t seem to work. It seems better to make him do it again so that he can improve it. Or it may be necessary to try to find out whether he is having difficulty with it and doesn’t want to admit it, or whether he is overloaded. Can some good come out of such a situation?
   In the first reading, after Jacob’s death, the brothers’ anxiety mounts. Joseph must have been waiting for this moment to seek revenge. But revenge isn’t helpful; it leads to hate and a spiral of discontent. Here, the writer emphasises God’s providence. The brothers’ guilt is included in their deliverance from famine and death, and the final verdict is, ‘Even though you intended to do harm to me, God intended it for good.’ Joseph cannot add to or detract from what God has done. Joseph’s forgiveness is the acceptance of God’s providential care.
   Psalm 103 is an expression of God’s character, which shows his compassion and steadfast love, which is immense, eternal and unchanging:
‘The Lord is full of compassion and mercy, slow to anger and of great kindness. He has not dealt with us according to our sins, nor rewarded us according to our wickedness.’
   In the Gospel, Peter asks for a ruling on the number of times one must forgive, thinking that he is being charitable. This links with Genesis, where there is a cry of vengeance, which knows no limits:
‘If Cain is avenged sevenfold, truly Lamech seventy-sevenfold.’
   Jesus is saying that among those, who await the coming of God’s kingdom. mercy can have no limits. The parable, which follows, shows that we have to try to follow the way of God. God has forgiven us, so we have to do the same to other people.  
   We don’t find it easy. If a pupil has been punished at school, that has to be the end of it. We can’t keep raking it all up, or resentment will set in. We have to try to be creative, as in the Joseph story, and we have to want to forgive. In some cases, this isn’t easy and it may take some time.
   If a serious crime has been committed, as the murder of those babies in Chester, maybe we need to try to find out why it all happened. There is always a debate about the function of prison and other legal reactions to crime.
   But today’s readings may not be about such serious crimes, but about how we behave from day to day, remembering that hate and revenge are corrosive and are likely to make a situation worse. The way of God is creative, to bring good out of evil, and, rather than condemn, to build up and to see that much good can come out of forgiveness.

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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