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“Forgetfulness—the gift of forgiving”

A parishioner gave me an article written by Britain’s chief rabbi of the United Hebrew Congregations of the Commonwealth. The article was about the recent London riots. In a scene that looked more like Cairo, Tunis or Tripoli, hooded youths ran riot through the streets, smashing windows, looting shops, setting fire to cars attacking passersby and throwing rocks at the police. A 68-year-old man was attacked by a mob while trying to put out a fire and was killed. While the rampage lasted, it was very frightening. Just four months earlier, the eyes of the world were on London, not for its riots, but as a dashing prince and a radiant princess rode in a horse-drawn carriage through the streets lined with cheering crowds sharing a mood of joyous celebration. The riots seemed to take everyone by surprise, but, according to the author, they should not have.

In virtually every Western society, states the author, in the 1960s there was a moral revolution, an abandonment of an ethic of self-restraint. “All you need is love,” sang the Beatles. Actually, they were simply echoing something Jesus had said 2,000 years earlier, but, to my ears, it sounded much better and more hip when accompanied by horns and guitars and sung by apostles John, Paul, George and Ringo than drearily read from the King James Bible in church by an aging rector who smelled of stale coffee and Aqua Velva.
“Tune in, turn on and drop out” as written in the book of Timothy (Leary that is) was my scriptural mantra. I listened to Ram Das. I studied Sgt. Pepper’s album cover looking for clues to the meaning of life. I played the album forwards, backwards, sideways, down. I believed Paul was dead. Why else was he wearing an O.P.D. arm band in Sgt. Peppers? Why else was he in black and barefoot in a funeral procession in Abbey Road? 

“Tune in, turn on and drop out.” The rabbi points out that religion took a big hit in the 60s. “It was the opiate of the people,” said Marx and by those who smoked opiates. Wasn’t that ironic! The Ten Commandments were rewritten as the Ten Creative Suggestions. The first and greatest commandment was restated as: “I am the Lord Your God: Relax!”
George Carlin, comedian, was one my favorite prophets at this time. He was hip, cool, funny, and insightful. I liked his perspective on religion, Christianity in particular. Religion, said Carlin, easily has the greatest bull story ever told. Think about it. Religion has actually convinced people that there's an invisible man living in the sky who watches everything you do, every minute of every day. And the invisible man has a special list of ten things he does not want you to do. And if you do any of these ten things, he has a special place, full of fire and smoke and burning and torture and anguish, where he will send you to live and suffer and burn and choke and scream and cry forever and ever 'til the end of time! 

  

But He loves you. He loves you, and He needs money! He always needs money! He's all-powerful, all-perfect, all-knowing, and all-wise, somehow He just can't handle money! Religion takes in billions of dollars, they pay no taxes, and they always need a little more. I was right in line with this.
All of this, states the rabbi, has led to the present day where in Britain and the United States more than 40% of children are born outside of marriage. Whole communities are growing up without fathers or male role models. Bringing up a family in the best circumstances is not easy. To try to do it placing the entire burden on women----91% of single-parent families in Britain are headed by the mother----is practically absurd and morally indefensible. I was raised by a divorced mother with an absent father. I understand the struggles. I understand the power dynamics. It is a sin, and I have no respect for fathers who are absent from the lives of their children. “Tune in, turn on and drop out.” How about grow up?
60% of those arrested in the London riots had previous criminal records and 25% belonged to gangs. Britain is faced with a tsunami of unsocialized young people, deprived of parental care and who on an average do worse than their peers at school, are more susceptible to drug and alcohol abuse, are less likely to find stable employment and are more likely to wind up in jail. And the truth is-----it is not their fault.
Instead, the rabbi believes it has to do with the absence of religion. Even Freud who disliked religion calling it the “obsessional neurosis” of humankind realized that it was the Judeo-Christian ethic that trained people to control their appetites. Freud knew that the precondition of civilization was the ability to defer gratification of instinct. The culture of the 60s did away with the ethics and principles which religion affords. “Tune in, turn on and drop out” has led to “I asked God for a bike. But God doesn’t work that way. So, I stole a bike and asked for forgiveness.”
The article ends with a quote from a member of the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences who were tasked with finding out what gave the West its dominance. He said: At first we thought it was your guns. Then, we thought it was your political system, democracy. Then, we said it was your economic system, capitalism. But for the last 20 years, we have known that it was your religion.

As a religious, I agree with the importance of a belief in God to a society and individuals. If I were on a street in London during the riots, and I were approached by a gang of youth, I would be fearful. However, if, as the gang of youth approached me and the closer they got me I noticed that they were carrying Bibles, my anxiety would drop to zero. So, why is that the case?

I think it is because people of faith on the whole (of course there are exceptions) are aware that there exists an imminent moral code to life. And this code comes from God not society. It is imprinted in our DNA. But we need training to hone it. And one of the greatest moral principles Christians are to inculcate and practice is forgiveness.
“How many times are we to forgive someone,” asks Peter. What a great question! It plagues us all. Basically, Peter is asking when may we stop forgiving those who offend us repeatedly. Jesus’ answer is never.

Forgiveness should be one of the 10 commandments. For Jesus it is right up there with loving God and your neighbor. I think it is the hardest of all of Jesus’ messages. It is also such a huge topic. We could take weeks studying and discussing it. As a matter of fact, a few years ago we did just that in our adult faith formation program. We followed an excellent study book, The Way of Forgiveness, by Marjorie Thompson, which I would recommend to you. It is easy to read and to follow along.
Because forgiveness is such a huge subject and a complicated one, I am going to give you the down and dirty version-----the Cliff notes version so to speak. From there you can do more work on your own, which I encourage you to do. Our faith is a life long educational process. Everyone in here knows that you will get nowhere in society without at least a high school diploma. Actually, nowadays it is a college degree. And yet, we have no problem with accepting a third grade education when it comes to our faith. Trust me; I understand. I am a fifth grade Sunday School dropout. When I entered seminary, I couldn’t tell you the difference between the Transfiguration and the Resurrection, and I thought a Hail Mary was a football term and homousios was what Liberace was.
To forgive is to make a conscious choice to release the person who has wounded us from the sentence of our judgment, however justified that judgment may be. It represents a choice to leave behind our resentment and desire for retribution, however fair such punishment may seem. Forgiveness involves excusing persons from the punitive consequences they deserve because of their behavior. The behavior remains condemned, but the offender is released from its effects as far as the forgiver is concerned. Forgiveness means the power of the original wound’s power to hold us trapped is broken.
This isn’t easy; at least for me it is not easy. And sometimes it takes a daily commitment for years for it finally to take affect. And, I will tell you, I don’t know how I could forgive being a child victim of abuse or the victim of spousal abuse or the victim of some heinous crime. I have trouble forgiving the guy who cut me off in traffic let alone the really serious stuff. So, I am not up here above you preaching that I have this altogether because I don’t. I just try like all of you to do it. I like this quote from The Man Was Thursday by G.K. Chesterton.
(Jesus) You are the new recruit? All right, you are engaged."
(Disciple) "I really have no experience..."
(Jesus) "No one has any experience of the battle of Armageddon."
(Disciple) "But I'm really unfit..."
(Jesus) "You are willing, that is enough."
(Disciple) "Now, really, I know of no occupation for which mere willingness is the final test."
(Jesus) "I do. Martyrs. I am sending you to your death. Good day."

That is kind of how I feel about forgiving others. I am willing, and that has to be enough. But experience----not so good.  And if you can’t forgive others because you want them to pay in some way for what they have done to you, then forgive them for your own sanity. 50 years after my mother’s divorce from my father, she could get just as angry as if the hurt and pain happened yesterday. Wow! That is a long time to carry such anger. An apology was never forthcoming from my father. And yet, look at the control he had over her long after they had ever spoken a word to one another. Who was hurt by this? My mother was hurting herself by not letting go of the matter. So what if you forgive for selfish reasons! Sometimes we just have to let go for our own mental health. 
And perhaps that is because forgiveness also means forgiving ourselves. You see the question isn’t whether God has really forgiven us because God has before we even acknowledge what we have done. The question is whether or not we have received the gift of forgiveness which God has granted. If so, then it will make a visible, visceral difference in our lives and relationships. Our inability to accept God’s forgiveness means we have higher standards of forgiveness than does God. Now, how can that be? 
The problem in forgiving ourselves is our inability to acknowledge and own up to what we did. The church word for this is confession. It is, at least, telling God one’s deepest darkest secrets and where possible telling a minister or mature spiritual friend. Undoubtedly, this feels shameful, painful and humiliating, but such confession serves as the beginning of our relief. God’s forgiveness is there as a gift. Absurd as this may seem, there a very few of us who will believe in and accept the forgiveness of God so completely as to leave our sin with God forever. We are always reopening the vault where we have deposited our sin forever asking to have it back in order to fondle it, reconstruct, query or worry over it. Thus, our guilt and shame remain and forgiveness eludes us.
One last thing about forgiveness. I know you have heard it said many times that we are to forgive but not forget. I disagree. On an individual level I see no reason as to not forget. We forget so many things in life. We forget at least if not more than we remember. Why must we not forget something bad that happened to us or something bad we have done? I mean, once we forgive, I see no reason to continue to remember. As a matter of fact, the more time separates us from various incidents the more we tend to forget the less than pleasant incidents. It is for this reason we tend to look fondly back on past vacations when at the time they might not have been as great as we remember them. I saw a TV show once where a woman had perfect recall of past events down to the minutest detail. She loved having a photographic memory. It was her one talent. However, her perfect memory was a curse because she couldn’t forget the hurtful and painful events in her life. Thus, she was often angry and resentful towards others. She felt unloved because no one wanted to be around someone who was always bringing up the negative things in life. When offered the opportunity to be healed of her loneliness and depression but that she would lose her ability to have perfect recall, she refused. 
What would you choose? Then, why do you choose to hang on to your own hurt memories when forgiveness and forgetfulness are options? I think it is okay to forget. It is okay to let go and really let go.
What is a simple way to start forgiving? On the cross Jesus prayed: “Father, forgive them for they don’t know what they are doing.” Pray these words while keeping before you the names of those you need to forgive. By appearances people seem to know perfectly well what they are doing. But try to see them as Christ sees them. Allow yourself by the grace of God’s spirit to enter into the forgiving mind of Christ for those who concern you. Who knows why we do the things we do. We might never know. But does it really matter? It doesn’t seem to matter to Jesus in answering Peter’s question. Practice forgiveness.
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