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“Forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors.”


We are in the Christian season of Advent, leading up to Christmas. Christmas celebrates the birth of Jesus. Christmas is traditionally a time of gift-giving. I cannot help but reflect, that Jesus had no gifts to give. He seemed penniless, with nothing more than the clothes on his back. Instead, he is remembered for the spiritual gifts that he gave freely. He gave time, love, healing, comfort, visiting a friend in prison, wisdom, hope, forgiveness. One of his gifts to his followers was the Lord’s Prayer. In it is the oft quoted line, “Forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors.” What would he say about today’s national political debate over forgiving debts? 

The topic of forgiving does not spring easily from my lips. People may wonder, what can the minister offer to a broken heart, a damaged trust, an empty checkbook? Cheap grace? A four point self-help plan?  A claim that our religion is the only way?

Unitarian Universalism has never been a religion to tell people that they are born inherently sinful or faulty. We see no sense or usefulness in claiming that Adam and Eve committed a sinful act that has been passed down through all eternity. To the contrary, thanks to them, we have become as the Gods, aware of good and evil. Jesus did not die on the cross in a blood sacrifice to atone for humanity’s sins. To the contrary, people are born with inherent worth and dignity. If there is any salvation to be had, any grace to receive, it is in giving our souls and the world hope, not hell. 

Forgiveness was the original self-help, hope tool that has grown beyond religion. Robert Enright decided to learn all he could about forgiveness in 1984. What he learned led him to believe that “this simple idea had the power to change lives and perhaps even transform societies. He had the audacity to write a book titled, Forgiveness is a Choice. He took his ideas and his book to urban schools where kids were daily victims of violence and neglect. He took his idea to the children of Belfast Ireland during the troubles, to incest survivors, abused wives, the terminally ill. 
Forgiveness, Enright learned, tests both individuals and societies. ‘The rehab is painful,’ he says. That, in essence is what we’re doing when we’re forgiving. We’re trying to rehab our heart. Sometimes even rehab a community.”  (Mark Johnson, Milwaukee Journal Sentinel) 

The choice entails not just uncovering one’s anger, but also asking:
· Has the anger affected my health?

· Have I been obsessed about the anger and injury?

· Has the anger and injury caused permanent change in my life?

· Has the anger and injury changed my world view in ways that do not bring me peace of mind?

If anger works for you, then there is not much more to say. If the anger does not work for you anymore, then decide that it hasn’t worked, decide that forgiving may be an option with more benefits. Benefits such as understanding one’s own needs, how the needs were not met, accepting the pain, and having compassion for oneself. 


Please don’t misunderstand me. I think that anger, revenge and resentment are great motivators. But they never, ever get me out of my emotional prison. I am not overly pleased that one of the doors leading out of that prison is forgiving. Anger is much easier. But isn’t freedom the goal, the need? Freedom from suffering? Discovering what causes and heals suffering. Discovering that one is not alone. Discovering that forgiving doesn’t benefit the offender, but rather benefits me. Life can have new purpose outside the walls of revenge. 

In 2006, a gunman walked into an Amish school and shot and killed five girls. The world was shocked to hear that within hours the Amish community had forgiven the shooter. Most people scoffed at such a choice, for as one Amish said, “Forgiveness was a decided issue.” We stopped reading, assuming that the Amish were either heartless or delusional. What they could tell us is that forgiveness, once decided, is a long, long, complex emotional process. “But what is the alternative?”, One Amish farmer asked. 

“…the acid of bitterness eats the container that holds it,” he commented. 

Let me tell you another story about forgiving. 

George Frideric Handel was born in 1685 in Halle Germany. After his father gave up trying to steer him into studying law, Handel received musical training. He composed during the Baroque period. Handel was ambitious, moving from one city to another, from one job to another every year from 1702 to 1710. 

He consorted with the idle aristocracy from Hamburg to Florence, and enjoyed the adulation of the prosperous middle class. He made and lost several fortunes, speculating on public entertainment schemes. 



What caused him trouble, what almost cost him his career, was a mistake he made as composer and conductor in Hannover Germany. He had been there less that 6 months when he asked permission from his benefactor, Prince George, to visit London. Permission was granted and he went to London. The problem was, he never returned from London to Hanover, which left Prince George seething. Past mistakes sometimes have a way of catching up with us, however. Handel was forced to face the music, as it were in 1714, when Prince George of Hanover Germany, his former employer,  became King George I of England. 

If you are Handel, what do you do? You can’t just pretend that nothing happened. “Good evening King George. Have we met before? There won’t be any trouble granting my request for English citizenship, will there? 


Handel could have bolted for Italy or France, but instead, he faced his mistake, and his fear. He apologized. Handel’s apology and “…the reconciliation between these two may well have occurred, as has often been said, during a royal party on the River Thames in 1717 during which selections from Handel’s Water Music were probably played.” (Ellen T. Harris)


Had Handel not apologized, and had King George not forgiven him, well, the composer’s career would have ended. He would never have composed a dozen or more operas, extensive choral music, including the Messiah. Without a doubt, The Messiah alone was worth one apology, and one act of forgiveness. 


Being an ambitious person, and a Christian, Handel must have known that his ambition, if it were to continue, must step aside for humility. That night on the River Thames, Handel must have been feeling a conflicting set of emotions:

Humility

Regret

Remorse

Self-interest

Power imbalance

And a heightened conscience.

An apology and forgiveness has two important meanings. One, it says, I want to stay connected to you, despite the fact that one of us is hurt and angry. An apology and forgiveness opens a window to reconciliation. The other meaning is a bit more difficult to describe. An apology can mean that I want to stay connected, but it may not mean that I have learned anything. Sometimes the learning part is immediate, other times it takes years. It really means something when the conscience comes alive and is expanded to include the most difficult of learnings, one’s own responsibility and culpability. 

This is religious education. The Unitarian minister from the 19th century, William Ellery Channing said that the great end in religious education is to not “impose religion in the form of arbitrary rules, but to awaken the conscience, the moral discernment.” 


Awakening the conscience is not without pain. 


One of the most amazing gestures of apology and forgiveness was that of Governor George Wallace. He was racist, segregationist, and mean, and to me he personified the face of personal and institutional evil. Yet in the 1970’s he renounced segregation. “In 1979 Wallace met with Congressman John Lewis, one of the foremost civil rights leaders in the south, and declared, ‘I have come to ask for your forgiveness.’” (Matthew Cooper)

Wallace spent 20 years apologizing to everyone, especially African Americans, including the two students who he tried to keep out of the University of Alabama in 1963. Even those two students forgave him, and offered their absolution for his old racist ways. As part of his repentance, he pledged to respect people for their inherent worth and dignity, be responsive to their needs, and create programs that met the needs of all the people in Alabama. 

“His one time opponent, John Lewis, wrote of Wallace, ‘He deserves to be remembered for his efforts to redeem his soul and in so doing to mend the fabric of society.” (NY Times)


When it comes to apologies, repentance and forgiveness, religious language is most powerful. We are talking about souls to be healed and redeemed, consciences to be awakened and grown, compassion to be considered as more powerful than vengeance and revenge, the fabric of people’s lives to be connected and mended, dignity to be restored, transformation to be entered into. 

