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Good Friday, 2009
Preached:  April 10, 2009 at St. Mark’s, Citrus Heights, CA

Luke 23:32-34
Forgiveness means no more blaming.
I always have a problem with these particular words of Jesus from the cross. I mean it just doesn’t seem right—what He’s saying to God here:  “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing.” It’s almost like I want to scold Jesus. “But, Jesus, these people do know what they’re doing.” “Oh,” Jesus might respond, “but they don’t realize what they’re doing. They don’t believe in me. They don’t know who they’re doing this to.” Excuse me for being so suspicious, but I feel like saying, “But I think they did know who they were doing it to.” 
What an interesting part of the passion story of Jesus! It’s fascinating the way Luke sets up the scene. “Two other men, both criminals, were also led out with him . . . . There they crucified him, along with the criminals—one on his right, the other on his left.” Jesus is completely surrounded by bad people—by these cruel Roman soldiers, by the Jewish leaders who are taunting Him. He’s even surrounded by criminals right  close by Him, one on His right and the other on His left. I wonder if Jesus’ words here, “Father, forgive them,” aren’t meant for more than just the ones who are nailing Him to the cross. I wonder if they aren’t meant for the Jewish leaders who are standing there, for the criminals who at first both join in taunting Jesus, for His disciples who have abandoned Him and aren’t even there at the scene. I wonder if they were meant for every person who was alive at that time and didn’t speak up to rescue Him from this. I wonder if they weren’t meant for you and me and everyone else who has ever lived on this ball of mud.
Notice the response to these—oh, so kind—words:  “And they divided up his clothes by casting lots.” Can you think of anything more cruel or heartless to do to someone who has just said a prayer that shows He is taking the actions of His enemies in the kindest possible way? To divide up and gamble for His last remaining possessions, the very clothes off His back! How could Jesus be that good? How could He be that kind? How could He be that free of any shred of bad feelings toward His enemies?
That’s true forgiveness. During this Lenten season we’ve been considering these words of Jesus, “Father, forgive them.” We’ve looked at them from every possible angle. “What, really, is forgiveness?” we’ve asked ourselves. What exactly is it that Jesus did for us? Today we see how forgiveness is the “letting go” of the hurt that others have done to us—letting go to such an extent that there is no blame left for these people. You see, that’s what Jesus did. He was able to “so not hold something against” people that He would not even assign to them the least blame for their evil actions even when they were doing them.
When Jesus died on the cross, He died even for the people who nailed His hands and feet to the cross. Even though they were not at a point where they could admit that what they were doing was wrong, He already had forgiveness for their sins. He could even pray to His Father in heaven that He would forgive what they were doing. That’s forgiveness. When Jesus died on the cross, He paid the punishment for the sins of the whole world. That’s one of the deepest things we learn in Catechism class. It’s called “objective justification.” Objective justification means that every person is the object of Jesus’ prayer, “Father, forgive them.” Every person’s sin is the object of what Jesus said at the end, “It is finished.” The whole world’s sins have been forgiven. But there are still many sinners who want to hold on to their sins. Even though Jesus said they are gone, these people say, “No, I still have them. I still want them. I still want to hold on to my sins.” Sometimes we want to hold on to them because we think sinning is so much fun. Sometimes we want to hold on to them because we have a perverse pleasure in holding on to something that brings us pain.
Give them up! The word “give” is in forgive. Give them to Jesus. The other word that is in “forgive” is “for.” Jesus died “for” every sin ever committed. 
There once was a pastor who was counseling a woman. She had been carrying around a huge load of anger and guilt for about 25 years. She had had a very rocky relationship with her husband. As the pastor counseled with her, he discovered the problem stemmed mainly from something they had done 25 years before. The woman had ended the life of her unborn child. Her husband had encouraged and helped her to do it. It was in the days when this kind of thing was not legal in the United States. So she had to go to a far away place to do it. In the 25 years since it had happened she had run the details of the trip over in her mind again and again and agonized over what she had done. She could remember how her husband had dropped her off at the bank on the way to the airport, because they wouldn’t take a check to pay for the operation. She could remember how she had taken off in the plane, how she had landed and was picked up at the airport. She could tell you after 25 years what each of the women waiting in the waiting room of the clinic was wearing, what color their hair was, what color their eyes were–she had agonized over this deed so often. But then there were parts that she couldn’t remember until she was driven back to the airplane.

After she told the pastor all the details, he decided to use this approach: “Let’s imagine,” he told her, “that when you got back in the plane, it did not bring you back home. Let’s say this plane was able to go anywhere in the world, and was even able to go back in time. Let’s say this plane landed outside Jerusalem about 2,000 years ago.” She began to see where he was going with this counseling technique. The pastor said, “There’s a crowd of people in the city, hovering around a man who is dragging a heavy, wooden cross out of town. The man is Jesus. Let’s go take a closer look. Do you know what He’s doing?” She answered, “He’s going to pay for sin.” “Whose sin?” the pastor said. “Yours?” “Yes, my sin.” “Let’s get a little closer to Him. . .  I see Him now . . . Is there anything you’d like to tell Him,” the pastor said? “Yes,” she said. “What would you like to tell Him?” “I’m sorry.” “Sorry for what?” And then she answered not what the pastor thought she would answer, not “For what I did,” but “For being angry with my husband.” You see she had been able to come to peace over her own sin. But she had never been able to forgive her husband for his part in their guilt. “And what do you think Jesus will tell you?” the pastor asked. “It is finished,” she said in a flood of tears. And finally it was finished. It felt like a ton of weight had been lifted off her shoulders.

That’s what true forgiveness is. It’s not having anything or anyone left over to blame. That’s the kind of forgiveness Jesus has won for you. He prayed for your forgiveness two thousand years ago, long before you ever committed any sins. And He proclaimed your sins forgiven even though you were not yet born. In the mind of God there are no time limits. What happens in the past or the future is all “now” for Him. “It is finished,” Jesus said about your sins too. That’s the forgiveness Jesus has for you. At the end of this service we’re going to hear words from our God called “reproaches.” They will express very emotionally the hurt that our sins caused God. But the words will also remind us that God has had mercy, and that we can go to Him again and again and plead for His mercy. And He will give it to us. Jesus holds no grudge whatsoever for what your sins and mine put Him through on the cross. And He wants you to share that same unselfish forgiveness with those who sin against you. Because only when you are able to let go completely will you realize the depth of the forgiveness that Jesus won for you. During this Holy Week may you experience Jesus’ blameless forgiveness, that true forgiveness means no more blaming. May you realize that Jesus has given you this gift. And may you share it with those who have hurt you.
Amen.
