Forgive and Forget?

Punchline: True forgiveness is more than just pretending the wrong didn’t happen.

Has anyone ever said that to you?  “Let’s pretend that never happened.”  <slide 1> Lindsay told me a story once about a time she was cooking with someone and they got into an argument and that person threw a piece of raw meat at her and then the next day said to her, “Let’s pretend that never happened.”  I think a lot of the time, whether we say it or not, that’s the way we understand forgiveness between people and also God’s forgiveness for us.  We sin, we know we’ve sinned, we know we broke God’s law or disobeyed God’s will and in a moment of remorse, we say, “God I’m so sorry.  Let’s pretend that didn’t happen.”  We promise ourselves we’ll never do it again, we sweep it under the rug, we shut the door on it and we move forward.  Sometimes we are able to forget about it, sometimes it haunts us, but either way we are never completely able to let it go.

In today’s text, Absalom, David’s son, returns from exile.  He was hiding out for two years because he had killed his brother Amnon for raping their sister Tamar.  David called Absalom back to Jerusalem but refused to see him.  Absalom manipulates Joab, one of David’s advisors and friends into letting him in to see David.  He bows before David, David kisses him and that’s it.  <Slide 2> That’s their whole interaction.  Nobody apologizes to anyone, nobody talks about what happened, nobody takes responsibility, nobody takes ownership – they just pretend like the whole thing never happened.  And what happens?  Literally by the next sentence in the scripture, Absalom is plotting against David, trying to take the throne for himself.  I don’t know how much time passed, I don’t know what happened in between, but it’s clear to me that the relationship between Absalom and David was not repaired.

And that’s the problem with this way of understanding forgiveness.  When we think of forgiveness as just pretending it didn’t happen, hoping it will blow over, or just trying to forget it, the relationship is never repaired.  Even if we can forget, the hurt, the resentment, the guilt, the shame, the pain and the awkwardness do not go away, they are simply buried deep down inside us and they often surface at unrelated times.  Forgiving is not the same as forgetting.

In Paul ‘s letters, he uses the word “reconcile” <Slide 3> much more than he uses the word “forgive.”  (defn) When he describes what God did in Jesus Christ he says, “God reconciled us to him through Christ” and he says “God has given us the ministry of reconciliation” and “entrusted us with the message of reconciliation.”  (2 Cor 5:18)
Our goal with God and with each other isn’t simply forgiveness, it is reconciliation.  It is acknowledging and taking responsibility for the brokenness of a relationship, making an effort to understand the hurt that was caused, and committing to move forward together. On the playground when kids fight, we tell them to say “I’m sorry.”  And then we tell the other person to say “It’s okay” – kind of like what David and Absalom did.  But this is not reconciliation.  It does not fix the relationship.

In true reconciliation, the guilty party says, “I’m sorry.  I did this and I know it was wrong.  I see how it affected you and I apologize for my actions.”  This is some pretty tough stuff to swallow.  It’s hard, especially when we resent the other person, to be able to take responsibility for the hurt that *we* might have caused in the relationship.

In true reconciliation, the hurt party says, “What you did hurt me in this and this way, but I can let go of my pain, resentment, and my fear.”  This is equally hard because it means acknowledging hurt (something humans are not very good at) but also letting it go.

God did not give us this idea of reconciliation arbitrarily.  God does not command us to truly forgive and to reconcile with each other for his entertainment, as a test, or even for the benefit of the other party.  Let me emphasize that – we do not forgive, ask for forgiveness or reconcile just for the sake of the other person.  We reconcile with other people and with God for our own sake.  I’m only thirty, some of y’all are a bit older than that, but we’ve all been carrying around burdens for decades – some of us maybe even for half a century or more.  When we carry around resentment whether consciously or unconsciously, when we carry around hurt and fear, when we carry around guilt and shame, they weigh us down.  They interfere with our ability to be present in relationships today.  They cloud our judgment, they distort our thinking, they paint a false picture of reality.  Reconciliation is the method that God has given us to let go of that burden and to live in the present.  In fact, often times the most important reconciliation for us involves people who may be dead and our task of reconciliation is not with them, but a with God – because we don’t just resent them, we resent God.  Forgiving others and seeking forgiveness from others, taking responsibility for our actions and apologizing for them, and owning our hurt and being strong enough to share it…are all ways that we let go.  The process of reconciliation is not for God, not for the other, but for us.  <Slide>
Brothers and sisters, what are you holding onto?  What hurt have you buried deep down inside, pretending it never happened?  What shame are you hiding in secret, hoping nobody will notice?  What relationships: with people still living, with people who are dead, with God himself - are broken and need repair?  In Jesus Christ, God reconciled himself to us, not by pretending our sin didn’t exist, not by sweeping it under the rug or hoping it blew over – but by making a bold statement on the cross about how much our sin hurts him.  God owned his hurt and then let it go.  May we, the body of Christ, own our hurt.  May we, the body of Christ take responsibility for the hurt we have caused.  May we, the body of Christ, seek reconciliation with each other and may we proclaim our reconciliation with God.
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