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In this post-Ester season we continue our series on salvation.  I have drawn the lot to explore the relationship between salvation and forgiveness.  A quote from Fr. Samuel Wells:

Forgiveness doesn't change the past. But it releases us from the power of the past. Forgiveness doesn't rewrite history.  But it prevents our histories asphyxiating us. Fundamentally forgiveness transforms our past from an enemy to a friend, from a horror-show of shame to a storehouse of wisdom. In the absence of forgiveness we're isolated from our past, pitifully trying to bury or deny or forget or destroy the many things that haunt and overshadow and plague and torment us. Forgiveness doesn't change these things: but it does change their relationship to us. No longer do they imprison us or pursue us or surround us or stalk us. Now they accompany us, deepen us, teach us, train us... That's the work of forgiveness. It's about the transformation of the prison of the past.
This isn't about willpower or determination or self-help. This is the work of Jesus. Jesus walks beside us, and the negative aspects of those past experiences he takes into his body, leaving us with the memories that can strengthen, deepen, and ennoble us...Jesus takes upon himself the evil that we've done and that's been done to us... and thereby literally gives us back our past as a gift and not a threat. Our chains fall off, our heart is free. Nothing, in the end, is wasted. All is redeemed ... God intricately weaves us back into the story. That's the mystery of salvation.

Salvation for me is not something to be decided at the end of my life.  Salvation, or its absence, is something I experience every moment of every day.  “Today”, Jesus said, “salvation has come to” the home of Zacchaeus (Luke 19:9).  Today salvation can come home to me, to you, to our world.  This morning I want to work with ideas and images on the topic of forgiveness that open the way for salvation this and every day.
Laying one’s hands on the head of another person or creature is an intimate act.  Even now as a middle aged man, when I return to the States on a parental visit, my mother is prone to place hands on my cheek and exclaim something schmaltzy about how much she misses her boy (embarrassing when this happens in airports).  Perhaps I am the prodigal returning home to forgiving parents who lay their hands on me in blessing, as Rembrandt depicted and as appears on our bulletin cover.   Jesus lays his hands on the sick to heal them (Luke 4:40 et al.; ἐπιτιθεὶς), and they are saved from their sicknesses.  Jesus lays his hands on little children (Mark 10:16; τιθεὶς), and they are blessed.  Aaron places his hands upon a chosen goat (Lev 16:21; ἐπιθήσει) and the transgressions of the people are born to a remote place.  In the season of Easter we often think of Jesus as the Passover Lamb—and rightly so for the textual Passover allusions applied to Jesus are numerous.  Jesus, though, is bigger than just one metaphor.

Could it be that John’s exclamation of Jesus that he is the “Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world” (John 1:29) draws upon the tradition of the Day of Atonement (Lev 16) in which a chosen goat carries personal and communal sin deep into the wilderness?  In Jewish tradition it is the goat who bears the sins of people which ritualizes atonement, at-one-ment, with God.   Like the goat Jesus takes our sins upon himself and goes freely into the Wilderness to do his sacred work.  Jesus is both Passover Lamb and Day of Atonement goat.
Lev. 16 details an intimate ritual act in which the head of sanctified surrogate is held that a people might not be overwhelmed by their past.  In intimate acts Jesus places his hands upon the people to bless us and to heal.  In an intimate act Jesus invites us to lay our hands on him that the burdens and sins of life might be transferred to him and transformed in the Wilderness.  These are powerful images which we can re-play again and again in our minds.  In Jesus every day can be a day of atonement.  In Jesus every day can be one in which he touches us to heal and bless.  We have been given imaginations which allow us these encounters with the risen Christ.  It is a matter of channelling our imaginations in this way.  Today, everyday, salvation can come to our homes.   That is if we believe we have anything from which to be saved.
Forgiveness, salvation we might say, begins with God’s mercy and an awareness on our part that we are in need of mercy.   The Church’s story has it that Christ came to dwell among us in order to rescue us and the world from the ravages of sin by restoring our spiritual health.    Owning and spreading this salvation “depends before anything else upon our realizing that we [and our world] are in serious need of forgiveness.  As Christ puts it, “Those who are well do not need a physician, but the sick do.  Go and learn the meaning of the words, ‘I desire mercy, not sacrifice.’  I did not come to call the righteous but sinners (Matt 9:11ff and synoptic parallels).  His mission is to make whole what has been fragmented, damaged, or destroyed”.

I will not go into a protracted reflection on the intellectual impediments which keep us from recognizing our personal brokenness or taking ownership in systemic brokenness.  Suffice it to say that only those willing to acknowledge spiritual illness [in ourselves and the world] are open to the kind of salvation, the healing, which forgiveness can bring.

Let us work with another image of forgiveness, salvation, and empowerment.   In the week after Easter I spent part of my morning’s meditation time on today’s scripture reading from John 20.   I was taken with the doors being locked, and how we keep so many doors locked on account of fear.  I was taken with the need for Jesus to twice extend to his disciples the peace greeting, and that sometimes my limitations require multiple approaches by Jesus.  I was taken with Jesus breathing on his disciple.  As we exhale fears we inhale the Holy Spirit.

Consider the possibilities if we would live this verse of scripture regularly.  I do not know the concerns with which many live, but this is a spiritual exercise in which the fears that haunt are displaced by the resurrection power of God in Christ.  We will take less than a minute to try this exercise together—breathing out fear; breathing in Jesus.  If closing your eyes helps you to visualize this air exchange by all means close your eyes.  Exhale fear; inhale Jesus.  Exhale fear; inhale Jesus (etc..,.).    Personally, I found facing the morning e-mail, the pastoral tasks of the day, and the challenges of my personal life so much easier having cleared the air.  Every moment, salvation can be inhaled; every breathe is an opportunity for salvation.

Continuing in the John 20 passage I am taken with the curious phrasing of John 20:23, that the alternative to forgiving sins is them being held as the KJV translates it.   Sins being held is an appropriate translation, and it gives us the sense of weightiness which broken relationships can have.  The text is not clear who “holds” the burden of those sins.  I found myself agreeing with Eugene Peterson in his translation of verse 23 found in The Message: "If you forgive someone's sins, they're gone for good. If you don't forgive sins, what are you going to do with them?"   We retain them.  We hold them.  We are encumbered by them.  We have a choice of what to do with the sinfulness of the world that seeks to load us down:  release it or retain it.  
A contemporary description of this reality comes from Max Lucado in his book Traveling Light:  releasing the burdens you were never intended to bear.  It was shared as the devotional at our Deacon Board meeting this past Monday.  Lucado asks:
Haven’t you been known to pick up a few bags?  Odds are, you did this morning.  Somewhere between the first step on the floor and the last step out the door, you grabbed some luggage.  You stepped over to the baggage carousel and loaded up.  Don’t remember doing so?  That’s because you did it without thinking.  Don’t remember seeing a baggage terminal?  That’s because the carousel is not the one in the airport; it’s the one in the mind.  And the bags we grab are not made of leather; they’re made of burdens.  The suitcase of guilt.  A sack of discontent.  You drape a duffel bag of weariness on one shoulder and a hanging bag of grief on the other.  Add on a backpack of doubt, an overnight bag of loneliness, and a trunk of fear.  Pretty soon you’re pulling more stuff than a skycap.  No wonder you’re so tired at the end of the day.  Lugging luggage is exhausting.

Some of this luggage is of our own creating; some of it is foisted upon us.  We do not need to carry this baggage.  We can leave the bags at the foot of the cross or with the Day of Atonement goat.  Again, in our imagination we can literally lay the burdens down.  Today, salvation can come to our homes.  A narrative example of this comes from Jane Eyre.  
I do not often watch movies based upon Victorian Era books, but some years back I found myself watching Jane Eyre with Patty.   One scene in the movie was so significant for me that it became imprinted on my mind.  After her parent’s death Jane went to live with her mother’s brother, his wife, and their children.  The aunt committed to raise Jane as one of her own children, but she sorely mistreated Jane and eventually sent her to a boarding school.  It turns out she was jealous of her husband’s concern for Jane.  Taking the conflict into adult years, the aunt kept another of Jane’s uncles from getting in contact with her by telling him that Jane had actually died.  On her death bed the aunt summons Jane.  It is not clear in the video presentations of the book if the aunt does this to clear her conscience or have one more go at Jane.  Returning to a house in which she was mistreated and to people who had not loved her, Jane is left with choices on how to respond.  She replied to her aunt:  “Love me or hate me as you will.  You have my full and free forgiveness.  Be at peace.”  And with that she leaves.
God’s forgiveness is not contingent upon our action or acceptance.  God forgives.  It is our choice to accept it or not.  In like fashion, we too can extend grace to others regardless of their attitude.  As in the case of Jane Eyre (Jacob & Esau and Paul & Barnabas are biblical examples) we need not continue the journey with others who have hurt us, but we dare not allow those experiences to define us.
In conclusion, most of my examples have been interpersonal in nature.  Forgiveness which leads to salvation, however, is the post-resurrection work of the church.  Both Matthew 18 and John 20, texts which deal squarely with forgiveness, are addressed to the group of disciples who became the church.  In Matthew 18 those unwilling to embrace the reconciliation process are to be treated as gentiles—in other words those to whom we continue to reach out.  In John 20 the disciples receive the Holy Spirit so that they might testify to the God who brings salvation through forgiveness.  Those unwilling to receive God’s Word of salvation through forgiveness bring judgment upon themselves.  It is not our job to do the judging.
  Our task is to hold fast to the Word of forgiveness made ours through the way of Christ.  As we do so, it is our expectation that Salvation will come to our homes.  Amen.
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