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        Pentecost 8

The path to inner peace:

step 6: releasing

Introduction
Living in the cross-hairs of a hit man is no treat.
I know; I had one after me for almost six months.

He wasn’t a gang member…and didn’t carry a gun.

He was a “hired hand” of the IRS…and had a mission.

His job?  To track me down and make me pay for my mistake.

My “mistake”, though, was a little known but legitimate deduction –


given to Americans living overseas and married to a person who is not a US citizen.

Whenever my tax return was reviewed by someone unfamiliar with this deduction,

I would receive a tax bill.  

This happened several times.

However, a simple letter – with a copy of the tax law – usually resolved the issue.

But, one year, the problem would not go away…


and the hit man would not give up.

He sent me letters and called me on the phone.
He threatened to ruin my credit


and sue the organization for which I worked.
At one point, I thought me might even tell my mother.
Then – suddenly – he stopped bugging me.

Someone…somewhere must have finally read the law and called him off.

After the hit man left me alone, he also left me amazed.

Who, I wondered, would enjoy such a job?

Oh! I understand that such an occupation is necessary.

I just wonder who would want to do it.

A good day for one of these guys means a bad day for someone else.

No one wants to read their letters.

No one wants to take their calls.

No one is happy to see them at their door.

Their paycheck comes from demanding your payment.

Can you imagine spending your days like that?

Perhaps you can.

Perhaps all of us can.

Even the best among us spend time demanding payment, don’t we?

Doesn’t someone owe us something?


An explanation?  An apology?  A second chance?  A childhood?  A marriage?

All of us, I suspect, could make a list of people in our debt.

You parents…should have been more protective.

Your children…should be more appreciative.

Your spouse…should be more understanding.

Your pastor…should be more sensitive.

What are you going to do with all these people who “owe” you?

Few questions in life are more important.

We want to rest and relax.

We crave peace of heart and mind.

There are, however, two major obstacles along the path to peace.

One is guilt –


that draining, damaging emotion prompted by what we have done to other people.

Last week, we discovered God’s forgiveness as the antidote for such guilt

The other obstacle is resentment – 
that draining, damaging emotion prompted by what other people have done to us.

Today we learn that forgiveness is also the antidote for resentment.

Dealing with debt – forgiving…releasing those who sin against you – 

is essential if you want to chill out on hot summer days.

It also lies at the heart of the prayer Jesus taught.

After reminding of the grace we have received,


Jesus speaks of the grace we need to share:



Forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors. [Matthew 6:12 NIV]
Releasing

1) The high cost of getting even
What are you going to do with those people who “owe” you?

Dale Carnegie tells of a trip to Yellowstone Park.

While there, he saw a grizzly bear eating garbage left by campers.

For a while, the huge animal feasted alone.

Then a skunk sauntered through the meadow

and took his place beside the bear.

The grizzly didn’t object…and Carnegie knew why.

“The grizzly,” he said, “understood the high cost of getting even.”

You and I would do well to learn the same lesson.

We can settle scores, of course…but only at great expense.

For one thing, we pay a high price socially.

When we set out to get even,


our relationships with other people suffer.
Have you ever noticed – in the movies – how the bounty hunter travels alone?

It’s not hard to see why.

Who wants to hang out with a guy who settles scores for a living?

Who wants to risk getting on his bad side?

More than once, I’ve watched a person explode in anger.

The person thought I was listening.

Actually, I wasn’t.

I was thinking – thinking of how I could get out of there…


and hoping – hoping I would never get on this guy’s hit list.

No wonder God tells people:

Do not make friends with a hot-tempered man, do not associate with one easily angered. [Proverbs 22:24 NIV]
Settling scores is a lonely occupation.

It’s also an unhealthy one.

We also pay a high price physically.

God says:


Resentment kills a fool. [Job 5:2 NIV]
In a scene from the old “Amos and Andy” TV series,


Amos asks Andy what he’s wearing around his neck.

“A bottle of nitroglycerine,” says Andy.

Amos is shocked and asks why.

Andy tells him of a fellow 

who has a bad habit of poking people in the chest when he’s talking to them.

“It drives me crazy,” Andy says,


“and I’m wearing this nitro so the next time he pokes me, I’ll blow his finger off.”

Andy is not the only person to forget


that – when we try to get even – we often get hurt.

We describe people who bug us as a “pain in the neck”, don’t we?

But whose neck are we referring to?

Whose neck is hurting?

Certainly not theirs.

If we’re out to settle a score, we’ll never rest or relax.

How can we?

After all, our enemy may never pay up.

As much as we think we are “owed” an apology,


our debtor may not agree 
The racist who slurs you may never repent.
The chauvinist who despises you may never change.

As justified as we may be in our thirst for revenge,


we may never even get as penny’s worth of justice.

And if we do, will it be enough?
Think about that for a moment.

How much justice is enough?

Picture your enemy.

See him or her tied to the whipping post.

The goon with the whip turns to you and asks, “How many lashes?”

You give a number…and the goon gives the beating.

The whip cracks and the blood flows.

Your enemy slumps over…and you walk away.

Do you feel better now?

Are you at peace?

Perhaps.  But then another memory surfaces…

and another lash is needed.

When does it all stop?

It all stops when you and I take seriously those words of our Savior:


Forgive us our sins, as we forgive those who sin against us. [Matthew 6:12 NIV]
Through these words, we learn the high cost of getting even.

I’ve suggested that – when we set out to settle scores –


we pay a price socially and physically.


Jesus, though, gives a much more important reason for forgiving our enemy.

If we don’t, he says, we pay a high price spiritually.

Forgive us our sins, as we forgive those who sin against us. [Matthew 6:12 NIV]
Before we explore what these words mean,


let’s discover what they do not mean.

A casual reading of Jesus’ words might suggest


that we are forgiven because we forgive…



that we get God’s grace by giving grace to others.
Such an interpretation, though, conflicts with what God says throughout the Bible.
If you or I could get forgiveness by forgiving,


then why did Jesus have to die on a cross for our sins?

Why did that pastor named Paul insist

You have been saved by grace through believing.  You did not save yourselves.  It was a gift from God. [Ephesians 2:8 NLT]
Salvation – your adoption as a child of God – is a free gift!

So what is Jesus telling us?

Max Lucado claims 
that Jesus is highlighting one of the great principles of the Bible…

that he is reminding us that God will treat us as we treat others.

“Treat me as I treat my neighbor.”

That’s what we’re saying when we pray


Forgive us our sins, as we forgive those who sin against us. [Matthew 6:12 NIV]
In other words,


“God, give me what I give them.


Grant me the same peace that I offer to others.


Let me enjoy the same tolerance that I show to others.”

In every Christian community, there seem to be two groups of people:


those who have a contagious joy…



and those who have a cranky faith.

One group is grateful; the other is grumpy.

Both groups belong to the family of God.

One sees the rainbow; the other only sees the rain.

Could this principle – that God deals with us as we deal with others –


could this principle explain the difference?

Could it be that we experience the same emotion


-- the same feeling – that our offenders get from us?

You say, “I forgive you”…and feel forgiven.

Or you say, “I’m really ticked off”…and live ticked off at the world.

I say, “Go in peace”…and find peace in my life.

Or I say, “Go to hell”…and find that life is hell.

Listen to what Jesus says at another time and place:

Forgive and you will be forgiven.  Give and you will receive.  You will be given much.  Pressed down, shaken together, and running over, it will spill into your lap.  The way you give to others is the way God will give to you. [Luke 6:37-38 NLT]
Do you sometimes feel that other Christians are not as sour as you are?

You’ve always wondered why they look so happy…


and you feel so cranky?

Maybe now you know.
Could it be that God is giving you exactly what you are giving someone else?

Would you like some peace?

Then perhaps it’s time to stop giving your neighbor such a hassle.

Want to enjoy more of God’s generosity?

Maybe you need to let others enjoy more of yours.

Want to feel forgiven?

I think you know what needs to be done.

2) The great value of letting go
There’s a cost for getting even,

but there’s value in letting go…

in releasing – surrendering – your right to hurt those who have hurt you.
Such forgiveness, of course, is never easy.

If you’re the victim, you usually suffer twice:


first for the pain inflicted by your enemy, 
then for the pardon you extend to your enemy.


You suffer just like your Father in heaven --

the Father who agonized when his Son suffered the pain 

to provide the pardon for the sins – our sins – that offended him.

But the payoff is peace!

Dr Jim Fogarty is a clinical psychologist.
He will conduct a workshop on forgiveness in St Paul later this year.
In a brochure advertising this workshop, he writes:

“All too often I encounter clients consumed by anger, bitterness and despair.  Commonly, at the root of these debilitating emotions lies the need to forgive the person they view as the ‘wrong-doer’ – the one responsible for their ‘hurt’ or ‘loss’. Until they can forgive their offenders, they will not heal.”
“Until you can forgive your offenders, you will not heal.”

That’s what Dr Jim says.

This is what the apostle Pete says.

In a letter to Christians long ago, he writes words for today:

Live in harmony with one another. … Do not repay evil with evil or insult with insult, but with blessing, because to this you were called so that you may inherit a blessing.  
[1 Peter 3:8-9 NIV]
Peter goes on:

Whoever would love life and see good days…must turn from evil and do good, he must seek peace.  [1 Peter 3:10-11 NIV]

Do you want to see some good days?

Do you long to experience some peace in your life?
Then make peace with those whom you think have upset your life.
Whom, then, do you need to forgive today?

What memory is torturing you?

If you don’t know, I suggest you take a test.

You may, in fact, have to take three tests.
To discover whom you need to forgive, first take the “blame test”.
Whom do you blame for your unhappiness?

“If I didn’t have these parents…
if I didn’t have this child…”

if it weren’t for that person,


my life would be great.”

Whom do you blame for your unhappiness?
That’s the person you need to forgive.

If the “blame test” doesn’t reveal the answer,


take the “bitterness test”

What still upsets you – what still makes you bitter – today?
Perhaps someone in your family made a major mistake…years ago.

You said you’ve forgiven them…but you can’t forget what they did.

You remember the major mistake of the past

whenever they make a minor one now.

Even when he or she does something nice for you,


you simply think, “They owe it to me.”

What still makes you angry or bitter today?
That’s the pain you need to pardon;


that’s the person you need to forgive.

If you still don’t know which person you need to release for peace,


take the “behavior test”.

Do you ever find yourself reacting to an individual 

because their behavior reminds you of someone else?
“You act just like my father;


you treat me just like my sister did.”

You’re frustrated at the behavior of some innocent party today.

Why?  Because you never forgave the individual 

who treated you that way in the past.

Remember what the apostle Pete said:

Live in harmony with one another. … Do not repay evil with evil or insult with insult, but with blessing, because to this you were called so that you may inherit a blessing.  … 

Whoever would love life and see good days…must turn from evil and do good, he must seek peace.  [1 Peter 3:8-11 NIV]

Peter urges us to employ forgiveness because he enjoyed forgiveness.

You know the story, don’t you?

You know how Peter hurt Jesus.

You know how Jesus came to make peace with Peter.

You know how Peter then went out to preach peace to all.

That’s his story.

And I pray that it’s your story – and mine – as well…


that we who enjoy forgiveness also employ it;



that we who accept God’s forgiveness also offer it to others;



that we forgive just as we have been forgiven.

Conclusion
In his book entitled The Great House of God, 

Max Lucado includes this letter from a man named Harold Staub.


“Max

Thank you so much for speaking on forgiveness at Promise Keepers in Syracuse NY on June 7 and 8.  I was there.  Just want you to know that I went home and talked to my wife about forgiveness – the best two weeks of my life.  You see, she went home to be with the Lord on June 24, totally forgiven.  Thank you so very much.”

When Max called Harold for permission to print this letter,


Harold shared the touching details of the final days with his wife.

Harold didn’t know his wife was near death; neither did she.

But Harold knew they had some unresolved issues.

So, when he got home,


he got on his knees and asked his wife for forgiveness.

That gesture opened a torrent of emotions


and a conversation that lasted long into the night.

The reconciliation continued for two weeks.

Their relationship reached a depth they had never known before.

Then – suddenly – his wife died of an embolism.

Harold was shocked, but he was ready…and now is at peace.

And so was his wife when she died.
What about you?
Are you living in peace today?

Will you – one day – be able to die in peace?

If not, I think you know what you need to do.

Release, my friend.

Release your foes, my friend.

Release for peace.
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