

   FORGIVING AND FORGIVEN
                          A Sermon by Reverend Lynn Strauss

“As long as the days of the earth endure,

Seedtime and harvest, cold and heat, summer and winter,

Day and night shall not cease.”           Genesis 8:22


In the autumn of the year, there is a turning.

A turning in the color of the leaves, a turning from heat to cold,

A turning toward seedtime and harvest.  There is a special golden beauty that preceeds the dark of winter.


There is a question to consider this morning…Where does the circle begin?   Wherever you are in your life, you are within the circle, the span of your time upon the earth.  


Where does the circle begin?  Where is the beginning?  And to what meaning and virtue will you turn?

The Jewish High Holidays come in the autumn, at the time of turning.   Rosh Hashanah is the celebration of the New Year…it is a beginning time…even as the circle of year continues.

Ancient Hebrew myth teaches that God opens three books  at this time of the year.  Three books within which to inscribe the name of each person.   One book is the book of Death, in this book are the names of all who have lived and died without the redemption of forgiveness- those who did not open their hearts, those who did not approach those they wronged and beg for forgiveness.

UU theology would not put much credence in a book of Death-instead, believing in blessing and ever-new potential fro transformation, we would leave that Book in the dark recesses of the library.


Another book is the book of Life, at the start of the new year, all the names in this book are erased…No matter how many righteous acts one might have done in years past…the blessing of having your name written in the book of Life, must be earned anew each year.  No resting on past laurels, or long-ago righteousness.  The blank book of Life awaits its list of names for the New Year.

The middle book, (the thickest book of all) is where the names of all the people are written and it is each persons’ task during the ten days of awe…the days between the first night of Rosh Hashanah, and the night of Yom Kipper – it is each one’s spiritual task, to ask forgiveness from those they have wronged during the year…if they fast and pray and ask for forgiveness, then, only then, can their name be written into the Book of Life, for the coming year.  Slowly with acts of confession and forgiveness the Book of Life is written.

So let’s assume that all of our names are written in the middle book…it is our task in this season of turning…to take steps, to do something about our past actions – to be accountable for how we might have hurt someone-even unwittingly.

This is the time for forgiveness.  This is the time to think about justice and mercy.   There are big things in the world that we could get focused on.  We could rant and pontificate and agree that the worst injustice has been done to us…so we might talk about the government economic bailout package…we might talk about how much we have lost in the stock market, or our anger and fear at the big banks and corporate giants.  We might agree that we can’t forgive those responsible…for getting us into this mess…whoever they are.

We could also focus on personal past hurts…we all have them. Abuses suffered in childhood, inequities of opportunity or talent, Losses of things we deserved, hurts we have long held on to, hurts that have become almost a part of us.

But to get stuck on our personal past; on our complaints and accusations…this would not be a turning…this would not be acting toward hope and new beginning.

We can acknowledge regret for what was, or what was not.. we can continue to protect ourselves from those who would hurt us…but that alone won’t get our name into the Book of Life.


To take spiritual steps toward forgiveness, we need to pause.   To look more deeply into our own hearts.


Perhaps we imagine that we are not in need of forgiveness, perhaps we think everything is fine with us…we’ve got no grievances, no grudges, no unfinished business…but, as a colleague of mine says…for most of us even saying the word “forgiveness”, causes us to tense up, to become defensive, to withdraw.  Something is stuck there within the very words…”forgiveness, forgiving, I’m sorry, I didn’t meant to, tell me how I hurt you…”

Just saying the word forgiveness, thinking about forgiveness…we might find that there are feelings and hurts, and needs hiding inside of us that we have been ignoring…minimizing, putting out of our mind…maybe this is why the Jewish tradition builds this time to pay attention into the annual calendar.  This is why I have built the Stones of Forgiveness ritual into our sacred year…so each year we can take stock of our soul…our need, our potential for more Life.

Most of us carry a burden of resentment or memory of an offense, or guilt about an unkind act or word.  I know that most of us feel we haven’t done enough for others, or enough good in the world this year.


Not only do we have to seek forgiveness from those we have wronged, but we also have to forgive ourselves…for our imperfections…our mistakes, our failings.  We have to Love ourselves knowing we have done our best.  (I called my mother this week to apologize, even though I’m not sure for what.  She appreciated the call.)

Sometimes the content of our discontent is made up of small things.  Maybe we simply haven’t thought well of another person, or haven’t let go of anger or resentment that is eating away at us…maybe we forgot to send a card, failed to speak our truth, failed to help someone.

We humans tend to keep better track of offenses committed against us than of offenses we have committed.

To get our name written into the book of Life for the year ahead, we need to consider both sides of the coin.  We need to both ask for forgiveness and offer it.  Maybe that’s why there are 10 days allotted to this task- heartfelt communication takes time.

(these 10 days are part of an accounting in the Hebrew scriptures that adds up to a 40 day time span…the time allotted to Moses and others for wandering in a wilderness… an amount of time needed for meditation on right action…and discerning God’s will)


This time of turning is the opportunity to consider who we have offended in the past year and go to that person whenever possible to make amends.


Sometimes it is those closest to us, who we inadvertently hurt the most.   Often it is family members who need the opportunity to forgive and begin again in love.   


In the Hebrew Bible, it is written, “therefore choose life that both you and your descendents may live.”   The work of forgiveness is not meant just for personal salvation, but for the healing of the family and the community.   In Judaism, it is said, that if you save one life, you save the whole community.


Similarly, if forgiveness is asked for and received-the whole community experiences a healing.

The larger purpose of the Days of Awe, is to transform both the individual and the community to a greater righteousness…a new and beautiful transformation to wholeness.    The myths of western religions are built on family stories, stories of relationships broken and healed.   They are stories of trust in something beyond ourselves- something that makes healing possible.  In Unitarian Universalism, we call that something…Love with a capital L.  We trust in the redemptive power of love, therefore in a spirit of reverence and respect,  we can ask for and offer forgiveness one to another.


In the temple or synagogue, during Rosh Hashanah services, the rams horn, the shofar is blown …the first sounding is meant as a alarm…it is an alarm- and a cry for God’s mercy.    The scripture readings, during the first days of the Jewish New Year…are of the terrible family trials of Abraham and Issac…and of the turning out of Hagar and Ishmael in to the wilderness.  In both stories, the family of Abraham is in danger of losing its sons- its descendents…and in both stories, God shows mercy and saves the sons of Israel.


In keeping the covenant, between God and his people, a transformation is made possible….a renewal of the bonds of faith is made possible.  A new relationship between father and son is made possible.  A continuation of a people is made possible.

To offer or seek forgiveness is not merely an opportunity for lightening our own emotional load, but it is also a time for renewal and a change of heart.    What happens when you forgive?  How does it feel?  What happens next?  Can you recall a time in which you reconciled with someone…can you remember how it felt.  Forgiveness asked for and given…offers a clean slate, a new beginning…with new possibilities of relationship.  There is joy in it.

Where is the beginning of the circle of your life? It can be right here, right now.


When you forgive, you act with compassion.  And with compassion, justice is possible.  When we learn and practice forgiveness, we are also strengthening our ability to be compassionate to all those who suffer.

This morning, I carry, as I have for 2 months now,  a burden of pain regarding the man who murdered two people in my former congregation in Tennessee.   I am in touch with friends and colleagues there and I know how much they are still suffering the aftermath of the shooting in their sanctuary.   I reached out to Chris Buice, the minister, and asked him where they are today in terms of forgiveness.


He acknowledged that it is a long road, and that people are at different points of healing or pain.  Chris acknowledged that forgiveness cannot happen without safety first…and many UUs in Knoxville, still do not feel safe.   


Chris talks about two kinds of liberals…he offers a retelling of the story of the Good Samaritan…it’s the sociologist version.  Two sociologists are walking down the road when they see someone beaten and bruised and bleeding on the side of the road.  One sociologist turns to the other and says, “the person who did this is sick and needs help.  Let’s go find him and offer him help.”

Chris’ point is that he is still helping those who were beaten and bruised…and he is not ready or able to help the attacker, no matter how sick and needy he might be.  There are others in prison ministry and chaplaincy, who are helping him.


People who have lost family members to murder, say it can take a very long time to heal, a very long time to forgive..tho there are programs which bring families together with those who murdered their loved ones…there are amazing examples of forgiveness…a range of reactions and possibilities.


Pause and reflect honestly on where you are regarding a relationship needing forgiveness- make sure you are safe physically and emotionally, offer compassion first to the victim, forgive the perpetrator only when you are ready.


I agree with Chris when he says, “issues of forgiveness run deeper than our conscious mind.  We can say the words, “I forgive”, but then our stomach may turn in knots or our muscles begin to tense and we know that we are not as far along on the journey as we would like to be.  WE have some more traveling to do.  I sometimes think, he says, that the best we can do is be open to forgiveness.  We cannot make the sun rise, but we can go out into the darkness and try to position ourselves in such a way that we will see the down of new light when it does come”.


The prayer of Kol Nidrei, during Yom Kippur, says that nothing we say can be regarded as absolute.  Hate need not be the last word.  There is always an opportunity to say more, to make amends…this is even true after someone who has hurt you has died…forgiveness is always possible.  Nothing but love can be last word.


So today, you have the opportunity to hold a stone in your hand…to consider your history of hurt, resentment, offense, your need to forgive or to be forgiven.

Today you have the opportunity to lay down a burden, (or if you are not ready, you may take the stone with you) may the laying down of this stone you have carried in your heart, be a step toward righteous action toward others.  A step toward living more fully, with compassion and love.  A step toward helaing your family, your community and your self.
Amen/Blessed Be

Let us recite together the Litany of Atonement by Rob Eller-Isaacs from our hymnbook readings.  After each verse, we will speak the unison response:
WE FORGIVE OURSELVES AND EACH OTHER AND BEGIN AGAIN IN LOVE.

For remaining silent when a single voice would have made a difference.


RESPONSE
For each time that our fears have made us rigid and inaccessible.

RESPONSE
For each time that we have struck out in anger without just cause.

RESPONSE
For each time that our greed has blinded us to the needs of others.

RESPONSE
For the selfishness which sets us apart and alone.

RESPONSE

For falling short of the admonitions of the spirit.

RESPONSE

For losing sight of our unity.

RESPONSE

For those and for so many acts both evident and subtle which have fueled the illusion of separateness.
WE FORGIVE OURSELVES AND EACH OTHER, WE BEGIN AGAIN IN LOVE.       
