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Give It Up 
 
Let us pray… 
 
There are so many reasons I wish they had video cameras in Jesus’ time.  We’d be able to 
resolve all the debates about what he really said.  We’d know if he walked on water or just 
jumped from one rock to another.  But this week I was thinking that video cameras 2000 
years ago would have created the potential for an amazing reality TV show.  I haven’t 
settled on a name yet.  Maybe “Big Brother, The Apostle Version.”  Or “Real Disciples of 
Galilee”.  Or “The Bachelors”.  In case you’ve watched even fewer of those shows than I 
have, they all bring a group of people together and record them living together, editing the 
footage to make everything look as dramatic and ridiculous as possible. 
 
It was when I was reflecting on this morning’s scripture reading that suddenly the disciples 
all looked like reality TV characters to me.  Jesus tells the disciples they have to forgive 
somebody who sins against them seven times a day.  This mirrors the Matthew passage, 
when the apostle Peter asks Jesus, “Lord, if a member of the church sins against me, how 
many times do I have to forgive him?  As many as seven?”  And Jesus answers “Seventy 
times seven.”  Well, if somebody is sinning against you seven times a day, surely you must 
be living together.  It starts in the morning, with the apostle Thomas leaving toothpaste 
residue in the sink.  Then Judas’ dishes are abandoned on the table.  Peter’s socks on the 
floor.  Andrew’s food, clearly labeled, gets eaten by Philip.  We already knew the disciples 
were not very bright, now we find out they are slobs.   
 
Maybe I’m just speaking from my own experience of having roommates.  I never saw 
friends become enemies more quickly than when they were sharing a living room.  From 
some of the fights I witnessed, folks needed to forgive each other seven hundred times 
seven.   
 
Since I started at this church, Jennifer Royce has wanted to have a worship service on 
forgiveness.  I’ve preached sermons on confession, and on saying “I forgive you”, but that 
didn’t’ quite do it.  And last year’s Women’s Retreat focused on the theme, but I think that 
just made Jennifer want more.  It was on the schedule last year, but got bumped for some 
reason.  So this year Jennifer bought it at the Merrie Christmas Fair to make sure it 
happened.  Clearly, I owe Jennifer an apology for taking three and a half years to address 
this important theme.  I hope she can forgive me. 
 
Seven months ago, parishioners at the Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church 
gathered for their regular bible study.  The session was almost at an end when the visitor 
they had welcomed, Dylann Roof, opened fire and killed nine people.  It was a hateful 
crime, apparently a result of Roof’s beliefs in white supremacy and a desire to start what 
he called a “race war”. 
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Just days after the shooting, when Roof appeared in court, relatives of those murdered 
were able to address him.  Stunningly, they told not only of their pain and anguish, but also 
of their decision to forgive him. 
 
I am in awe at their decision.  It’s kind of beyond me, really.  This isn’t a robbery or a car 
accident; beloved people are gone forever.  No time had passed to soften the loss.  Roof 
did not apologize, he showed no remorse, didn’t ask for their forgiveness.  Nobody would 
have blamed family members one bit, especially in the deepest throws of grief and pain, if 
they’d raged at Roof, railed at him, cursed him to the end of time.   
 
It’s tempting to think these folks must wear halos; that they are in possession of some kind 
of superhuman kindness and grace, maybe so shaped by weekly bible story that God 
gives them this incredible generosity toward Roof.  And maybe all of that is true. 
 
But from what I’ve read, the decision to forgive was more for the sake of the family 
members than Roof.  More about what they wanted for their own lives than what they 
wanted for him.  More about room they wanted to remember those they had lost than any 
generosity they wanted to show a racist murderer.  They told Roof they forgave him, not 
for him, but for themselves.  Nonetheless, this seems to me the most difficult sort of 
forgiveness; forgiveness unearned, given without an apology, without remorse.  It’s more, 
even, than Jesus asked for, in this morning’s scripture passage.  According to Luke, Jesus 
said, “if the same person sins against you seven times a day, and turns back to you seven 
times and says, ‘I repent’, you must forgive.”  Repentance, then forgiveness. 
 
Even with repentance, that “you must forgive” phrase troubles me.  I’m thinking of people 
who were abused as children, people who are members of a group oppressed for any 
reason, victims of ongoing policies or battles.  Too often these survivors are encouraged, 
urged, even shamed into forgiving those who hurt them.  That push for forgiveness 
sometimes happens even before the offenders have changed their behavior, given 
restitution, or authentically apologized.  Or anyone who has been hurt, and is told they 
“must” forgive.  In that case the forced forgiveness does yet more violence to the victim.  
It’s one thing for us to remind each other of the power of forgiveness; it’s another thing to 
try to shame each other into forgiving. 
 
And, unfortunately, all too often the voices urging the survivors to forgive the offenders are 
religious voices, using scripture passages like this morning’s.  Those “seven times a day” 
and “seventy times seven” passages have at times been interpreted as a command to 
forgive others no matter what.  Religious leaders proclaim that God wants the victim to 
forgive, as if God is more focused on the forgiving the victim must do, rather than the pain 
they have experienced.  Portrayed this way, God becomes an abuser too.  All too often 
religious traditions have focused more on forgiveness than justice, and in that way have 
continued to hurt those who have been victimized.  There are countless stories of battered 
women coming to see their ministers or priests for help, and being told that they must 
forgive their husbands and return to them.  Such victimization is not, I believe, what God or 
the Christian scriptures or Jesus asks of us.  Jesus was good at forgiveness, but he was 
also pretty good at righteous anger, too.  So please hear me, I am not advocating 
forgiveness that is quick or cheap, or a requirement for God’s love. 
 



 3 

Why should you forgive in the first place, especially if we’re not focusing on it as some kind 
of commandment?  Let’s think about what forgiveness is.  One understanding of 
forgiveness is the mental or spiritual process of ceasing to feel resentment, indignation or 
anger against another person for a perceived offence.  Some authors say forgiveness also 
includes ceasing to demand punishment or restitution.  The root of the word is “give”, and it 
comes from an older word that means, among other things, to “give up”, as in relinquish - 
to “give up” a debt.  So forgiveness is about ceasing, stopping something, or giving 
something up. 
 
What are we stopping or giving up?  It’s those grudges people carried on their backs in the 
Word for All Ages, the burdens that weighed them down so they couldn’t see the beautiful 
world around them.  It’s giving up negative emotions like anger, resentment, a desire for 
revenge or punishment.  It’s not being a doormat, allowing yourself to be hurt again, or 
saying that the other person’s behavior is okay.  It’s letting go of your burdens, like finally 
putting down a bulky package you’ve been carrying around.  Ann Landers said, “Hanging 
onto resentment is letting somene you despise live rent-free in your head.”  Letting go of 
the resentment frees up space in you.  
 
So the key to forgiveness is that the greatest benefit often goes to the one doing the 
forgiving, not the one who is forgiven.  Indeed, research in the last few years indicates that 
forgiveness is a powerful force for our physical, mental and spiritual beings.  In one study, 
people who practice forgiveness report being happier.  In another, unforgiving people were 
found to have higher rates of divorce.  Another study found that people who tend not to 
forgive have negative indicators of health and well-being:  more stress-related disorders, 
lower immune-system function, and worse rates of cardiovascular disease than the 
general population.   
 
This is not forgiveness given because your religion says you have to, or because society 
has made you feel you have no choice.  Here is the picture I have.  After someone hurts 
me, it’s like there is a heated metal rod extending between the two of us.  I hold it in my 
hands, wishing the other person would take it away.  Maybe they even try, but I’m still 
hanging on to my end.  Finally I remember to just let go of the rod, and the pain ends; I 
forgive them, and I stop hurting.  
 
So when Jesus invites us to forgive “seven times a day”, I believe Jesus isn’t the least bit 
worried about the one being forgiven.  It’s the adage that holding on to anger or 
resentment is like drinking poison and expecting the other person to die.  Forgiveness 
does not mean agreeing with, forgetting, or permitting the wrongs done.  However, 
granting forgiveness can be liberating and give one deep power.  As Oscar Wilde said, 
“Always forgive your enemies – nothing annoys them so much.” 
 
Now, I recognize that forgiveness is not always possible.  Maybe we’re in so much pain, 
we don’t have room or energy to focus on forgiveness.  Or the circumstances haven’t 
changed; the oppression or abuse are continuing so there is no space for forgiveness.  For 
whatever reason, we’re just not ready yet.  And that’s okay.  That is a good opportunity for 
a conversation with God:  “Look, God, I know this is hurting me as much as – maybe more 
than – it’s hurting that person.  But I’m not ready to practice forgiveness yet.  So please be 
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in this, hold me and protect me, so I don’t get further hurt by what that person has done.”  
Forgiveness will still be there, when you’re ready. 
 
One of the premier researchers on forgiveness, Everett Worthington (no relation) 
developed a process-model for forgiveness.  Taken together, his model gives us insight 
into forgiveness.  Forgiveness is not a feeling; it’s a process, a decision, a practice.  It’s 
something we do, sometimes over and over again.  Generally speaking, if we decide to 
wait until we feel like forgiving somebody, there’s a good chance we never will.  That still 
doesn’t mean we forgive somebody before we’re ready, but we might be able to just get 
started.  I think there’s a lot of wisdom to Worthington’s theory, so I’m going to share it 
today, but rather quickly; if you want to know more you can find his books on amazon.com.   
 
Worthington’s model follows the acronym REACH.   
 
R – Recall the hurt.  Don’t deny it.  Don’t wallow in it either, but recognize the hurt that was 
done to you.  So often society encourages us to bury the ways in which we have been 
hurt; being a victim brings guilt and shame.  But if we’re going to let go of anger and pain, 
we have to first be allowed to declare the wrongs that have been done to us.  Perhaps this 
is as far as you can get for awhile, but it’s still a step toward freeing yourself from the anger 
or resentment. 
 
E – Empathize.  See things from the other’s point of view.  This sounds just about 
impossible to me, but so vital.  If we can even just agree to try to put ourselves in the place 
of those who have hurt us, even for just a minute, we transform the connection between 
us.  Maybe that’s something we have to try repeatedly, and can only see the tiniest bit of 
the other person’s view:  maybe just a glimpse of their fear or insecurity or addiction. 
 
A – Altruistic gift of forgiveness.  In this step you think about times you were forgiven, and 
how that felt.  Thinking about how good it felt to be forgiven might inspire you to give that 
gift to someone else.  But I think there is another aspect to this step.  Feeling forgiven 
yourself gives you lightness and peace.  And if you’ve been hurt by someone else, you 
need as much lightness and peace as you can get. 
 
C – Commit to forgive.  Again, forgiveness is a decision we make, not necessarily a feeling 
that just comes over us.  We don’t wait to feel forgive-y, we make a decision to forgive. 
 
H – Hold on to forgiveness.  This may be the most important part of Worthington’s model.  
In my experience with counseling people, forgiveness is rarely a one-time thing, especially 
when the wrongs done to a person are significant.  The adult child of an alcoholic, the man 
whose wife once cheated on him; when people in situations like these decide to forgive, 
that forgiveness is often something they have to practice again and again, day after day.  
But hard though it might be, the work of forgiveness is better than the drain of anger and 
resentment. 
 
Maybe that’s why Jesus says we have to forgive “seven times a day”.  Not because we’ve 
been wronged seven different times, but because forgiveness happens in stages, in stops 
and starts.  It takes seven attempts to just let go of the toothpaste the apostle Thomas left 
in the sink. 
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I chose to include the story of those who forgave Dylann Roof this morning, because it is 
so remarkable; people forgiving someone hasn’t earned it, who hasn’t apologized or 
expressed remorse in any way.  It shows how Worthington’s model can work; no apology 
from the offender is required. 
 
But as the story in the Word for All Ages showed, apologies are powerful too.  Some of the 
burdens we carry on our back are from our own wrong-doings, the ones we can’t let go of, 
the ones we’d like to be forgiven for.   
 
That’s been very true for me.  I used to be so afraid of getting into trouble.  I had rather 
strict parents, and a temperament that avoids conflict.  So I would do anything to avoid 
being in the wrong.  Since I’m not perfect, I made mistakes:  break things, neglect chores, 
tease my sister.  Later on:  speak unkind words, fail to complete a task at work, run a red 
light.  I would make excuses for my behavior, shift the blame to others, deny my 
wrongdoing.  And then I found out the truth in this morning’s children’s story:  the most 
powerful words in the world may indeed be “I am sorry”.  Of course, the words alone don’t 
mean much.  The truth is, I have found that the power comes from me actually feeling 
sorry, regretting my behavior, vowing to make a change.  When that happens, I feel 
released from my own mistakes and guilt, I feel lighter and more whole, I even feel greater 
energy for life.  Even better, I often find myself more connected to the person that I hurt 
than I was before. 
 
And so, I want to ask forgiveness.  From you.  For all the things I have done or not done 
that have burdened you with anger or resentment toward me.  For all the “grudges” that 
burden your back and mine.  I seek forgiveness, hoping we can both let them go. 
 
I seek forgiveness for the fact that I haven’t found a way to create a solid program of 
Spiritual Nurture. 
I seek forgiveness for all the notes I haven’t written, all the visits I haven’t made. 
I seek forgiveness that I haven’t figured out a good physical arrangement for our 
administrative assistant. 
I seek forgiveness for the times I’ve shied away from conflict, focused too much on 
keeping the peace. 
I seek forgiveness for all the times I have sought your praise more than focused on God’s 
call. 
I seek forgiveness for all the times I have been hurried and impatient. 
I seek forgiveness for all the times I have remained silent, not pushed to do the hard work 
of justice. 
I seek forgiveness for all the times I have interrupted, all the times I have pushed my own 
agenda. 
I seek forgiveness for all the times I have been less than God called me to be, less than 
you needed me to be, less than I wanted to be. 
I am sorry. 
Please forgive me.  Amen.   
 


