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Ten years ago, several days after September 11, I carried a shrink-wrapped case of bottled water into my local fire station.  It was meant for the workers at Ground Zero.   

As I passed the trucks standing with their doors open, the image of the men and women of the New York Fire Department running up the flights of stairs of the Second Tower moments before it fell filled my mind and heart.

I found a fire fighter in a side office and saw cases of water stacked in a corner.  The two of us looked at each other.  I tried to make my voice steady.  “I brought water,” I said.  He glanced toward the corner and looked back at me.  I put the carton down and stood looking at him again.  I wanted to say something more.  “Thank you,” was finally all I could say.  He nodded, not unkindly.

People connected with each other in those days.  The mail carrier who came to my door on the morning of 9/11 said, “Turn on your television.  There’s something happening in New York.”  When I went to the college where I was working, every student on campus seemed to be talking into their phone.  “Are you okay?  Are you all right?” 
In neighborhoods, American flags appeared on front porches.  As a people, we were one: that’s how it felt.  One in grief and distress.  One in resolution to face this time with strength and courage.  One in admiration for the common people who had acted heroically:  fire fighters and first responders; passengers who gave their lives to take a flight down; volunteers who flooded to Ground Zero.

And we were a traumatized people.  We looked nervously at the skies.  Our country, our world felt less safe.

In our anger and fear we resolved to protect ourselves and to avenge our loss.  In the interests of security we submitted to searches at airports and elsewhere.  We increased our intelligence operations and authorized programs of surveillance, imprisonment, torture and assassination.  For the first time in our nation’s history, we deliberately started a war, acting, we said, in pre-emptive self-defense.
Ten years later, we step back to reflect.  We remember the dead; we honor those who gave their lives sacrificially; we comfort those who mourn; and we pray for peace and healing for all.

We do all of this today, but our gospel reading challenges us to do one thing more:  to forgive.  Further, it warns us of dire consequences if we fail to do so.

The Parable of the Unforgiving Servant depicts a king who seems to have two faces, one merciful and generous, the other justifiably harsh.  We see the king first forgiving a slave a great debt out of pity for him; we then see him condemning the same slave to imprisonment and torture when the slave fails to forgive a small debt owed him by another.  Jesus then grimly pronounces the moral of the story: “So my heavenly Father will also do to every one of you, if you do not forgive your brother or sister from your heart.”
The parable poses numerous difficulties for me, beginning with the notion that Jesus would invoke his Heavenly Father in an apparent threat.  I believe that the God who was in Jesus Christ, in his ministry and on the cross, who raised him from the dead, who is love, could never condemn anyone to imprisonment or torture.  I don’t believe that God is like the king of the parable; I don’t believe that God has two faces.  

I do believe, however, that human beings have two understandings of God, one true, and one false.  And I believe that the gospel confronts us with a choice: either we receive forgiveness, trust in it, live by it, let it shine through us for others, and believe in the one true God who freely offers it; or we condemn ourselves to live in subjection to the other god, the false god, a god of our own devising who enacts justice through judgment, punishment and retribution; a god who demands the payment of our moral debts and who wields, not the gift of life, but the threat of death.
This false god is the god of this world.  It is the god who has governed much of our nation’s response to September 11.

Can we imagine a different response, faithful to the God of life?  Can we imagine forgiveness in the post-9/11 world?  What would that even look like?

Rather than answering directly, let me say three things about forgiveness.  First, let me plainly say that our nation was a victim on September 11th; we did nothing to deserve the act that was perpetrated; and victims can never be compelled to forgive.  Forgiveness requires time, space and patience; it must be given freely– though none of us can escape the consequences of failing to forgive.
Second, I understand forgiveness as a unilateral act.  It does not require contrition or repentance on the part of the offender.  At the same time, forgiveness implicitly invites the offender into a new relationship of reconciliation, which becomes possible only when the offender is willing to accept forgiveness and, in doing so, repent of the offense.  I believe that this is how God’s forgiveness works toward us, and I believe that this is how we go about forgiving others.
Finally, precisely because it does invite the offender into a new relationship, forgiveness can never be passive, idle or weak.  The call to reconciliation challenges victim and offender alike to live differently, to be transformed, and to live together henceforth by the standard of love.
I believe that for many of us the days after September 11 held just such a call to live differently, to be transformed, to be reconciled.  That opening is available to us still, now.  For those who worship a God of love, forgiveness is the ultimate form of heroism and reconciliation the ultimate obedience.  Amen.
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