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"The Math of Community-Building”
Psalm 103:8-13 / Matthew 18:21-35
Pastor Tim
77.That's how many times Jesus tells Peter he should forgive another who sins against

him. 77.

The number itself comes from Hebrew scriptures. Jesus is actually reversing a statement

made by Lamech in the book of Genesis.
Anyone know who Lamech is2 | didn't either before yesterday.

Lamech takes us back to the beginning. Or aimost, as Genesis presents it. In the
beginning, as the story goes you know, along with the rest of Creation, there’'s Adam
and Eve. And they had two sons, Cain and Abel. Most of you know how that goes,
righte

In a fit of jealousy, Cain kills Abel. God *“curses” Cain but also protects Cain. God puts a
“mark” of protection on Cain, declaring that anyone who kills Cain “will suffer a
sevenfold vengeance.” Anyone who dares to kill Cain will somehow get it seven times

worse. Not an eye for an eye, but seven eyes for an eye—or something like that.

The protection presumably, practically, meant to ensure the family lineage continues.
But also to prevent further violence, to break the cycle of violence as it so often tends

to unfold among human beings.

Now let me say here that using the threat of further violence to prevent further violence
is decidedly ironic. As many have noted through modern history, an eye for an eye

ultimately leaves the whole world blind—never mind seven eyes for an eye.

And beyond the irony, the fact that this threat comes from God—at least as far as the
story goes—is decidedly disturbing. That God scares me, especially because theology
wrapped around that God is so prevalent in and beyond the Church. The threat of
violence, of punishment—including eternal punishment—used as a means of social

conftrol, to keep people in line.



THAT God flies in the face of the God of love | know and worship, the God of love

reflected in the life of Jesus. Amen?¢

But back to Lamech. Or, | guess technically, we're still getting to Lamech. Stick with me

here.

With God's protection, Cain has a family of his own. He and his wife, unnamed in
scripture, have a son, Enoch. Enoch has Irad. Irad has Mehujael. Mehujael has

Methushael. And then, six generations after Adam and Eve, Methushael has Lamech.
That's who Lamech is. But there’s more.

Lamech had two wives, and for some reason boasts to them that he has killed a man
for striking him. And then tells them this: “If Cain is avenged sevenfold, truly Lamech

seventy-seven fold.” Not seven, but 77.
Lamech threatens a septupling of his own act of violence.

So understand that it is THIS declaration from Lamech that Jesus references when Peter
asks him how many times he's supposed to forgive another. In stark contrast to the
vicious cycle of 77-fold violence, Jesus proposes a generous cycle of 77-fold

forgiveness.

Now that’s using the direct Hebrew translation. If you go with versions that instead use
the Greek translation of Hebrew scriptures known as the “Septuagint,” the number is

actually 70 x 7.

"Teacher, if another member of the church sins against me, how often should | forgive?

As many as seven timese"
Not seven, but 490! But who's counting?

The point here, of course, is not the literal number but what it represents—though it is
worth noting that the number 7 itself, in Jewish tradition, represents perfection.

Completion.



Think the story of Creation: seven days. Or the call for Jubilee: the cycle of debt
forgiveness and land return based on seven sabbatical years. Seven sets of seven years

equals 49 years, making the 50 the Jubilee year.

Peter apparently thinks he's being pretty generous on the forgiveness front by proposing
seven times. And apparently, in Jesus’ fime, three was the going number; four strikes

you're out, | guess.

If that's the case, Peter is doing double plus one. SUPER generous. But it feels more to
me like Peter has a particular member of the church in mind with his question. Right?
Like maybe he’s already forgiven that member an already-beyond-generous seven

times, and is fishing for permission from Jesus to stop there.
How many times, Jesus. Seven?

Nope. How ‘bout 77. How ‘bout 490! Either way, again, it's not about the specific

number.

This is how one commentator puts it: “Though there is great numerical difference
between seventy-seven and seventy times seven, it is not an important theological
difference. Jesus is saying that his disciples should forgive as many times as it takes. If
someone wrongs you once, you can recall that easily. If they wrong you three fimes,
you can still number those rather easily. If you can list off seven times the person has
wronged you, you are either keeping track or have an exceptional memory. But for
either 77 or 490 wrongs, you ARE keeping track, and the question could be put to you,
have you ever forgiven EVEN ONCE?2”

Jesus is flipping the script on our human tendency toward endless cycles of either
passive aggression or just straight-up aggression in the form of vengeance, which of
course includes violence. Jesus is raising the bar for forgiveness AND raising the stakes of

UNforgiveness. The consequences of unforgiven harm.

But what is forgiveness2 What does forgiveness mean?



It's taken me a long time to understand that forgiveness is NOT the same as
reconciliation. Forgiveness does not require reconciliation or even mutuality. It certainly
opens up the POSSIBILITY of reconciliation, of repairing harm and restoring relationship.
And certainly we can hear Jesus pushing Peter, here, and the rest of us more generally,

to work toward reconciliation. Restoration. Reparation. Healing. Justice. Peace.

But forgiveness is first and foremost about self-care. It is a gift to the self. Forgiveness is
about releasing for yourself, WITHIN yourself, your mind, your body, your spirit, the
crippling burden of vengeful energy, of judgment, anger, resentment. It is about
opening space for love to enter, re-enter. It is about preventing your heart from

hardening.

Soft hearts, of course, are how we get to love for others—our neighbors and our
enemies—and so to reconciliation, restoration, reparation, healing, justice, peace. But

forgiveness is fundamentally about self-love.

Consider this poem from Steve Garnaas-Holmes, called “Set it down”:

The student fries to walk gently and elegantly
but staggers. The teacher asks why.

“Because my companion hurt me deeply.”
“Ah,” says the teacher. “This muchg”

and picks up a stone. “No,” says the student,
“this much,” and picks up a much larger, heavy stone.
“Carry the stone,” says the teacher,

“and walk gently and elegantly.”

The student staggers and stumbles even more.
“At first your friend hurt you,” says the teacher,
“but now it is the stone that is hurting you.

The stone is your judgment

of how much your friend hurt you.

Set it down. That is all forgiveness is.

You are still hurt.

But you are not carrying the stone.”

“Ah,” says the student, “now | am free!”

“Not yet. Not until you have set it down
seventy-seven times,

and no longer wish to pick it up.”



Set it down, Jesus says. And keep setting it down. Release the burden.

But again, that call to forgive beyond any instincts we might have to stop does not
NECESSARILY lead to reconciliation, to restored relationships. We cannot love our
neighbors, and certainly not our enemies, if we do not love ourselves. And so
sometimes, to be clear, while loving ourselves means that healing is possible, it may still
mean that reconciliation is NOT possible. That relationships CANNOT be restored. The

harm is too great.

Consider this poem from Cheryl Lawrie, called *70 x 7 +1"—reflecting on forgiveness in

the context of abuse:

They always said

that what he really meant

was a figure so unimaginably large
there was no way

anyone would reach it

that what he was really saying was
you had to forgive

an infinite number of times

and then still more

After all

who could need forgiving that oftene
So | forgave

and forgave again

the smirk

the belitting

the ignoring

the dismissing

of everything that mattered

and made me me.

| forgave

and forgave again

the anger

and the names

the threat of the slap

and the bruise of betrayal.

| forgave the life that got sucked out of me
every day.



| forgave

and forgave again

once more

although I didn’t have it in me

although it used up every ounce of love
and hope

| had for him

and for me

and the world

until there was none left

And still | forgave again.

And then

one day

when | had lost count,

when | had passed all the numbers | knew
and couldn’t add a single one
| had the faith

fo listen

fo the voice that says

Don’t do this forever.

You count too much.

Enough.

Self-love is the anchor. Self-love is the foundation. Period.

Last week we reflected on the commandment to love your neighbor as yourself, and
particularly Paul’s spin on it—imagining love as debt, a forever debt we OWE to each

other AS to ourselves.

At some level Jesus is talking here about forgiveness as debt. But again, at its core,
forgiveness—of others AND of ourselves—is a forever debt we owe to ourselves. Self-love
is not possible without it. And to be clear, we're talking about self-love on ALL sides of
conflict and harm: forgiveness and self-love IF you are the one who has been harmed,
and IF you are the one who has caused the harm, forgiveness and self-love growing out

of repentance and the proper acknowledgment and ownership of the harm.

Reconciliation is a worthy goal, no doubt. The ideal. Healing, restoration, reparation,

justice, peace.



But for the harmed, reconciliation CANNOT come at the expense of self-love—and in
that case, it's not really reconciliation anyway. And for the one who has caused harm,

reconciliation NEED NOT come with forgiveness from the one who was/is harmed.

Self-love does not require mutuality and reconciliation, though it makes it possible. But

mutuality and reconciliation do require self-love.

Now quickly to the parable with which Jesus elaborates his response to Peter. Another

parable describing the kingdom of heaven.

A king is settling accounts with his servants. The first owes him a ton, cause, you know,
this is indentured servitude, slavery. Indebtedness, as we also considered last week,

meant to control.

The servant, of course, cannot afford to repay the debt so the king means to sell him
and his family and all his possessions to cover the debt. We do not have to imagine this

scenario.

But the servant begs for patience, for more time to repay the debt—but note here, he
begs for mercy, not forgiveness. But forgiveness is what he gets. The king not only
releases him from indentured servitude, from slavery, he forgives the debt. The servant is

a free man.

The parable turns, then, on what happens next. The same servant, having just had his
debt forgiven by the king, goes to a fellow servant who was in debt to him. And
demands that he repay the debt, even grabbing him by the throat. The indebted
servant likewise pleads for patience and more time to repay, but, unlike the king, the
newly freed servant refuses. And has the man thrown into prison until he can repay it—

which, of course, makes absolutely no sense.

We also do not have to imagine this absurd scenario, oh by the way. Think cash bail, for

example. | digress. Back to the parable.

The freed servant’s fellow servants catch wind of what he's done, and rat him out to the
king. The king then calls him in, and calls him out for his hypocrisy, for his lack of mercy
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having himself received mercy. Hands him over to be tortured until he can repay his

original debt—which, again, practically speaking, makes absolutely no sense.

And then Jesus, or very possibly the author of Matthew with some editorial license, sums
up the parable by suggesting that God will do the same to everyone who does not

forgive another.

But notice, ironically, curiously, confusingly, that while the underlying point of the
parable is to highlight the importance of forgiveness, mercy, the king's capacity for
forgiveness, mercy, clearly has its limits. And so, apparently, does God'’s: forgive each

other, but if you don't | won't forgive you. Forgive each other or else.

That's a lot to untangle, but we don’t have time to untangle it all this morning
(afternoon?). My usual instincts are to see such parables, such teachings from Jesus, as

hyperbole. Exaggeration to make a point.

So within the tangle, hear the point that an unwillingness or inability to get to

forgiveness—again, understanding forgiveness as first and foremost an act of self-love
and self-care—can only lead to more problems. Torture of another kind, if you will, the
kind that eats you up on the inside, that hardens hearts. And yes, torture that can and

often does turn anger info vengeance and violence.

That's how important forgiveness is as an act, first, of self-love—and where possible, as

an act of other-love. Fellow church-member love. Neighbor love. Enemy love.

Which brings me, finally, to community—which we celebrate today. And to the math of

community-building.

77, or 490, whatever, is an invitation, a call, to deepen our commitment to love beyond
a numbers game. Being keeping score. Jesus sets the bar higher. The kind of love that

builds community, that makes possible what M. Scott Peck calls “true community.”

Authentic, consistent self-love—expressed through the spiritual discipline of
forgiveness—is the first step in that commitment. Both forgiveness for harm others have
caused, AND forgiveness for harm we've caused. We know both sides.
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Without it, without self-love in the form of forgiveness, reconciliation is not possible.
Without it, authentic community is not possible. Forgiveness WITHIN—as an act of love
for ourselves—enables mercy WITHOUT—an act of love for another. For each other,
including, Jesus insists, our enemies. Those who have caused us or others harm. Only in

this way can we help repair the world—tikkun olam.

Ultimately, writes Miroslav Volf, “Forgiveness flounders because | exclude the enemy

from the community of humans and myself from the community of sinners.”

And Richard Rohr puts it like this: “Community is not where forgiveness is unnecessary or
unneeded (in other words, in MY words, where there is no conflict, where everyone just
‘gets along’). It is where forgiveness is very free to happen. And if it doesn't happen—
on a daily basis—there will be no community; without forgiveness the logic of

victimhood and perpetrator rules instead of the illogic of love.”

Here's to the illogical math of love. Maybe that would've been a better sermon title? |

dunno.

In any case, may it be so.



