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Jesus' parable today addresses the issue of forgiveness. Forgiveness suggests that there has been misbehavior, and that puts me in mind of some cliches which have crept into our way of talking about misbehavior -- or what some judgmental people call misbehavior.

I'm thinking about: "Mistakes were made." "We want to put this behind us." "He wants to get on with his life." "Everybody does it."

Just after the beginning of creation, God put Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden. He told them they could do pretty much anything they wanted to do. His only warning was not to eat the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for if they ate from that tree they would die.

The way Adam and Eve responded to God established the pattern of all human sin. First they convinced themselves (or, as it happens, she let the serpent convince her) that God didn't really mean it about dying, and if that law did apply, it only applied to other people.

Then came the actual act of disobedience -- of open rebellion. But of course it didn't really feel like open rebellion, because they had already convinced themselves that what might be sinful if other people did it was perfectly o.k. in their special case.

Next came the coverup -- throwing up a smokescreen in hopes that God and anyone else who might be have been wronged wouldn't notice. That got played out in the garden with the fig leaves and Adam and Eve's skulking around in the bushes when they heard God's footsteps approaching.

Finally -- after the rationalization, the disobedience, and the coverup -- came the last inevitable act in the process of sin, which is shifting the blame. Adam and Eve did not want to admit they had done anything wrong, let alone accept responsibility for it. So Adam told God, "The woman ... gave me of the tree, and I did eat." And Eve said, "The serpent beguiled me, and I did eat."

The story of Adam and Eve poses an extremely important question for each one of us. The question is, "Can I face the fact that the story of Adam and Eve is a story about me?" Because, as it turns out, everybody does do it -- that is to say, everybody follows the same dreary pattern of rationalizing, disobeying, covering up, and shifting the blame.

We call that pattern original sin precisely because it is basic to our nature. It explains why things are not the way they ought to be. Original sin is what separates us from God and from one another. The individual sins we commit every day are symptoms of the overall condition.

That is not an excessively grim or pessimistic view of human nature; it is a realistic and honest view of human nature. Belief in original sin is fundamental to the Christian perspective on the world. If you don't believe in original sin -- and that it is not just everybody else who is infected with it -- you cannot possibly appreciate what Jesus has done for us.

One of the most moving passages in the New Testament appears in the Epistle to the Romans. St. Paul is as committed and informed a believer as anyone could possibly be; he has given his whole life for the cause of Jesus Christ -- and yet when he looks honestly at himself he sees this same ugly pattern of original sin still working -- despite his constant efforts to combat it with the Holy Ghost's help.

St. Paul cries out, "O wretched man that I am, who shall deliver me from the body of this death?" And then he answers his own question, saying, "I thank God through Jesus Christ our Lord." The cure for original sin is Jesus. The medicine of his cure is forgiveness.

It should be obvious that there can be no forgiveness without judgment. Judgment is the way we know we have sinned -- that we have done something for which we need to be forgiven. God gives us the standards. He also gives us the inclination and the ability to measure our lives by those standards.

Jesus' death on the cross guarantees that God forgives us for whatever we have done that defies his standards. The crucifix teaches us that God doesn't hold anything against us. We can get ourselves back into a proper relationship with him any time we are willing to face up to our disobedience and then turn away from it and face him.

What goes along with that rather remarkable guarantee is an obligation to forgive other people -- to be channels of God's forgiveness. That is the quite obvious point of the parable in today's gospel. God has forgiven each of us an enormous amount -- far more than the accumulation of evil any single person on earth can possibly have done to us. Truly accepting God's forgiveness means forgiving other people. "Forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us."

If you won't forgive, you remain in prison, just like the servant in the parable -- imprisoned by your own resentment and imprisoned by your obvious inability to accept the fact that God has forgiven you.

So if you want to put all this behind you and get on with your life, you'll have to admit that mistakes were made -- and that you made them -- on purpose -- but you're sorry for them now. Everybody does it, and that is precisely why Jesus had to die.

The Collect: Lord, we beseech thee to keep thy household the Church in continual godliness; that through thy protection it may be free from all adversities, and devoutly given to serve thee in good works, to the glory of thy Name; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
The Epistle: Philippians 1: 3-11

The Gospel: St. Matthew 18: 21-35 
