Alison Boden
First Congregational Church of Blue Hill
September 13, 2026
Romans 14:1-12, Matthew 18:21-35


Regifting


	A few years ago I was given a gift by a friend who is a pastor in Minneapolis.  It was a pretty little ceramic bowl.  He told me that he was regifting it to me – a friend had given it to him a while ago, he had enjoyed it, and now he was passing it on.  He explained that the Native American community around where he lived had a tradition of gift-giving, but of not holding on to the gifts indefinitely.  They were to be only a temporary possession, and then it was time to regift, so that someone else could enjoy it for a while.  I put that little bowl on my kitchen counter.  It made me smile to look at it.  And after a couple of months, I thought of a person for whom it would be a most appropriate gift, and I gave it to her, telling her about the particular custom of regifting by which the bowl had once come to me.  I trust that the bowl has now been regifted multiple times.  As we reflect together this morning on Jesus’ teachings about forgiveness and mercy, let’s do so through the lens of regifting.  That is Jesus’ point, his instruction – we have received endless mercy and forgiveness from our God; we are to be pass-throughs for that.  We are therefore to practice mercy and forgiveness ourselves.  We are to regift the mercy and forgiveness; we are to pass it on.
	That is not what Peter is thinking when he asks Jesus, “how often should we forgive?”  He is remembering what the rabbis then taught, which is to forgive up to three times a repeated, particular sin from an individual person.  Peter suggests that Jesus, who has been teaching extensively about practicing mercy, might say that we should forgive, say, seven times.  Jesus’ reply is that we should forgive infinitely.  No scorekeeping.  No ledger.  Don’t count.  Forgiveness and mercy should come from a bottomless reservoir of grace.  Peter is thinking of such situations from the perspective of the offended person – most of us naturally do.  We identify with the one who has been wronged when we consider questions of forgiveness.  But Jesus turns that scenario around on Peter to say, “You, sinner, have already been forgiven endless times, you have received mercy unlimited, who are you not to do the same?”  The king in his parable clearly represents God, who approaches a person who owes a gargantuan amount of money – billions of dollars today – and forgives the debt.  When that forgiven person turns around and is without mercy for someone who owes him relatively little, the king is incensed.  Just as the first sum of money is not literal – it’s a massive exaggeration for the sake of instruction – so is the warning that those who do not forgive will be tortured.  Mind you, the sinner is not the one to undergo torture, but the one who refuses to regift  forgiveness.  A different angle on this lesson might be that when we do not forgive, we suffer.  In a sermon last month I shared a popular quote, “not forgiving is like eating rat poison and waiting for the rat to die.”  Healing from our wounds is tied to our ability not to forgive and forget, but to forgive, remember, and let go -- to forgive and start living again.  
	Forgiveness in real life is not easy, and this parable doesn’t pretend that it is.  The worst offenses against us or those whom we love can plunge us into a grief that never fully goes away, or a trauma that we just cannot shake.  Forgiveness doesn’t mean condoning a wrong, or excusing someone from the practical, legal consequences if their wrong is deemed a crime.  Forgiveness doesn’t mean sacrificing justice or accountability.  Forgiveness IS about how to live well in the wake of daily conflict or generational wrongs.  The Truth and Reconciliation process in South Africa was a Gospel-based attempt to reckon honestly with travesties so that forgiveness could be granted, so that people could be freed to live healthily together in their shared society, in the wake of a history that can’t be erased and should not be forgotten.  
	We excuse ourselves from the Christian obligation to forgive by saying that the showing of mercy will only “spare the rod and spoil the child,” or create communities where anything goes, that have no standards, that are loosy-goosy.  I read one article this week that spoke (critically) of thinking of this as “promiscuous forgiveness,” handed out like candy, and losing any real meaning.  Sadly, within Christian communities an unwillingness to forgive has sometimes produced a piety and practice that is harsh, rigid, cruel, shaming.  Hester Prynne and her scarlet letter.  Our text from Matthew’s gospel continues Jesus’ teachings on how Christian communities should live together.  Last week we learned that our only debt to one another should be love; now we see that when we wrong each other, we are to practice the mercy that we sinners have already been shown by God.  The more we remember our own forgiveness, the more natural it becomes to pass it on.  It becomes a kind of reflex, with no element of moral superiority, just humility, no power play, just radical equality between us, and no DEBT to linger between us.  We don’t hold grudges or put down fellow Christians who practice the faith somewhat differently.  Paul’s words for today for the Christians of Rome are an entreaty to welcome the diversity of opinions that is among them.  What was going on there was that a recent Roman emperor had banished Jews from the city -- antisemitism!  The current emperor had permitted them to return, so now Jews and gentiles were again comprising together the Jesus-following church of Rome, and they had differences in their practice of the faith.  The Jewish members continued certain Jewish dietary laws and had particular ways of observing the sabbath.  The gentiles did not.  Judge not, says Paul.  Live mercifully and with gratitude; make a place for everyone who believes; be knit together in love.
Jesus concludes his parable by saying that forgiveness must come from the heart, and we can’t manufacture that, we can’t fake it.  We can only grow into it by practicing it, like learning an instrument or a foreign language.  We grow our faith through practicing what it teaches.  If we open our hearts to God’s amazing gift to us of forgiveness and mercy, those things will then take up residence in our receptive hearts.  We will be changed, for if we truly receive God’s forgiveness, how can we NOT be changed?  If we believe that this forgiveness is real?  
Sometimes it’s harder to be forgiven than to be the forgiver!  It can be hard to live with the grace of forgiveness if we can’t forgive ourselves.  Sometimes, when I’m stewing in shame, my husband will say, “Alison have mercy!”  And he’s right – if the creator of heaven and earth has mercy and forgiveness for me, who am I not to forgive myself?  In essence, I am not accepting of God’s forgiveness; I am walling off my heart.
Let’s return to where we began with this reflection – with regifting.  The mercy and forgiveness that we receive from God are not meant to stop with us, not meant to live forever on our kitchen counter.  We regift it.  We are to be pass-throughs of mercy, people with hearts so wide open to God’s forgiveness that we, without boundaries or hesitation, forward it openly to others.  It’s not about paying it back (think of the borrower’s relationship to the king in Jesus’ parable) but rather it’s about paying it forward to the next debtor in need of God’s grace.  We pass on the gift of our own forgiveness when we extend forgiveness to those who have sinned against us.
Thanks be to God for the forgiveness and mercy with which we are constantly gifted!  And may God strengthen our faith that we might know the true joy of paying that mercy forward to a world in such desperate need of it.  Amen.
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