LESSONS  
  
 Genesis 50:15-21 and Romans 14:1-12
                

Genesis 50:15-21

Realizing that their father was dead, Joseph’s brothers said, ‘What if Joseph still bears a grudge against us and pays us back in full for all the wrong that we did to him?’ 
So they approached Joseph, saying, ‘Your father gave this instruction before he died, “Say to Joseph: I beg you, forgive the crime of your brothers and the wrong they did in harming you.” Now therefore please forgive the crime of the servants of the God of your father.’ 

Joseph wept when they spoke to him. Then his brothers also wept, fell down before him, and said, ‘We are here as your slaves.’ 

But Joseph said to them, ‘Do not be afraid! Am I in the place of God? Even though you intended to do harm to me, God intended it for good, in order to preserve a numerous people, as he is doing today. So have no fear; I myself will provide for you and your little ones.’ 

In this way he reassured them, speaking kindly to them. 

Romans 14:1-12

Welcome those who are weak in faith, but not for the purpose of quarreling over opinions. 

Some believe in eating anything, while the weak eat only vegetables. Those who eat must not despise those who abstain, and those who abstain must not pass judgment on those who eat; for God has welcomed them. 

Who are you to pass judgment on servants of another? It is before their own lord that they stand or fall. And they will be upheld, for the Lord is able to make them stand.

Some judge one day to be better than another, while others judge all days to be alike. Let all be fully convinced in their own minds. 

Those who observe the day, observe it in honor of the Lord. Also those who eat, eat in honor of the Lord, since they give thanks to God; while those who abstain, abstain in honor of the Lord and give thanks to God. 

We do not live to ourselves, and we do not die to ourselves. If we live, we live to the Lord, and if we die, we die to the Lord; so then, whether we live or whether we die, we are the Lord’s. For to this end Christ died and lived again, so that he might be Lord of both the dead and the living. 

Why do you pass judgment on your brother or sister? Or you, why do you despise your brother or sister? For we will all stand before the judgment seat of God. For it is written, ‘As I live, says the Lord, every knee shall bow to me, and every tongue shall give praise to God.’  So then, each of us will be accountable to God.
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So I pray

He'll watch over my children

I pray

Just to be a better man (to be a better person)

To find the strength to rise above

To be there for the ones I love

To forgive and be forgiven some sweet day

I pray

These lyrics from the Country and Western band “Lonestar” provide us with a popular culture reading on one of the key concepts of today’s texts.  These lyrics speak to us, in their own unique way, about the notion of “forgiveness.”

Forgiveness is one of those Christian concepts that we’ve all pondered before.  It is an essential doctrine to the Christian faith and a cornerstone of our faith.  But in light of today’s world, we must continue to ask God and ourselves “What is forgiveness?”  “What does forgiveness mean?”  

Realizing there are acts of self forgiveness, most acts of forgiveness involve at least two parties:  the forgiven and the forgiver.  This morning I’m encouraging you to explore with me how we are people who both seek forgiveness and people who offer forgiveness…in light of our Scripture readings for today and in light of our world today.

The forgiven or the one asking for forgiveness

What is behind our request for forgiveness?  It struck me as I considered our texts for today that both readings speak to the bodily act of bowing or prostrating one’s self to show a desire for forgiveness.

In Genesis it says:

Joseph wept when they spoke to him. Then his brothers also wept, fell down before him, and said, ‘We are here as your slaves.’ 

In Romans it says:

For it is written, ‘As I live, says the Lord, every knee shall bow to me, and every tongue shall give praise to God.’  So then, each of us will be accountable to God.

Bowing, of course, is an ancient gesture used for both cultural and religious purposes.  In Judeo-Christian worship is signifies respect, awe, submission, reverence and humility.  According to Mr. Webster and his dictionary the word “bow” has it’s roots in High German and Sandskrit languages which denote the word “bow” with “bending.”  To bow is to bend…“to bend the head, body, or knee in reverence, submission, or shame.”  Another definition of bowing is “to cease from competition or resistance … to cease from independent resolution.”  

Taken together these meanings suggest that bowing, the bodily act of forgiveness, means bending back towards another or others.  Inherent in the act of forgiveness is the recognition of “other.”  A recognition that we live together in relationships and community.  And a recognition that when our self-centeredness causes us to wrong another, we can bend back inward to ask for forgiveness.  When we ask forgiveness we are putting aside our self needs and asking to be placed back, to bend back, into a relationship or community.  

Consider, for example, the thousands of evacuees from Hurricane Katrina and our society’s response to them.  Right now, as we are worshipping here, there are churches and governmental bodies bowing, bending, and asking for forgiveness for being too late.  For failing to think of others at the time when it mattered the most.  

Asking for forgiveness means ascending our self-centeredness and bending back into community, into God’s fold, into the human race and into the whole Creation.  One who seeks forgiveness realizes its not “all about me.”  Forgiveness reminds us that we exist in this world “together.”  

What about the forgiver?

If the one asking for forgiveness is seeking to bend back into relationship and community, what is (or should be) behind the response of the forgiver?  

The old adage, as we’ve all heard, says its easier to forgive than forget.”  There is, unfortunately, too much truth behind that saying. Too often all of us have forgiven someone but spent considerable time remembering what he or she or they have done to us.  It’s past-oriented and it keeps us in the past.  

The Scriptures suggest a different orientation.  A future orientation.  They respond to the adage “its easier to forgive than forget” but suggesting forgiveness is foresight in faith.  Forgiveness is foresight in faith.

After Joseph’s brothers wept and bow down before Joseph and said, as we have learned “we wish to bend back into relationship and community” how does Joseph respond:

“Do not be afraid! Am I in the place of God? Even though you intended to do harm to me, God intended it for good, in order to preserve a numerous people, as he is doing today.”  

Joseph isn’t harboring the events of the past as forgives, he is looking with foresight and seeing how God is moving in the lives of his brothers.  He is foreseeing their future where “a numerous people” is preserved.  This, of course, will happen.  The Jewish people will come to Egypt and survive the plagues on the land because of Joseph’s presence and because he forgave his brothers.    

Inherent in forgiving are these question: “Do I believe this person (or persons) can change, evolve, better himself/herself or themselves?”  Even more importantly “Do I believe God is working in the life of this person or persons?”  “Does my forgiveness contain foresight in faith?”   “Does my forgiveness contain foresight in faith?”      

In closing I believe the Lord’s Prayer, which we will pray again this day, encapsulates these understandings of seeking forgiveness and forgiving.  

Seeking forgiveness?   “Forgive us our trespasses just as we have been forgiven.”  It’s relationship built right in.  Seeking forgiveness is bending back into relationship with others.  We all fail sometimes but seeking forgiveness helps us realize we are in this world together.  I can forgive you, you can forgive me, God can forgive us.  We’re all in it together.  

How can we forgive?  How does the great Forgiver forgive?  What do we pray right after: “forgive us our trespasses just as we have been forgiven?”  We ask God, the forgiver to now “lead us not into temptation but deliver us from evil.”  The act of God’s forgiving immediately points us to a future in faith.  A future where God, and we, have faith that people can do better, mature, grow.  They have the ability to avoid future temptation, evil and wrongdoings on one another.  God has foresight in faith as God forgives us.  We have foresight in faith as we forgive others.    

May we forever praise God for the gifts of seeking forgiveness, for being forgiven and for forgiving others.  And may we always seek to bend back into God’s fold and then dream of our new future together with God.  Together with each other.  Amen.

