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I bought a carbon offset the other day. I know you’re proud of me. I was registering for the General Assembly of the Unitarian Universalist Association, which will require me to take an airline flight from Knoxville to Salt Lake City in June. The registration form asked me if I would like to buy a carbon offset for the price of $6, so I did. By checking the box, I did my part to reduce my carbon footprint and help reduce global warming.


Of course, it has occurred to me that this practice might be the modern equivalent of selling indulgences. For those of you who are rusty on your Western Civ, the Catholic Church once had a practice of selling forgiveness. An indulgence was essentially the forgiveness of a sin. Before the practice became corrupted, a certificate of indulgence issued by the church was means to demonstrate that you had performed some concrete act of charity or good works in the world to make up for the fact that you had also done something bad. You might say it was a moral equivalent of a carbon offset; a moral offset.


Of course, one of the ways that you could do good was to give money to the church, so it is not hard to see how the practice selling indulgences became corrupt and self-serving for church leaders. Anyone doing something wrong could simply make a large donation to the church, and all was forgiven. The construction of the Vatican building in Rome was financed in part by selling indulgences. Anger at these kinds of abuses is in part what led to and fueled the Protestant Reformation. 


I mention these things this morning because I want to talk about forgiveness, and I want to state from the very beginning that forgiveness can go wrong. Forgiveness is a virtue, but without careful attention and scrupulous self-examination, a virtue can be transformed into a vice. The desire to give and receive forgiveness is a human need, but sometimes organized religion or pop psychology has developed ideas and practices about forgiveness that have poorly served the human spirit, so these practices need to be open to questioning and examination. 


We are in the midst of the Christian season of Lent, a time to reflect on our need to both give and receive forgiveness. By acknowledging that forgiveness can go wrong, we help to create the conditions where forgiveness can go right. We are laying the groundwork for that deep forgiveness that leads to a change in personal conduct, a reformation of character and possible reconciliation between estranged parties. 


The Stoic philosopher Marcus Aurelius said of humanity, we are all branches from one tree, with this difference, we can choose whether or not we want to be connected to the tree. In our case, the branch can choose to separate itself from the trunk. By our actions we can choose to sever ourselves from the rest of humanity; however, the more we choose to sever ourselves from the common life, the more we choose separation and estrangement, the harder it is for us to be grafted back on to the tree again. Forgiveness is the path of return, but we make a mistake when we deny the damage done by our own actions, when we ignore the wound and pretend that all is exactly the way it was before. Forgiveness is what allows us to return to our shared life, to become once again part of the larger whole of creation. This return is possible when we forgive ourselves and others and begin again in love, but this re-grafting becomes more difficult each time it is done. 


This week we may be especially aware of people who choose estrangement; the violence in a church in Maryville, Illinois, in a small town in Alabama, in a high school in Germany, awaken fresh memories of the violence that happened in our church in July. It is in this context that we talk about forgiveness, and we know that the forgiveness we seek will have to be a forgiveness without easy answers; Something more than platitudes.


I believe there are at least two levels to forgiveness. The first level of forgiveness is the work we can do all by ourselves that does not require any cooperation or coordination with others. This kind of forgiveness is about letting go of hatred, animosity, bitterness and resentment. It is about recognizing how refusing to forgive someone does not hurt them. It hurts us. Stated positively this forgiveness is about freedom. If someone hurts us, we do not have to let that person continue to have control over us for the rest of our lives. We do not have to be imprisoned by our own emotions of the moment. We can let go. We can strive to live in such a way that one day we will be free from the captivity of our darker feelings. 

This week we had the church rummage sale, and for a good part of the week, there was a basketball goal right outside our front door. It reminded me of when I was a new minister serving a new church that was meeting in a basketball gym, and I could not resist the temptation to preach a sermon on “The Importance of Goals in Life.” All flippancy aside, forgiveness is a goal. We may not always make it in every time, but even so, it is a worthy goal to have, something to aspire to, something that moves us in the direction of spiritual growth. Sometimes forgiveness is more of a journey than a destination; what’s important is to be traveling on a good path, heading in the direction of healing, playing the right game. 

Liberal theologians tell us that hell is not a geographical place where we may go when we die. Instead, it is a state of being we can feel in this lifetime, a state of being alienated from each other, from Creation and from God. We can feel that state of alienation here and now. Thomas Merton, the progressive Catholic theologian, used to say that, “The gates of hell are locked on the inside.” And so when we find ourselves in hell, it is good to ask ourselves the question, “Do we have the keys?” Is there something we can do that would liberate us from this dungeon, set us free from our captivity, release us from the fire of our own anger, hostility and estrangement? Instead of blaming God or the devil or anyone else for our predicament, we begin to see what we can do for our own salvation. The first layer of forgiveness asks us to consider the ways we perpetuate our own misery; it invites us to turn the keys, walk out of our cage, and move in the direction of greater freedom. 

This brings me to the second level of forgiveness, which is more difficult, reconciliation. Bill Sinkford, president of the Unitarian Universalist Association, recently returned from South Africa where he met with Bishop Desmund Tutu and other leaders of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission there. One might say that this process was a way to move an entire country in the direction of forgiveness. There are many positive stories that could be told about this reconciliation process. However, what Sinkford told me was that one of the leaders of this effort said, “We got more truth than we did reconciliation.” This does not surprise me. Reconciliation is difficult work. 

The difficult thing about reconciliation is that we are no longer in control of all the factors. Reconciliation is a two-way street. Reconciliation is not merely an individual virtue; it is a relational dynamic. It requires more than one person to work together toward healing and wholeness. When the participation of one side of a conflict is absent, then reconciliation is not possible, even if the other side is more than willing to participate in the process. Reconciliation is a worthy goal; it leads us in the direction of spiritual growth, but it also puts us in touch with our own powerlessness. However, if liberal religion reminds us of anything, it is our own humanity. We are not gods; we are human beings. We cannot force the process. We cannot bend relationships to our will. The work of reconciliation is fraught with lessons in humility. 

Whenever someone asks me how our congregation is doing in our healing process, I say we are all in different places, and we are learning how people who are in different places can be in community with each other. We want to create a community where everyone can be honest about their feelings whatever they may be, knowing that this honesty is the first step in the right direction. 

Oliver Wendell Holmes once said that he did not care for “the simplicity on this side of complexity,” but aspired to “the simplicity on the other side of complexity.” In the same spirit, I am for that forgiveness that can only be found on the other side of an enormous amount of complex emotions. 

Occasionally people in the community will ask me how I am doing with forgiveness. Sometimes the question is asked in the right way, full of compassion and understanding. Other times it feels like the question is asked from different motivations. They want to know if I am a saint (or perhaps the opposite.) They are testing me to see if I live up to their spiritual standards or not. At other times, I sense that some people are impatient for closure. They want the story to be over as rapidly as possible with the closest spiritual equivalent to “happily ever after.” Such a story would not be my story. Nor would I imagine that it would be the story of many people who have wrestled with forgiveness,

I believe that forgiveness is about a healed heart, not an imposed timetable. A desire to forgive too quickly can be nothing more than an attempt to avoid the hard and painful work that is necessary before we can experience real forgiveness. Such attempts to avoid suffering only compound the suffering (as Buddhism reminds us) and postpone the day of healing. Sometimes, whether we like it or not, we have to go through the darkness in order to see the light. We might prefer for forgiveness to be simple, something we can discover on this side of complexity, but that is rarely the way it is. More often than not forgiveness awaits us on the other side of a whole lot of painful complexity. 


This week I got a letter from a prisoner serving time in another state. This man discovered the Unitarian Universalist church through the prison ministry program of our denomination’s Church of the Larger Fellowship. In that letter he told me that he read the news coverage about the shooting in our church with a heavy heart. He said, “As a prisoner, I am in a unique position to see how hatred and bigotry germinate, percolate and disseminate among individuals with huge chips on their shoulders. I understand what a destructive force anger can be, and that institutional isolation exacerbates the problem.” He went on to say that he has started a restorative justice program to help reduce the isolation of prisoners by connecting them to supportive communities outside of the prison. He said his work is “small in scope but large in heart.” He felt that by reducing isolation of prisoners he was reducing “its associated dysfunctions-including the promotion of hate rooted in frustration.” He said he was dedicating his work this year in memory of those who died or were wounded in our church. 

Restorative justice, some branches want to be re-grafted to the tree. Some people do not want to be permanently estranged from each other and the source of life. Forgiveness and reconciliation are not easily achieved. There are no easy answers. But I find some comfort in a letter from a prisoner who has done something wrong but wants to offset it by doing something right.
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which affirms many paths and covenants to a free search for truth and meaning.
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