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Some of you may have heard me, before, tell the story of two shop-owners whose businesses 

were in the heart of town – right across the street from one another.  It is an understatement to 

say they were bitter rivals.  Whenever one did something, the other did something to top it.  If 

one ran a sale of 20% off, the other started one at 25.  If one put a decorative Santa out at 

Christmas, the other brought out Santa, the reindeer (including Rudolph), the sleigh and a snow 

machine blowing from above to fill out the scene!  It went on like this interminably.  They were 

embattled every day of their existence.  The odd thing, however, was that the two weren’t even 

competitors, at least in the commercial sense.  One was a pet store, the other sold hardware.  

Their fight wasn’t over market share or prices, their constant one-upmanship wasn’t to enhance 

their businesses.  No, their warfare was because of an argument over a parking spot some fifteen 

years before. 

 

One night, however, after so many years of this strife, an angel of God appeared to one of the 

shop-owners with a promise.  ‘Beloved child of God, I have been instructed by the Lord to grant 

you one wish.  No matter how extravagant it is,’ the angel said, ‘you will receive it.  However,’ 

the angel continued, ‘whatever you receive, the other shop-owner will receive two-fold.’  The 

man sat with these words for quite some time, imagining all of the wonderful things he could ask 

for, only to then cringe at the image of his rival receiving twice that blessing.  Finally, after 

pouring through all of his options, the man turned to the angel and replied, ‘Lord, I pray that you 

strike me blind in one eye.’ 

 

Forgiveness is not easy.  It’s sometimes difficult to receive.  It’s often hard to give.  And, even as 

we do, I’m not sure we really think through the depths of what it means!  So, that’s what we’re 

going to talk about for the next month-and-a-half or so!   

 

Some of you are, likely, at least somewhat familiar with that passage from Paul’s second letter to 

the church in Corinth.  It’s a passage that we have encountered a few times in the past, and it’s 

one that often comes up during the Lenten season – particularly on Ash Wednesday.  I wanted to 

share it this morning, however, because I think it lays the groundwork for the questions of 

forgiveness that we are going to be exploring in the coming weeks.  What is most important 

about that groundwork that Paul lays out here, however, is that Paul expresses that there are two 

distinct, and yet connected, pieces to that forgiveness puzzle.  What Paul makes clear is that 
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forgiveness goes two ways.  We are forgiven by God, Paul explains, but inherent in that state of 

being forgiven is the call to forgive. 

 

We have to consider the circumstances of the church to which Paul is writing here.  The church 

in Corinth at the time of Paul’s letter is, stated succinctly, a disaster.  First and foremost, Paul 

sees the people of the church as having strayed in their lives of faith.  Corinth, as a city, was at 

the crossroads of major trading routes in first century Rome.  Thus, as was the case for many of 

cities that served as such trade centers at the time, the opportunities and temptations of such a 

bustling area had a tendency to lead people in directions that were, shall we say, morally 

ambiguous.  More importantly (but not necessarily surprisingly), this moral ambiguity had made 

its way into the lives of these earliest Christians.  As we read the letters to the church in Corinth 

we hear of problems with divorce, relationships, sexual immorality, excessive indulgence, the list 

goes on of those things with which Paul takes issue.  The caveat, however, it that as Paul is 

calling these people to the carpet on what he sees to be the failures in their personal lives, he 

reminds them that, “if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation,” and, “that God was reconciling 

the world to himself in Christ, not counting men’s sins against them.” 

 

As harsh as Paul’s condemnations in these epistles can be, it’s imperative that we note that, as 

Paul was demanding the turning of their lives in a direction more consistent with the teachings 

and example of Christ, he was also reminding them of the core of that faith that they are living – 

forgiveness.  In the midst of his denunciation of the choices they are making, Paul was 

nonetheless reminding them that those sins are not counted against them – that, while they have 

strayed from God’s precepts in the manner in which they live, they are even so forgiven and 

reconciled (restored to community) with God through Christ. 

 

That is the starting point of it all.  The foundation of our faith – the bulwark of our hope – is that 

we are forgiven in God, but Paul does not stop there.  That moral ambiguity for the Christians of 

Corinth was not limited to that arena of individual immorality.  The community of the church as 

a whole, the fellowship, was broken.  The church of Corinth was battling, internally, over all 

sorts of things.   

• As in that first reading that Rebekah shared for us this morning, we read stories of 

competing allegiances withing the church.  Some claim to be of Paul, others claim 

allegiance to Apollos – all the while missing the point that their true allegiance is neither, 

that their true allegiance out to be to God in Jesus, the Christ. 

• We hear stories of battles over women in the church.  The role they should serve, and 

even whether they should wear head coverings, are points of contention for the various 

groups within the church. 

• We even see stories of how they corrupted the Lord’s Supper.  In the early church the 

Lord’s Supper was not as we know it.  It was a banquet – a celebration of the story shared 

through great food and drink.  But, even that banquet had become a point of dissention.  

We’re going to get more into this next week, but even the Lord’s Supper has become a 

place of dissention and discrimination in the church. 

 

The list goes on, but the point is that the church was riddled with conflict and mistreatment 

between one person and another, so Paul’s proclamation of the forgiving nature of our faith did 

not stop at the statement that we are forgiven through Christ.  Paul, instead, makes forgiveness 
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and reconciliation (the restoration of community) the very stance of the faith not only that we 

receive, but that we live!  Paul explains that, “[God] has committed to us the message of 

reconciliation.  We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal 

through us.”  “God…gave us the ministry of reconciliation.”  Or, if I can say all of that in 

another way, a primary ministry of the Church, and thus a primary call to those in the Church, is 

the reconciliation of people to God, and the reconciliation of people to one another, through the 

power of forgiveness. 

 

I talk recurrently about the density of Paul’s teachings and difficulty, sometimes, of discerning 

what he’s actually saying in some of this.  And, this is most certainly one of those passages.  

What it boils down to, however, is that, for Paul (and really throughout Scripture as a whole), 

forgiveness is two-fold.  At the core of our story of faith is the fact that, through the saving grace 

of Jesus, the Christ, we are forgiven and reconciled (restored to community) with God.  What 

Paul makes clear, however, is that that same truth is carried forward through our ministry of 

reconciliation – through our acts of forgiveness.  The core of the faith we have received is the 

forgiveness of God, but a core of the faith that we live is our forgiveness of others.  Samuel 

Calian puts it this way: “At the core of Christianity lies the doctrine of forgiveness.  Responding 

to divine forgiveness and practicing forgiveness ourselves can humanize us.  We are thus 

enabled to complete our incompleteness and to live and work toward a forgiving society.”  Our 

completeness in God comes through the forgiving work of Christ.  Our completeness in faith, 

however, comes (at least in part) through the forgiving work of one another. 

 

I’ll never forget a conversation I shared, probably some 15-20 years ago now.  There was a small 

group of us exploring this question of forgiveness, and one person stated, “Isn’t forgiveness the 

Congregational Way!”  I was taken by that, a bit.  The answer, of course, is yes.  I struggled with 

the statement, however, because forgiveness is the Christian way.  There is nothing particularly 

Congregational about it.  To be Christian is to be forgiving, it really is that simple. 

 

The problem, however, is that we don’t really understand it.  We use the word in some 

generalized and amorphous ways, and we often throw out platitudes that turn it into some self-

indulgent act of not allowing the errant ways of others to become a burden to us, but the truth, I 

think, is that we don’t really grasp what it means to be forgiven by God.  We don’t understand 

the depths involved in the forgiveness that we have received from God, the forgiveness that we 

need from one another, and the forgiveness that we are charged to grant to our brothers and 

sisters of this world.  When we celebrate Easter, we proclaim that we are forgiven, but can any of 

us really express the complexities of what it means to forgive beyond saying that, somehow, the 

charge against has been erased?   

 

Forgiveness is so much more than saying I’m not going to be angry anymore!  Forgiveness is so 

much more than not letting the offense of another become a burden on me.  Forgiveness is love, 

and grace, and pardon, and judgment, and healing, and sacrifice, and freedom… and it is only in 

understanding all of those areas, I think, that we might better grasp the depths of what God 

accomplished for us in Christ, and that we might truly understand the work involved in carrying 

forward that Easter promise through our own ministry of forgiveness and reconciliation.  

 



Page #4 

Turning back to that humorous story with which we opened these reflections, the truth is that we 

can become so bitter and spiteful that we will welcome harm ourselves, so long as it ensures that 

our enemy will be harmed as well.  Our story… our faith… calls for a very different response.  

‘Turn the other cheek’ isn’t some moralistic platitude – it’s a mandate of our faith!  God gave the 

life of his son that we might be forgiven – and Paul makes abundantly clear that this ministry of 

forgiveness and reconciliation that we have received has been passed on to us to live out in faith.  

The goal of this season to come, then, is to delve more deeply into what, exactly, that means, that 

we might engage, more faithfully and more fully, that ministry of forgiveness and reconciliation 

to which each and every one of us are called. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


