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I think if I were to take up the theme of transfiguration and veiling from this morning’s readings, I’d very quickly be back to saying the same sort of things that I’ve said for the last two Sundays – about revelation and the nature of believing. So where do we go from there? 
St Valentine’s Day, perhaps? But I’m not sure that a sermon about the beginning of the mating season is quite what you want. Everyone this year seems to be reminding us of Chaucer’s Parliament of Fowls where he describes a land upon a hill of flowers where the Goddess Nature is spread out anew
‘For this was on saint Valentynes day,

Whan every foul cometh ther to chese his mate,

Of every kinde, that men thenke may;

And that so huge a noyse gan they make,

That erthe and sea, and tree, and every lake

So ful was, that scarce was ther space

For me to stonde, so ful was al the place’.

But last week, at coffee, I was asked to say something about forgiveness. Presumably about forgiving and being forgiven. To take a general text from the Gospel as a starting point: ‘This is my Son, my Chosen;* listen to him!’ And so what does Jesus say about forgiveness? 
The Paralytic: Man let down through the roof – paralysed by guilt and self hatred

When Jesus saw the faith of those who had brought him, he said to the paralytic, ‘Son, your sins are forgiven.’

Then there’s a hoo-hah about who can forgive sins but God alone?’ (The Passion has begun)
Seven Times Seven
Then Peter came and said to Jesus, ‘Lord, if another member of the church* sins against me, how often should I forgive; as many as seven times?’ Jesus replies ‘no, not seven times but seventy times seven.’ 
Sermon on the Mount

Matt 5 22But I say to you that if you are angry with a brother or sister,* you will be liable to judgement; and if you insult* a brother or sister,* you will be liable to the council; and if you say, “You fool”, you will be liable to the hell* of fire. 23So when you are offering your gift at the altar, if you remember that your brother or sister* has something against you, 24leave your gift there before the altar and go; first be reconciled to your brother or sister,* and then come and offer your gift.

The Cross

When Jesus is crucified: Then Jesus said, ‘Father, forgive them; for they do not what they do’

*
A few days ago I went to see ‘Invictus’, a somewhat sentimental film about Nelson Mandela and the fight against apartheid in South Africa. Its mawkishness really lies in the shallow idea that racial and national unity can be achieved by winning a rugby match. But it’s worth seeing nonetheless. Near the beginning there’s a moving scene in which, soon after his election, Mandela tells his black protection officers that they must work alongside the same white officers who had looked after de Clerk, men they regarded as racist murderers. Mandela’s men protest, but he tells them they’ve got to do it. ‘Forgiveness,’ he says, ‘lifts the soul’. (Pause) And it is clear that he has coped with 27 years on Robben Island, by forgiving people much more than they deserve.  

When we seek forgiveness – we must seek truth, reconciliation and restitution – in a two way exchange, however much it takes. Never let the sun go down on your anger. 

If you want a word for St Valentine’s Day – about love, marriage – it’s not that they go together like a horse and carriage, but that love, as St Paul says, ‘does not rejoice in wrongdoing, but rejoices in the truth. 7It bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things’. There is something here of turn the other cheek.
But, are we to be a soft touch, or a pushover, in the matter of forgiveness? Are we there to be taken advantage of? Well, sometimes, yes! Forgiveness cannot always be totally equable, totally even handed. In the parable of the black and white protection officers, more ground had to given by the blacks than seemed fair, because that was the way in which respect was going to be achieved.

Parents know this. A child will always push the boundaries – it’s part of growing up - ‘Oh, Mum won’t mind; I can go beyond the limits and she’ll still love me’. And it’s true.  Perhaps all parents know they’ll go the extra one, two, three, or four miles for their children. They realise that responsible relationship requires challenge in the face of exploitation. But they also know there’s a wide range of give and take in negotiating and learning responsible relationship.

I would however add a rider to this. I often think parents go the extra mile not just out of self-giving generosity, but because we see children as an extension of ourselves. (This is most horribly obvious in the ambition of pushy parents to get their child the university place they really want for themselves). But how many will go all those miles extra for a partner in a divorce, or a difficult colleague at work, or a critical parent in law, or a neighbour whose Leylandii are blocking their light?

Last week I spoke of God as objective value and meaning. It’s rather an abstract and impersonal view, but I find a helpful one. If reconciliation means getting back into harmonious relationship with another person, then I think this works at the cosmic level too: getting back in harmonious relationship with objective value and meaning. Another word for that objective value and meaning is Love – God is love. Being in tune with God is something I often pray for, particularly at the more reflective time of Evening Prayer. 
But God forgives us and God is interested (and always has been) in a covenant relationship with his people. ‘I will be your God and you will be my people’ is a theme running through the OT and culminating for Christianity in the ‘New Covenant in my Blood’. And so you will inevitably ask how God forgives and what is the nature of this exchange. Here the abstract argument runs out of steam. Too much suspicion and disagreement has surrounded theories of atonement. Basically we can do without, as it were, the science of the atonement – cosmic deals between God, Christ and man; quasi legal arrangements. Instead we have Narrative theology – not cosmic deals, but a story of the Passion of Christ. Next week at the beginning of Lent we shall start to tell this story. Don’t ask what does it mean, as iuf there were some right interpretation. What does it mean to you? How does it change you and your perception of the world? It is exactly the same as when an Artist refuses to say what his painting means, or what his poem means, but ask you what you see and what you understand. That’s how narrative theology should work. It’s why in Holy week many people prefer to listen to the Matthew Passion by Bach, say, than to a preacher trying to unpack a whole load of doctrines. We learn about God’s forgiveness because we are moved by the story of Christ’s suffering and graciousness. It probably what Jesus means when he says ‘If anyone has ears to hear, let them hear’.
