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Proper 19 (A):  Genesis 50.15-21; Romans 14.1-12; Matthew 18.21-35

Like everyone else, I am deeply aware that today is the tenth anniversary of the 9/11 attacks.  And as I engaged over the past few weeks with our readings for this Sunday, I found myself drawn to some reflection directly on the parable of the unforgiving servant and it is on that that I am going to focus this sermon.  I hope it may provide some application by extension.
* * *
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?’

Spare a thought for St Peter.  He was a bit of a blockhead.  But he was a blockhead a lot like me – and maybe a lot like you.  How many times must I forgive – as many as seven times?  Let’s get specific.  Let’s nail this sucker down.  Let’s have targets and goals and benchmarks.  Let’s have rules.  What are God’s limits?  There must be a limit.  God must have a limit on forgiveness.  

Earlier in chapter 18 of Matthew’s gospel we find Matthew’s account of the parable of the lost sheep.  You know the story.  A completely wacko shepherd, someone who would have been sent down from agricultural college and been thrown out of the Young Farmers, leaves 99 perfectly healthy sheep behind and unprotected to go out to find one, just one, directionally-challenged critter.  This represents a loss of only 1 out of 100:  99 vs 1.  Do the math.  It’s a no-brainer.  And yet Jesus says of this zany shepherd, ‘truly I tell you, he rejoices over it more than over the ninety-nine that never went astray’ (18.13).  Go figure.

So, we might think that Peter and the disciples are beginning to get the message that God’s economy doesn’t work quite like theirs.  We might think that, but the truth is that God’s economy isn’t really like ours either.  Call it original sin, call it spiritual blockheadedness, call it whatever you like, we’re all bean-counters under the skin.  That’s why we think God is like that too.  So, with a sigh, one imagines, Jesus has another go with his disciples with the parable of the ungrateful servant.  

Remember how this parable is prefaced.  We have Peter’s remark along the lines of ‘NOT seven times surely’ – you can’t be serious – and Jesus’ response of ‘Not seven times, I tell you, but seventy-seven times’.  Well, still good news for that closet bean-counter deep inside each one of us.   Might be a bit hard to keep track without pencil and paper, but still, 77, not 76 and not 78, that’s precise, something  to work with, something to keep track of, something to keep account of.

Now the parable of unforgiving servant, or ungrateful servant, is also the parable of the converted king.  The parable starts with the king being just as good a bean-counter as any of us.  He keeps good accounts; he knows what he is owed; he wants it back.  The king calls in one servant who owes him ten thousand talents.  This is a sum so fantastically large there is not a snowball’s chance in hell that the servant can pay it back.  One commentary I looked at – and this is for the benefit of that inner-anorak in all of us – said it is the equivalent of a day’s wages for 150,000 years!
  You might need more than pencil and paper to keep track of that.
The king, still a good bean-counter, orders that the servant be sold, as well as his wife and children and all his possessions – though even all that won’t begin to repay the debt.  The servant, however, says ‘have patience with me (or be ‘big-hearted’) and I will pay you everything’ (26).  This is the crucial moment for the king.  He doesn’t for an instant think that the servant can pay it back.  The king doesn’t give, in fact, what the servant has actually asked for:  more time.  Rather, the king gives the servant what he didn’t ask for and forgives the debt altogether.  Wipes it out.  And to do that, the king himself must give up being the sort of person he was; he must, in a sense, die to his old self.


The servant, meanwhile, thinks he’s pulled a fast-one and that the king is in fact responding to his impossible offer to repay the debt.  He still thinks of the king as a bean-counter just like him whereas the king has ‘gone out of the debt-collecting business altogether’.
  The servant roughs up one his fellows to extract a miniscule sum compared to what he has just been forgiven.  
The American Episcopalian theologian Robert Farrar Capon, in his wonderful book on the parables, puts it like this:
Do you know why the king was willing to [forgive the debt] and the servant couldn’t?  Because the king was willing to end his old life of bookkeeping and the servant wasn’t.  Indeed, the servant is so busy trying to hold together his bookkeeper’s existence – so unable to imagine anything even vaguely like dropping dead to it – that he never even saw what the king had done.  All he knew was that the heat, which formerly had been on, was now off.   He hadn’t the slightest notion of what it cost the king to put out the fire.

In other words, the servant receives the king’s mercy, but he never grasps it.

This parable has an edginess to it lacking in the lost sheep parable, and I wonder whether Jesus’ mounting frustration with his blockhead disciples is part of the explanation.  The parable concludes melodramatically:  the other servants have some notion of the enormity of what the king has done and report their fellow.   ‘I showed you mercy, should you not show mercy?’, says the king.  He hands the servant over to the tortured until the debt is paid, which as we have already seen is a completely pointless rider because the debt cannot be repaid.  Then we have Jesus’ really scary bit:  ‘“So my heavenly Father will also do to every one of you, if you do not forgive your brother or sister from your heart”’ (18.35).

So, are we back to some sort of concept of earned grace, of justification by works, rather than free grace?  The gratuitous nature of Gods’ grace which both parables in Matthew 18 speak so powerfully about – is that all a bit of a con job?  This zany shepherd, this converted from-his-bean-counting-ways king, with their gratuitous, irrational, get-you-kicked-out-of-graduate-school, economics – nonetheless is it really all down to us in the end?  Is salvation really down to me and the state of my heart; is it down to you and the state of your heart?  I don’t want to project on to you all, so let me just say for myself that if eternal life is down to the state of my heart, well, in the words of a Canadian systematic theologian friend of mine, I’m toast.

The parable of the ungrateful servant is unique to Matthew’s gospel; it has no parallel in Luke.  It is very ‘Matthean’.  Matthew’s Jesus especially likes underscoring his points by making references to final judgement.
  And it may well be, as some commentators suggest, that Matthew is especially concerned to rebuke faction fighting within his own church with this scary pronouncement from his Jesus.  Imagine Jesus appearing at a primates meeting of the Anglican Communion with this message.  


And the commentators may be right about that.  But I like the thought that the ending of our gospel this morning goes back to where we started; to Peter’s question:  ‘as many as seven times?’ – you can’t be serious.  
Parables are stories, not allegories, and like all good story tellers, Jesus uses hyperbole, humour, and irony to make his point.  The late Monica Furlong, to my mind one of the most significant thinkers of the post-war Church of England, was also a poet.  Her poem called ‘The Ironist’ starts like this:  

Jesus what an ironist you were.

All your best stories were exaggeration

And your best heroes crooks

To teach us how to live.

Might we see the scary end to our Gospel this morning as Jesus doing exactly that?  Responding with exaggeration and irony in response to Peter’s , resolutely blockheaded ‘seven times’ query?  Jesus says, ‘Hmmm, you say you want a bean-counter God?  Well here’s a bean you can’t count:  the human heart’.  
‘Think about it’, says Jesus.   

Jesus what an ironist you were.

All your best stories were exaggeration

And your best heroes crooks

To teach us how to live.

What was it that you knew

That made the cripples walk

The blind to see?

That death’s the only way to get to birth,

And brokenness the only road to grace?
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