“Three Strike and You’re Out!”

Matthew 18:21- 35

“Take me out to the ball game.”

 Take me out to the crowd.”

Do you recognize that song? I’ll bet you do, because I don’t think anyone could grow up in this country or live here for any period of time and not recognize it. That song has become a part of who we are.

“Buy me some peanuts and crackerjack.

 I don’t care if I never get back.”

Baseball is a big part of what it means to be American – like apple pie and fireworks on the Fourth of July. Baseball and the character and ethics of baseball have strongly influenced our worldview and approach to life. Teamwork, sacrifice, patience, and strategic decision-making – these are lessons that spill over into our everyday lives. But with regard to this morning’s scripture reading, there’s one lesson from baseball that’s problematic.

“For it’s one, two, three strikes you’re out!

 At the old ball game.”

You see, in our culture today, that saying has become more than a rule in baseball. It has become a sort of proverb. It’s how we think forgiveness ought to work. And that understanding goes like this:

“How many times, Lord? How many times do I have to put up with this? Most people are grateful if you give them a second chance. But I want to be real generous, so I offer a third. I say, ‘three strikes and you’re out.’ What do you think, Jesus? That sounds fair, doesn’t it?”

But Jesus responds, “Not just three strikes, but I tell you all the strikes, in every inning, of every game that has ever been played, in every league and backyard, in every country, since the game of baseball was first played.” And while we stand there stunned and speechless, Jesus continues:

Here is how forgiveness works in the Kingdom of God: Once there was an investment officer for a very large trust belonging to a very wealthy man. And this officer made a series of foolish investments. And he did so illegally by making those investments without the owner’s authorization. Carefully trying to hide the losses, he desperately tried to turn things around. But the losses simply got bigger, and bigger, and bigger. But the day of reckoning finally came, and once the bean counters sorted all the losses and gains, the investment officer had accumulated a debt of over $1 ½ Trillion.

“Well, the first thing I’m going to do,” said the owner of the trust, “is call the Security and Exchange Commission and have your broker’s license revoked. Then I’m going to have you thrown in jail where you will rot until you’re a very old man. Finally, I’m going to sue you for everything you’re worth. Your wife and family will be out on the street. And your children better hope for a scholarship, because you won’t put another penny into their educational fund.”

Falling on his knees, the investment officer begged and pleaded, “Have patience with me, and I’ll pay you back every penny.”
Now please note, there’s no mention here of remorse; no admission of poor judgement; no apology, not even a vow of repentance. Instead, he simply bargains with a hopelessly futile offer. “I’ll pay you back!” Riiiight!  In his best year, he once made $250,000. Not a bad year! But even if he made a million dollars a year, it would take him 1 ½ million years to repay that debt. It would be humanly impossible to repay a debt that large.

Well I don’t know if it was out of pity for the man’s foolishness or compassion for the hopelessness of his situation. Whatever the reason, the owner of that trust forgave him the debt – all of it! Unbelievable!
Quickly backing out of that room before the man could change his mind, the senior investment officer turned and started running. That’s when he ran into a junior officer in his company – one who owed him money, $10,000. Grabbing him by the throat, the senior officer started screaming, “You better pay up, buddy, or I’m going to have you fired! And then I’ll make sure you’re blackballed from every investment company in the state.”

“Have patience with me,” begged the junior officer, “I’ll pay you back every penny.”

Sound familiar? Those are the exact words the senior officer just used. Only this time the request is reasonable. Now I know $10,000 isn’t exactly pocket change, but with sacrifice and a whole lot of belt tightening, this debt could possibly be repaid within a year.

But that wasn’t good enough. Maybe the junior officer had a track record of tardy payments. Maybe the senior officer didn’t want his other debtors to think he was going soft. Whatever the reason, he shouted out, “You’re fired!”

But standing in the next room, the owner of the trust heard every word. “You stubborn and foolish man. I forgave you an insurmountable debt. Couldn’t you show a little mercy in return?” And turning to his assistant he said, “Get the Security and Exchange Commission on the phone now!”

Well, what do you think of my reinterpretation of Jesus’ parable? For that matter, what do you think of the original? The point in both versions seems clear. Why couldn’t that guy be more forgiving? If I were forgiven a debt of $1½ Trillion, I think I could show a little leniency toward a $10,000 debt. So, when grace is revoked from the unforgiving servant, (or the investment officer, as the case may be), we want to stand up and cheer. “Yeah! He got what he deserved! Justice has been served!”

But be careful. There’s a catch waiting for us. “So (our) heavenly Father will also do to every one of you, if you do not forgive your brother or sister from the heart.” Ouch! You see, this is actually a parable about you and me. And while it may be about forgiving a financial debt, I suspect it is probably more complicated.

You see, forgiving a financial debt is a whole lot easier than forgiving an emotional debt. Let’s say two friends go into business together. One friend cheats the other friend out of all the money. The financial pain will be sharp, but I believe the emotional pain will be much more difficult to forgive.

Debts and losses don’t always revolve around dollars and cents. There are emotional losses that come when one partner in a marriage breaks their wedding vows. There are particularly painful losses we feel when hurt by a sibling, or when abused and mistreated by a parent, or when a parent is abused and mistreated by their own child. When rejected, betrayed or stabbed in the back by a friend or loved one – those are the hardest debts to forgive. Those are the losses that inflame our feelings of shame, and anger, and rage. “How could I have been so blind? I thought I knew them better than that. But I’ll tell you one thing. I’ll never let them hurt me again!”

Folks, forgiveness is hard, and sometimes I wonder if, in certain situations, if forgiveness is humanly impossible. It would seem a whole lot simpler, smarter, and safer to just say: “Three strikes and you’re out!”

But of course, there is a price we pay for holding back forgiveness. When we relish the opportunity to stew in our anger, we sometimes pay a price far greater than the risk of forgiveness. I am reminded of the words of Frederick Buechner in his theological reflections on anger. Beuchner writes:

“Of the Seven Deadly sins, anger is possibly the most fun. To lick your wounds, to smack your lips over grievances long past, to roll over your tongue the prospect of bitter confrontations still to come, to savor to the last toothsome morsel both the pain you are given and the pain you are giving back – in many ways it’s a feast fit for a king. The chief drawback is that what you are wolfing down is yourself. The skeleton at the feast is you.” 

The Parable of the Unforgiving Servant is designed to get our attention, to force us out of our vengeful complacency, so we will sit up and listen. And it certainly accomplishes that, but in a very confusing way. You see my question of this parable is this: How can the God who calls for us to forgive an infinite number of times be so unforgiving of our unforgiveness?

Well, here’s how I see it. This parable does state God’s punishment for our unforgiveness, but I think the way God often punishes us is simply by letting us live in the consequences of our unforgiveness. If we insist on embracing our hatred, and nurturing our anger, and relishing our dreams of vengeance, then God allows us to live in the hellish prison of our own making.

Now please hear what I’m about to say, because some people are under the false impression that forgiveness means laying down and letting people walk all over you, time after time after time. Forgiveness is not enabling a person to go on hurting people and ultimately hurting themselves in the process. After all, today’s story on forgiveness comes right on the heels of Jesus’ instructions for confronting and stopping people who are hurting you. It is appropriate and it is Christian to set boundaries on what you will let another person do to you. Forgiveness is not a recipe for co-dependency. Forgiveness is something else altogether.
Forgiveness is simply a steadfast determination never, never, never to give up on love – never! Whether we’re talking about a brother or sister, a former business partner, a stranger, or even an enemy – forgiveness is letting go of anger and rage and holding on to the hope that love never ends.

Now folks, I recognize that in some situations it may be humanly impossible to forgive, and in those situations we have to open ourselves up to the gift of forgiveness. And, the first step in opening ourselves up to the gift of forgiveness is remembering and claiming the insurmountable debt we have been forgiven. Scripture reminds us we were hopelessly dead in the insurmountable debt of our sins, and only through the cross has that debt been paid. You see, we are the servants of God who have been forgiven an insurmountable debt.
And so, my hope and my prayer for you, and for me, and for this church is that we might learn to live in the peace, and freedom, and hope of God grace. For as we open ourselves up more and more to God’s love and mercy and forgiveness, we are empowered to let go of our rage and bitterness. And that’s when we begin to receive another gift - the gift of God’s peace and shalom, which is found and received in loving and forgiving our neighbor.

Let us pray:

O Lord, the world teaches us, “Three strikes and you’re out!” But you say to us, “That is not so. My love, and my grace, and my mercy are infinite.” Thanks be to you, O Lord, and by your grace, may we begin to forgive each other, as you have forgiven us. Amen.

David A. Cagle

September 13, 2020
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