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Recently I heard a story told by a powerful author, teacher and preacher.  Some will recognize his name because before moving to California the Rev. John Ortberg ministered as one of the teaching and preaching pastors at Willow Creek Church.  The story he told was this.  
This past summer he and his wife, Nancy, celebrated the graduation of their daughter from Azusa Pacific University.  Nancy Ortberg was the commencement speaker for this joyous occasion.  As the speakers, special guests, and student award winners gathered before the opening festivities the president of Azusa Pacific, Jon Wallace, offered greetings.  As he neared the end of his comments he invited three specific graduating seniors to come and stand with him.  Faculty members who were in the room began to wonder why these three had been summoned to stand by the President’s side.  Though they were each admirable young people, they were not the academically gifted students in the class nor could then be counted among the most active.
As the three seniors moved closer to the president he began to explain that these three had given up the opportunity to attend graduate school and had turned down lucrative jobs.  He continued that each had chosen to go into ministry in an under-served community.  Each had put aside what was comfortable – and maybe even preferable – and chosen to do what Jesus calls all of us to do, to serve with the least of these.  

Polite applause followed President Wallace’s comments and as they died down the real reason for celebration was announced.  Turing his back on the others the President of Asuza Pacific faced the three graduating seniors, and what he said next, Rev. Ortberg reported, took the breath out of all who were in the room.

With a calm and steady voice President Wallace spoke to the three students.  “Somebody you do not know has heard about your post graduate plans.  This somebody wants you to be able to serve in your chosen assignment without any impediment, so this person is giving you a gift.”  Then President Wallace turned to the first student and looking her in the eye said, “You have been forgiven your school debt of $105,000.”  It took a few moments for the words to sink in.  The student shook her head as if to clear her hearing and then began to cry.  Facing the next student the President said, “You have been forgiven your debt of $70,000.”  And finally as he approached the third student all in the room knew what was about to occur.  To the third student he said, “And you have been forgiven your debt your of $130,000.”
All three students, Rev. Ortberg reported, were shaking and without the ability to speak.  Their lives had been changed in the twinkling of an eye by the extravagance of a stranger, by the generosity of someone they had never met.  For those who watched this scene unfold, it was as if they had experienced the act of forgiveness for themselves.  And Rev. Ortberg reported there was not a dry eye in the room. 

An unpayable debt.  An unforgettable gift.  An unseen giver.  Oh the freedom those young hearts must have felt.  They, who had willingly and intentionally incurred debt, now owed it no longer.  Now, they would be able to move into their lives, move into their work, move into the things they were called to do without the weight, without the encumbrance, without the worry that accompanies the burden of owing someone – owing anyone – more than you can pay.  They were no longer obliged, no longer responsible for their debt, they were free and it took their breath away.

What would it mean to be without debt?  How would one act when freed of liabilities, freed of outstanding obligations?  How would one behave when there are absolutely no balances due?  
If you are an aficionado of classic Christmas movies you saw examples this freedom from debt played out in the lives of both Ebenezer Scrooge and George Bailey.  In A Christmas Carol, Ebenezer wakes up from his travels with ghosts of Christmases past, present and yet to come having realized that he has been relieved of an unpayable debt, he has been forgiven by an unseen giver and he has received an unforgettable gift.  Ebenezer has been offered the grace of forgiveness, the grace of a brand new day, debt free. When he recognizes that he is now unencumbered by his previous sins and by his heinous past our brother Ebenezer exclaims “I will honor Christmas in my heart and try and keep it all year long”.  What did it feel like to be free out an outstanding balance, for Ebenezer it made him feel as giddy as school boy and light as a feather.  
And George Bailey, deeply in debt because of his uncle’s mistake, has his account wiped clean not only by neighbors whom he can see but by the unlikely hand of one who teaches him his worth and his way and who has returned, by the movie’s end, to unseen environs to obtain his wings.    

How would one act when freed of liabilities?  Ebenezer and George and each of those Asuza students, once freed from their debts were willing to do more for their communities, willing and now able to be a blessing to those far and near.  
Oh to be made debt free, to know the extravagance of grace, the generosity of release.  To be able to move into your days without impediment, freely able and willing to make a difference, freely able and willing to do more than you could have before.  Yes, this is how it feels to be debt free, to be without worry.  This is how it feels to be light as a feather because you realize the blessing you have been given.  
Beloved, as we sit on the cusp of a brand new year, think with me how it would feel for you if you were able to enter 2010 with no weight on our shoulders, if you were able to begin the next year like the redeemed Ebenezer or the renewed George Bailey, no debt, perfectly free.  
Ah but, in reality we who are loved by Christ, we who follow Christ, may do more than simply think about this state.  For here is the good news that has come down to earth; here is the good news that is made real in Jesus the Christ; Jesus has come so that you and I might know, might receive the free gift of forgiveness; the forgiveness of all debts, all sin, all shame, all that might encumber us, all that might weigh us down.  He came so that we might know the gift of our debt paid in full; a gift that makes us free and light and that takes our breath away at its extravagance and its love.  

Just like the woman in Luke 7 who came to the Pharisee’s house burdened by what she owed, burdened by what she herself could not pay; just like she, we have come to the end of this year with some worries and some weight, with some disappointments and some defeats.  We have come to this point in the year aware of what we might have done, aware of what we have not done, and we of our own sheer force of will cannot unburden ourselves.  But the lesson she teaches us is, if we come, and lay it all at Jesus’ feet, if we come offering him our hearts and our hopes, then the same one who sat with our sister in Luke, the same one who inspired that extravagant gift for the students at Asuza, the same one who looks at you from heaven on high and sees your worth and your heart, will take all that burdens you, take it and take it away.  There is an unseen Savior, who does not care what weighs you down, does not care what has entrapped your heart or mind or soul, does not care what you owe to whom, only cares that you have come and is oh so very ready to restore you to the fullness of joy.  

And if there are those around you, or even small voices within you who constantly say,

you do not deserve this release, you are not worthy of this freedom, you are not ready to be forgiven; then I would say to that voice and to you what Isaiah said to Israel, Israel who did not deserve to be forgiven, Israel who was not worthy, Israel who was not ready; though your sins be as scarlet, I will make them white as snow.  I will say to you what God said to Israel, you are mine, and I love you.  You are mine and I forgive you.  I will say to you what Christ says to us, you are my brother, you are my sister, and I have paid your debt in full.
Beloved of God, this day, I asked you to bring a list of what you do not want to carry with you into 2009.  I asked you to bring with you the list of hurts and fears, doubts and dictates, obligations and old wounds; I asked you to bring them because I want you to know God loves you and me so much that he waits for us to come, to come just as the woman did and know that as sure as the Savior received her tears and her kisses, he stands ready to receive your desires to leave behind in 2009 those things that haunt you, that hurt you, that keep you down.  All that we wish to leave behind, let us lay before him, and he will take them and remove them and tell us as he told our sister in Luke before us to go in peace.  Go in peace, so that we have the space to love with abundance, to forgive others with abandon, to share our gifts with our actions, to reach to others in adversity, and to lift of Christ’s name with authority.
God wants us debt free so that we can be all we are meant to be in him and for him and with him.  And so, I welcome your lists of all you want to leave behind in 2009.  I welcome them and I place them on this cross, for here the debt was paid, paid for you and for me.

Oh God, our God, made known to earth through the gift of the Son, oh God, our God, we come and bring each of these things, each of these items we do not want to carry into another year.  We come and we place them on your cross.  Take them from us and redeem them, that we might rise from this place un-weighted and willing to trust that you have paid our dept in full and we go into the New Year beloved of you and fully debt free.  
Beloved of God, it is so.  It is so, it is so.  Go from this place aware and convinced that all you have laid before the Lord may remain, and you are forgiven and now debt free. 
� Taken from Reflections on the Lectionary, The Christian Century, December 15, 2009:  Volume 126, No, 25, p. 21.
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