First Things First

Jer. 31:31-34 and Mat. 26:26-28
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Rev. Dr. Zina Jacque
In the May Newsletter I asked you to identify sermon topics.  Many were suggested and, as your bulletin notes, many will be addressed as we move through the months of July and August.  However there was one topic that received multiple mentions and so it is the one with which we begin today.  It is the topic of forgiveness.  Now, as I reviewed some of my old text books, talked with friends who are theologically trained, and read some of the biblical texts that address forgiveness the one thing about which I became clear was forgiveness is far more complex that we often want to make it. 

But when I was twelve years old my aunt taught me a lesson about forgiveness that I will never forget.  I have spoken before about my Aunt Louise.  She was my mother’s youngest sister and as the single one among her siblings she was always there for her nieces and nephews.  It was always Aunt Louise who came to our defense, who gave us the extra everything, and who played with us late into the night.  But in her late 30’s, she was diagnosed with cancer, and she came to live with my family.  My mother loved her baby sister and cared for her night and day.  But in time I grew jealous of my mother’s efforts on behalf of my aunt.  I was 12, and though I knew better, I was jealous still.  
One day when my Mom asked me to take on some chore so that she might do something else for my aunt I became angry.  I finished the task but then, unbeknownst to my mother who had gone into the basement, I walked into my aunt’s room; which by the way had been my room, and told her I was sorry she was living with us.  I told her I no longer wanted to be her nurse and give her vitamin injections.  I told her I wanted my room back.  I wanted the smell of her medications gone and I wanted her to go away too.  
Now you might like to think that your pastor, even as young girl; would have felt ashamed at uttering such words, would have felt immediate remorse.  But I did not.  In fact I felt vindicated.  I had finally spoken my truth.  I really did want my room back, and I really wanted my family back to the way it had been prior to my aunt’s arrival.  I felt vindicated until I heard my mother’s footsteps coming up from the basement.  Then all I felt was fear.  
So I took off, out of the house, across the street to where another aunt lived.  I took off to my Aunt Quincy’s house because she, having no daughters, only sons, had a soft spot for me.  I ran to her because I assumed I could spin this story in such a way that my Aunt Quincy would help me figure out how to get out of this mess with my Aunt Louise.  I told my Aunt Quincy some version of what had happened, painted myself as the aggrieved party, and asked her to walk back across the street and to stand with me as I made an apology of sorts to her sister, Louise.  You see, my plan was to offer a feigned “apology” and with many tears get out of the whole ordeal.  
Well, we walked across the street and into my parent’s home.  And with my Aunt Quincy in tow I walked into my Aunt Louise’s bedroom, my bedroom by rights, and prepared to offer my version of an “apology”.  But before I could say one thing with a voice of love and forgiveness my Aunt Louise said, “Zina I love you.  It must be hard having me here, taking up everyone’s time.  I am sorry you have to give me shots and I am really sorry I need your room.  I am sorry I am sick, and I don’t know if I am going to get better but if you will let me try to love you more then maybe this will all work out.  It may take some time but I love you enough to try.”  
My heart was touched, my defenses destroyed and all I could do was cry.  My aunt had seen me for what I was, mean and cruel and selfish; but instead of chastising me, or telling me a thing or two, she saw me for what I could be and she forgave me.  Before I said a word, before I knew enough to ask for forgiveness, she put first things first and loved and forgave me.  
The lesson my Aunt Louise taught me on that long ago day was that true forgiveness does not come because we deserve it.  It does not come because we have asked for it, or even desire it.  True forgiveness comes when there is one who loves us not because we are perfect, but because they see us as we are – in sin and in error – and at the same time, out of love, they see us for who we can be.  True forgiveness comes when there is one whose love can see past our sins to a place in us where true goodness resides.  
And that’s exactly what was going on in Jeremiah’s time.  God’s people had turned their backs on God.  They listened to prophets who were not from God.  They made idols out of things created by man.  In willful and wicked ways they had told God to go away.  But in the 31st chapter of Jeremiah God says to Prophet, tell my people I have loved them with an everlasting love.  Tell them I continue to draw them with cords of loving kindness.
  Tell them though I see the parts of them that will not obey me, in fact seem to hate me; I will not give up on them.  Tell them I love them so much that I see past their sin to the place in them that is like me.  Tell them because of this I am going to write a new covenant with them.  No longer will I hold them responsible to the covenant of the law, for in their humanness, they cannot keep it.  Tell them I am going to write a covenant based on love.  It will see past their sins to their goodness.  Tell them it will cover their sins and bring true forgiveness.  Tell them for me, Jeremiah, this new covenant will create a way for them to be forgiven and to be in true relationship with me, for that is what I long for most. 
And the covenant God promised through Jeremiah did come to pass.  God did write a new covenant, one based in love, one able to wipe away all of our sins, to offer true forgiveness and to make possible full relationship with God.  We hear the voice of this covenant in the Gospel of Matthew.  In the 26th chapter we hear Jesus say, my blood is the new covenant
 and because I love you so much, because I was sent for this purpose, I will pour out my blood for many for the forgiveness of sin.  I will pour it out not because you deserve it, not because you have even asked for it; I will pour it out because I see you struggling, I see you unable to right your self, I see you unable to love yourself, and yet I know your inner most being, I know who you were meant to be and can be.  I know within you is the capacity to love, to build, to soar, to be my ambassadors, to do the things God has created you to do.  I know you cannot see it but I can, and so I will be the one whose love will overcome your sin.  I will offer you a chance at new life and open the way for forgiveness and love unimaginable.  
Christ, our perfect sacrifice, has come to us; bringing a new covenant in his blood.  First things first, he has completed his part.  He has given his life and in so doing he has taken on the sin of the world, your sin and mine.  First things first, the covenant of love and forgiveness has been written and signed by Christ.  But a covenant is a two way street.  Now it is time for our signature and we agree with four clauses.  
First we must believe that Christ’s work on the cross is effective for you and for me.  We must believe that God’s word is true.  The ninth chapter of the letter to the Hebrews tells us that Christ was sacrificed once and for all so that we who believe in him may no longer bear the mark of our sin, but that we may be made clean, perfectly clean.  We must believe that we have been made clean, that we are fully forgiven.  Nothing, no one, no thing can return to us what Christ has forgiven us.  Nothing, not even our ruthless inventories of self may bring back our past guilt, our past sins.  Those whom the son sets free are free indeed.
   The writer of the 103rd Psalms tells us, God has removed our sins as far as is the east from the west.
  
As we share in the covenant with Jesus our first step is to truly and deeply believe that what Christ did for us is effective and that our forgiveness is total and true.
Second, we must agree to receive, to take in, to accept this gift of forgiveness.  For the forgiveness that comes through Christ is much like air.  It is everywhere, but if you or I were to bind our noses and our mouths, if we refused to take in the precious gift of air, we would cease to be.  So it is with God’s gift of forgiveness through Christ.  If we bind our hearts and souls, if we refuse to accept that we are completely forgiven; if we keep locked in some small place that one thing that God could never forgive, that one thing that is so bad we must be cast outside of the love of God; then we will cease to flourish, cease becoming all God wants us to be.  Our second step as we participate in the new covenant is to fully receive Christ’s forgiveness.  

And third we must learn from the past and seek to do better.   Each time I am forgiven by God, each time I come and ask my Savior for another chance, I must learn from my experiences and strive to do better.  Will I be perfect?  It is unlikely.  Will I make mistakes, even the same mistake again?  It is possible.  But true forgiveness, that forgiveness that sees me as I am and draws me with love and kindness anyway, calls me to a higher level, a higher self.  Now be clear, true forgiveness is unconditional, it is not given with a requirement that I have to do better.  But true forgiveness does awaken in me a desire to respond to this lavish gift with a sincere heart; it does call me to want to live up to the trust that has been placed in me and to want to do better.  

And the fourth point of agreement is; as we participate in Christ’s covenant we must share forgiveness with others.  Just as Christ put first things first – his love of us and his forgiveness for us – so ought we move toward loving and forgiving others in the same way.  And this is harder than it sounds because there are people, some of them are in your life, who abuse forgiveness.  They believe and accept that they are forgiven but they never seem called to do better.  Oh but my brother and sisters, their growth, their desire to do better is not up to you.  That is between them and their God.  We must not let their behavior rob us of the opportunity to do as the Savior taught, to love and forgive and then to allow God to do the rest.  Our fourth step is to be an ambassador of God’s forgiveness in the world.
This morning as we prepare to come to the table; Christ our new covenant has placed first things first; he has taken the first step to forgive us without our asking, to forgive us and take away our sins through his sacrifice.  He has taken the first step and he has lavished us with his forgiveness.  Now, as we come to the table it is our turn.  Will you know that this cup is the new covenant, will you receive forgiveness and pardon, will you leave from this feast seeking to do better, not because the meal has a condition but because you have been so loved and welcomed?  And will you seek to be a source of forgiveness in a world in need of such forgiveness?  

No matter how you answer these questions you are invited to this table.  You are invited to the table because Christ loves you without condition, loves you passionately and hopes sincerely that if you come, if you look deeply into the heart of Christ and see that forgiveness and love await you no matter what that you will be changed and drawn into the heart of a Savior who wants nothing more than a relationship with you.  

First things first.  Christ, who comes to bring the new covenant, has laid out the feast.  He invites you to come to the table where you are known and loved and forgiven.  First things first, the table is set and the supper is served for you, beloved and forgiven of God.  
� Jeremiah 31:3.


� In Luke 22:20 Jesus does use the phrase new covenant.


� John 8:36.


� Psalm 103:12.
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