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Sermon for March 18, 2018 

Restored 

Jeremiah 31:31-34 

The Reverend Roger Pancost 

In his book, Lessons From an Imperfect World, Harry Grether shares a            
conversation that he had with a co-worker at a staff Christmas party. He writes, 

“Since I had not seen Angie for a while, I joined her at her table. After a                 
minute or two of the usual greetings and shop talk, we spoke a bit about our plans                 
for the holidays and the Christmas break, which school employees look forward to             
as much as the children. 

After we had spoken for a few minutes, Angie said, ‘You know, I enjoy              
Christmas mainly because I have three children and a husband, but there is one part               
of the holidays that I just hate. I get so angry and frustrated because it almost ruins                 
the whole thing for our family and for others as well.’ 

I said, ‘Wow, it sounds like something major.’ 

Angie replied, ‘You’re right. It is! Let me give you a condensed version, and              
you will see what I mean. 

Each year, on the weekend before Christmas, my side of the family has a              
large family gathering, sort of like a reunion. I have four brothers and two sisters,               
and we do not see each other that often, so this has always been a very special time                  
for all of us and our children.’ 

I asked, ‘Angie, why is this special occasion a problem?’ 

‘Well,’ she said, ‘my sister, Bev, and my mother don’t get along well at all.               
In fact, they rarely speak to each other and when they do, it is best you are not                  
nearby. The words are very hostile and full of anger. They are both very stubborn,               
and neither will make any effort to forgive or make up. None of us really even                
know what happed to bring them to this point. This has gone on for eight years!                
We have had no luck trying to intervene. It is so sad because they live 300 miles                 
apart, and it would seem like they would want to enjoy what little time they have                
together.’ 
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Angie continued, ‘What hurts the most is that the entire atmosphere of our             
get-together has become so negative that some of the family have said they will no               
longer attend unless this changes.”  

(Lessons from an Imperfect World, Rising Sun Venture Productions, LLC, Midland,           
Michigan, Harry J. Grether p. 95) 

Although I don’t know Angie, I have heard her story told many times over              
the years. The names are different, but the situation is the same: somewhere along              
the line feelings have been hurt, or a decision has been made, that has caused a                
relationship to be broken. Perhaps because of stubbornness, or pride, neither party            
will seek reconciliation. 

As with the case in Angie’s family, this rift between two people often             
spreads out and has a negative impact on others. It is likely that you have witnessed                
similar situations in your family, your circle of friends, your place of employment,             
or your church.  

This morning’s reading from the prophet Jeremiah is also about a broken            
relationship. In this case the relationship is between God and the people Israel.             
According to the passage this relationship has been damaged because the people            
have not lived up to the covenant that God made with them.  

The relationship between God and the people is repaired because God           
chooses to forgive. God promises to remain loyal to the people, saying, “I will put               
the law within them, and I will write it on their hearts; and I will be their God, and                   
they shall be my people. No longer shall they tech one another, or say to each                
other, “know the Lord,” for they shall all know me, from the least of them to the                 
greatest, says the Lord; for I will forgive their iniquity, and remember their sin no               
more.” (Jeremiah 31:34)  

A few weeks ago, at one of our church’s Wednesday Night Lenten            
programs, participants were asked to share their intentions for the remaining weeks            
of Lent. These intentions were written on pieces of paper and placed in an offering               
plate on the communion table. A number of the intentions shared that evening had              
to do with forgiveness. Some people spoke of letting go of the past, others about               
needing to experience forgiveness of self and others. 

I was not surprised by these intentions because I am aware that forgiveness             
is an issue for just about all of us…whether it is forgiving ourselves, forgiving              
others, or asking for forgiveness. 
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In the New Testament, the Greek word that is translated as “forgiveness”            
literally means “to let go,” as when a person does not demand payment for a debt.                
Jesus used this comparison when he taught his followers to pray: “Forgive us our              
debts, as we forgive our debtors.” According to this understanding, forgiveness is            
the act of pardoning someone who has offended us. As one person states, “We              
forgive others when we let go of resentment and give up any claim to be               
compensated for the hurt or loss we have suffered.”  

As our reading from Jeremiah reveals, forgiveness begins with a decision.           
Each one of us has to decide if we will forgive those who have hurt us. In doing so                   
it is important to remember that forgiveness is not about condoning the wrong that              
has been done, or allowing another person to take advantage of you. Forgiveness is              
an act of letting go.  

While forgiveness is often thought of as a gift offered to the one who has               
offended, it is actually a gift to the one who has been harmed. Letting go of anger                 
and resentment can help to bring peace of mind to your emotions, and improved              
health to your body. 

Choosing not to forgive can have a number of negative effects on our             
emotional and physical well-being. It can lead to feelings of bitterness, as well as              
depression and anxiety. It can also cause some people to feel as if life has no                
meaning or purpose.  

The Mayo Clinic has this to say: “The act that hurt or offended you might               
always be with you, but forgiveness can lessen its grip on you and help free you                
from the control of the person who harmed you. Forgiveness can even lead to              
feelings of understanding, empathy and compassion for the one who hurt you.”            
(Mayo Clinic) 

The act of forgiveness can also lead to the restoration of relationships. This             
is not only healthy for the two people involved, but can lead to greater harmony to                
the people they are associated with. This is the hope of the woman named Angie               
that I spoke of at the beginning of this sermon. 

There are, of course, various degrees of harm done to people. In the case of a                
minor family dispute it might not be that difficult to forgive. In other cases, where               
violence has been done, forgiveness might be extremely difficult. In some cases it             
is helpful to work with a trained therapist.  
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I conclude this message by returning to the image of God’s law being             
written on the hearts of the people. This image suggests that God’s love is so               
strong that God wants the very best for people, including the ability to forgive. 

What would our lives be like if we believed that God’s teachings are written              
on our hearts? 

Would it be easier for us to recognize the ways in which we have hurt other                
people, and seek their forgiveness? 

Would we be quicker to forgive the people who we care about in order to               
maintain relationships? 

Would we trust that because God is a God of forgiveness, we can forgive              
ourselves for the things that we have said, done, or not done? 

These are some thoughts to ponder as we continue our Lenten journey.            
Amen. 

 


