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Sermon for September 30, 2018 

Forgive Often 

Mark 9:38-50 

The Reverend Roger Pancost 

If you are worshipping with us for the first time you may not be aware that                
on September 9th I began a sermon series based on the banner behind me. As you                
can see, the title of the banner is “Be The Church.” Each week I am focusing on                 
one of the many ways of being the church that are found on the banner. As I shared                  
with the children earlier in this service, our theme for today is, “Forgive often.” 

As you can imagine, there are countless ways a preacher could approach this             
subject. One approach would involve sharing stories of individuals who have           
forgiven people who have done terrible things to them. Another approach would be             
talking about God’s mercy and forgiveness. A third approach could involve talking            
about how forgiveness helps to restore broken relationships. 

While each of these approaches speaks to an important aspect of           
forgiveness, I am choosing to talk about forgiving one’s self today. I have chosen              
this subject because I have had difficulty at times forgiving myself. And, I have              
had conversations with other people who have shared their struggle to do the same.  

As I reflected on this subject I remembered an assignment that I was given              
in a high school English class. Our teacher, Mr. Spagnola, gave us a creative              
writing assignment in which we were to describe our version of hell. This             
assignment was connected to the vivid description of hell offered in Dante’s,            
Inferno. 

I remember clearly what I wrote for that assignment. I envisioned hell as             
being a theater where you had to sit and watch movies of every mistake you had                
ever made. These mistakes include the words and actions that hurt other people.             
They also include the times in which you neglected to do something that you knew               
needed to be done. As well as times in which you disappointed others. This movie               
would continue to replay through eternity.  

Sadly, Mr. Spagnola wasn’t all that impressed with my image of hell. I             
believe he thought the repetition of such images would lose their ability to punish.              
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Perhaps he was right, but I still think that my image of hell reflects the hell that                 
many people live in.  

 

Many of us carry the things that have caused harm, intentionally, or            
unintentionally, to others, in our minds. We also carry the times in which we have               
neglected to be there for another person. In many cases, we are unable to let go of                 
these mistakes and forgive ourselves.  

It is interesting that in our lectionary reading from Mark, Jesus has a few              
words to say about hell. The word “hell” is translated from the word Ge-henna,              
which was a refuse dump in first century Palestine. Over time, this refuse dump              
became associated with a place of eternal punishment.  

You will recall that in this passage Jesus tells the disciple that if they do               
harm to another person, they should cut off the part of the body that has caused the                 
harm. Doing so would be better than being thrown into hell. Although this passage              
of scripture has been taken literally by some people, it is clear to me that Jesus is                 
offering a metaphor. Jesus is saying that if you have caused harm to another              
person…stop that behavior. Or, stop saying the words that are hurting others.  

This metaphor can apply to the process of self-forgiveness. Holding onto           
guilt is harmful to our well-being. Doing so can cause anxiety and negative             
physical reactions. Holding onto guilt can lead to feelings of shame and therefore             
damage our ability to be in positive relationships with other people.  

The first step in forgiving one’s self is taking an assessment. That is, ask              
yourself: have I done something that needs to be forgiven, or am I imagining that I                
have done something wrong. If we have truly hurt another person, or neglected to              
fulfill a responsibility, our first action is to ask for forgiveness and make amends.              
In some cases we may discover that we only imagined harming another person. I              
recently had a case in which I was feeling bad for not being more present to                
someone, only to find out that he was extremely grateful for what I had offered.  

After making amends, or deciding that we have done nothing wrong, we            
must then go about the difficult task of letting go of the negative thoughts that               
haunt us. As Jesus suggests in our reading from Mark, we need to cut off those                
things that are causing harm. When we hang onto feelings of guilt, we are, in a                
sense, creating our own hell. They keep us from being fully present to God and to                
other people.  
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Cutting off our feelings of guilt is not an easy thing to do. Dr. Matthew               
James believes that one of the reasons it is so difficult to let go is that when we                  
have done something that we regret we often connect it to a limiting belief such as:                
“I’m always saying the wrong things.” Dr. James believes that in order to forgive              
ourselves we have to release the underlying emotion or belief attached to it. He              
writes, 

“We tend to think of ourselves as a continuum: a human being that begins              
with our past, moves briefly through our present and heads toward our future.             
Letting go of our own past—or the past that we have created in our heads—can               
feel shaky and “ungrounded,” like a boat that has slipped its mooring. 

When we try to forgive ourselves, we’re trying to release something that            
feels like it is part of us. We’re releasing who we were in the moment that we did                  
whatever it was. When we forgive what someone else has done, in a sense it feels                
easier. We’re releasing a part of our past that isn’t essentially who we are—unless              
we’ve told the story of that hurt so frequently that we’ve built our identity around               
it! In that case, it becomes hard to forgive the other person because the              
transgression and our reaction has become central to how we define ourselves.” 

Dr. James goes on to say, 

“To release that part of your past that you need to forgive, it’s helpful to               
remember that we’re all doing the best we can in any moment. If you had known                
that your action would cause pain to others or yourself, you probably wouldn’t             
have done it, right? And even if you knew that you were causing damage at the                
time, you had no idea how much you would regret it in the future. 

In order to forgive ourselves, we first have to admit to ourselves that we              
blew it. We have to take ownership and acknowledge the flaw or mistake—and             
that feels almost counter to our sense of survival! 

It’s helpful to remember that mistakes, failures and even incredibly stupid           
acts are part of being human. It’s how we learn and grow. If you’re never               
embarrassed or wrong and if you never make a mistake, you’re probably staying             
within a pretty narrow comfort zone.” (Dr. Matthew James, How to Forgive Yourself and              
Move on From the Past, posted October 22, 2014) 

I would like to conclude this sermon by adding a spiritual component to the              
advice offered by Dr. James. To forgive one’s self is to love one’s self. When               

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/identity
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Jesus was asked to name the greatest commandment he replied, “You shall love the              
Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.                 
This is the greatest and first commandment. And a second is like it: ‘You shall love                
your neighbor as yourself.’” (Matthew 22:37-39)  

In this statement Jesus refers to three aspects of love: love of God, love of               
neighbor, and love of self. Many people have difficulty with the concept of loving              
one’s self. Often it is much easier to give other people the benefit of the doubt than                 
to accept our own limitations. We become self-critical and judgmental of our            
actions.  

Rather than carrying the burden of self-loathing, we can turn our concerns            
over to God, knowing that God’s loving-mercy is always with us. God want us to               
cut off those things that are keeping us from being fully alive. God wants us to love                 
our selves.  

If you are having difficulty letting go I encourage you to talk with a pastor, a                
counselor, or a trusted friend.  

When we release the burden of past guilt, we become free to be the people               
God intends for us to be. Free to love ourselves and others. Free to be the church. 
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