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Exodus 14:19-31, Romans 14:1-12, Matthew 18:21-35


Is it possible to share an experience? It seems like an absurd question. Of course, it is. What would life mean if we had to face every moment alone? Part of the power of the recent earthquake or the waters that have flooded our basements for the last two weeks, or perhaps especially the terrorist attacks that occurred a decade ago today, is that we know we’re not in any of these moments alone. We know, when we’re honest, how many dramas and difficulties we bring on ourselves – either from overachievement, in my case, or simply because we don’t know what else to do with our anxiety; it needs to have some cause, right? At least during natural disasters or, in the case of 9/11, this most unnatural of disasters, we can take some comfort in knowing that we’re not making it all up this time. Something really is wrong, and others are feeling what we’re feeling. Or are they?
It struck me as I watched the news coverage of the recent earthquake just how desperate we are to share our experiences, even if they’re not really experiences at all. Even those who felt nothing seemed compelled to share their lack of experience. Since when is a tweet saying “I didn’t feel anything” news? As for the rest of us, as unsettling as it was to feel the earth shake in an area of the country where that’s just not supposed to happen (snow is our natural disaster of choice, thank you very much), it was oddly reassuring to know that what I felt in my living room in Pennington was felt by my mother up in Albany, not to mention by friends I haven’t seen in years up and down the East Coast. It made me feel less isolated from them, less alone.
I think that’s part of the reason we’ve been flooded with remembrances of 9/11 these past two weeks. It was perhaps the last moment that we as a nation felt something together. It created, even momentarily, a unity of purpose we haven’t felt since. Of course, none of our experiences were exactly the same. Our stories of where we were that day are as individual as we are. For some, the memories are still painfully raw, while others of us are embarrassed at how numb we’ve become. Yet for better or worse, 9/11 is as close as many of us have to a shared memory. 
For the ancient Israelites, their shared memory was the exodus. In thinking about which reading to focus on today with the shadow of 9/11 looming so large, our first reading seems like the obvious choice. It’s all about the forces of evil being defeated for once. The good guys actually win this time. God shows up in history and leads the people through the waters to freedom. Granted, it must not have been as easy for the people as this passage makes it seem. We don’t always know a miracle when it’s happening. What would you think if you saw the angel of God suddenly drop to the back of the pack, or the pillar of cloud that was guiding you suddenly take up the rear? All you see in front of you now is darkness. You have to trust that you’re being protected in ways you can’t see – and won’t be able to see for as long as the night lasts. For all you know, the night could last forever. Finally though, morning dawns, and all the weapons of war have drowned. You don’t have to be afraid anymore. The reign of terror is over.
If that’s not the kind of good news we need to hear this morning, I’m not sure what is. Except... it’s far too easy to make ourselves the Israelites in this story – no matter our circumstances or what we’ve done in retaliation - and whoever happens to be our enemy at the time the Egyptians. We can find ourselves rejoicing not just at the death of evil, but at the death of anyone who opposes us. This must have been a problem ever since people started reading this story. There’s a rabbinic midrash that talks about the angels wanting to sing a hymn to God as the Egyptians were drowning. But God rebukes them, saying: “While my creatures are drowning in the sea, you would sing a hymn?” While we might find ourselves understandably relieved, if not rejoicing, at the death of our enemies, God is not joining in the dance. As Martin Luther King Jr. notes in a sermon on this passage, “no one should rejoice at the death or defeat of a human being.” And if the Moses of his day could say that with a target squarely on his back, who are we to say otherwise?
If the exodus introduces more moral complications than we’re comfortable with, try the Gospel on for size. Today’s parable takes on forgiveness – a hot potato most of us are afraid to touch on a day like today. Here we have a king with a slave who owes him an unimaginable debt – about ten million dollars in our terms. The king decides to recoup at least some of his losses by selling the man and his family back into slavery but is moved by the man’s pleading and relents. 
He knows he won’t get the money back. The debt can never be repaid. Out of pity and compassion, he releases the slave from his debt. But that same slave turns around and demands payment from a fellow slave who owes him money – about a third of a typical year’s salary. It’s a real debt – but it’s nothing compared to what the first slave owed. When the second slave can’t pay and begs for mercy, the first slave refuses and throws him in jail. When the king hears about it, he’s furious and hands over the first slave to be tortured until the debt is paid in full. The supposed moral to this tale: “So my heavenly Father will also do to every one of you, if you do not forgive your brother or sister from the heart.”
So is that how it works? If we don’t forgive others, then God won’t forgive us? There’s a case to be made for that. But at least here, the offender is asking for mercy and acknowledging the wrong. There’s some sign of repentance. And to be fair, Jesus tells this story in response to Peter’s question about forgiving a fellow church member. Is it even appropriate to use this story to talk about forgiving the sins of the unrepentant dead who murdered nearly 3000 people? Is it even our place to forgive? 

Some think that forgiving means forgetting, and that in itself makes forgiveness impossible. To forget is somehow a betrayal of the dead. If the loved ones we lost live only in our memories, then what happens to them when our memories are gone? I’ll say more about that in a moment, but for now – please hear me: forgiveness is not letting go of our memories, as if that were possible apart from grace and time. Rather, it’s letting go of the pain attached to our memories. It’s giving our anger and grief permission to fade. That’s harder than it sounds. Sometimes, we withhold forgiveness as a way to gain control when control has been ripped away from us, like it was on 9/11. It may feel like the only power we have, the only way justice might ever be served. We might not be able to place limits on God’s forgiveness, but we can make sure we’re still keeping our record of wrongs. 

Unfortunately, there’s a reason Jesus uses prison imagery in this story. When we hold onto our pain and anger indefinitely (no matter how legitimate their cause), we become imprisoned by our bitterness. Forgiveness is allowing something else to enter our vision – in God’s time, if not in ours. It’s slowly learning to see our memories in their wholeness and giving them room to be released, to be retold in a story that’s still unfolding. The word used in this text for “forgive” means to release, to loosen our hold, to set something free. Maybe that’s part of what the last two weeks of remembrance has been about – the releasing of our stories so they can be not just about loss, but about rebuilding and redemption. A new kind of beauty can arise from that, even amid the beauty that was irretrievably lost. In relating the experiences that were uniquely ours that day, we may not find shared memory exactly – but we do find our shared humanity, and God knows we need to be reminded of that. 

So is it possible to share an experience? Not exactly. We see things in a way that no one else sees them, because no one else lives inside our skin. No one has led the exact life we’ve led or made the exact choices we’ve made. No matter how much it may comfort us to think that others have thought or felt exactly the way we did, it’s probably not true. But that’s not necessarily bad news. Why? Because it means that each human life is unique and irreplaceable. 
It means that no one who was lost or missing in the wreckage that day was disposable, and that the value of our life is not determined by the nature of our death. Besides, even if no one else has shared our exact experience, that doesn’t mean we’re alone. As Paul reminds us in Romans, “we do not live to ourselves, and we do not die to ourselves. If we live, we live to the Lord, and if we die, we die to the Lord; so then, whether we live or whether we die, we are the Lord’s.” 
Our loved ones do not live in our memories alone; praise God, we’re not that powerful. We didn’t create them, and we cannot erase them. This is the best news I know how to give this morning. We were created by God in love. We are sustained in every breath by that love. And when that breath returns to its source – no matter how or when that happens, the promise of the resurrection, the promise of the One who forgave even his murderers, is that we will see that love in its fullness waiting for us in the face of Jesus. The night will not last forever. Morning will dawn, and the reign of terror will be over once and for all. Thanks be to God. Amen. 
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