The Second Sunday after Pentecost
June 6, 2010
Text:  Galatians 1:11-24
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; Your Word is Truth.
_______________________________

My name is Paul, or I should say, that’s my Roman name.  You may also have heard of me by my Jewish name, Saul.

But I didn’t come all this way through space and time to engage merely in the pleasantries of introductions.  No, I came to talk about sin….and guilt…and shame…and forgiveness.

One of the hardest things to do is to forgive another person when that one has wronged you…or failed you…or in some way let you down.  I can think of only one thing harder, really, and that is to forgive yourself when you have miserably failed or grievously sinned.  It really does take a special grace, doesn’t it?  to stand in front of a mirror and forgive yourself for something you have done or failed to do in the past?

Your world had a beautiful example of that this past week.  And even if you aren’t a baseball fan, you may have heard what happened to Detroit Tigers pitcher, Armando Galarrago in a game on Wednesday night.  Galarrago was about to pitch a perfect game – it’s happened only 21 times in baseball history.  That means:  none of the 26 batters he faced so far had made it to first base.  That is, until the 27th batter came up to the plate, hit a ball, and was declared safe at first by the umpire, Jim Joyce.

The only problem is:  the umpire made a bad call!  He himself admitted that he was wrong after the game when he looked at a replay.  And yet his call stands.  The pitcher was denied his chance to go into the record books as the pitcher of the 22nd perfect game.

Jim Joyce, the umpire, felt terrible about his call.  It was the biggest call of my career and I blew it [or word to that effect].  I just cost that kid a perfect game after he pitched his butt off all night.  Now the question is:  will Jim Joyce the umpire be able to forgive himself?

Isn’t it true that we find it easier to replay all those missed calls, all those old sins and grievances over and over again, rather than accept the release of forgiveness for ourselves and then get on with our lives?  I, Paul, am here today to tell you something about my life….about my shame and guilt, and how it happened that I came to forgive myself.  Perhaps my story can help you with your shame and guilt.  Perhaps it can help you to forgive yourself.

Just a few minutes ago, your reader read from one of my letters….a letter that I had jotted to the church in Galatia about 2,000 years ago.  In that letter I talked about the single greatest anguish in my life:  namely, that for several years, I spent all my time and energy in persecuting the Christian church.  I tried with all my heart and being to destroy the Christian Church….the very church that later I spent the remainder of my life trying to build up and enlarge.

Now realize:  I have always been a deeply religious person.  I always believed in God…the God of Israel…the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  I just didn’t believe that Jesus of Nazareth was God’s Son.  I thought he was a misguided imposter, so I turned all my religious zeal and rage on that little band of people who believed Jesus had been raised from the dead and was really the long-awaited Messiah.  I had every intention of wiping this heresy off the face of the earth!

Ah, but our gracious God had other intentions.  One day I was on my way to Damascus – to do in a bunch of Christians, in fact! – and God knocked me to the ground!  A bright light from heaven blinded me and I heard a voice saying, “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?”  I asked, “Who are you?”

And the voice said, “I am Jesus whom you are persecuting.”  And the voice of Jesus said, “Go into Damascus and wait to be told what to do next.”

That changed my life.  That was when I discovered that Jesus of Nazareth was God’s Messiah!  Before, I had been going in this direction, persecuting the Christian Church.  After Jesus appeared and spoke to me, I was turned around and went in this direction.  Not only was I baptized and became a Christian myself, but I started traveling all over the Mediterranean world, preaching the good news about Jesus.

Now, think about what an amazing miracle that was!  As I said, I have always been a religious man – someone who was passionately concerned with being obedient to God.  And then on that road to Damascus, I discovered that I had been in fact working against God, rather than for God.  Think of the shame and the guilt that was bound to follow from such a realization!
This is what I continue to be amazed at:  Why wasn’t I paralyzed by that shame and guilt?  However was I able to forgive myself for persecuting Christians?  Perhaps my experience can be a help to you in learning how to forgive yourself.

I have to admit:  my discovery was nothing complex.  It was, in fact, quite simple….a two-fold discovery.  First of all, I discovered that there was someone bigger than I was in this world; and secondly, that that Someone bigger was a God of grace and ingenuity.

Do you see how shame and guilt can make us preoccupied with ourselves?  To dwell excessively on what I have done or failed to do is really another form of pride!  It’s a way of saying that I am the center of the universe….that I have the power to do something so terrible that no one….not even God…can forgive it.

On that road to Damascus, when Jesus Christ appeared to me, I became aware that Someone bigger than myself was at work in the world:  God!  And that God is a God of grace and ingenuity. 

Oh, certainly my persecution of Christians was a serious offense, and Jesus confronted me with it:  “Why are you persecuting me?” he asked.  But Jesus didn’t write me off!  He told me to go into Damascus and wait to be told what to do next.

Do you see what happened there?  Jesus shifted the focus of concern from myself and what I had done and moved it to himself and what he was planning to do with me!  And, lo and behold, God’s goodness proved to be bigger than my badness!

That’s the secret for all of us in our struggle with shame and guilt.  The power to forgive ourselves and reach out to a future that is different from the past is not something we have to come up with on our own.  It is given to us….exactly as our births were given to us, and on the same terms….given to us because of what God is, not what we are.

None of us earns our way into this world at birth nor do we earn our way into the experience of forgiveness.  We are given second and third and God-only-knows-how-many-chances on the same terms as we got our first chance at life – our birth – namely, without our deserving it!  And realizing this stupendous fact is what releases us from spending all our energies saying, “How bad I am!” to the awe and gratitude of saying “How good God is to give me new chances after I have blown my first one!”
Oh, we cannot go back and undo or redo any of the past.  In fact, your pastor has kindly told me about some wonderful words, written by his favorite theologian, Karl Barth, precisely about that.  Here are Barth’s words about our inability to undo or redo any of the past:

What God in Jesus Christ has cast behind Him, we cannot and are not to set before ourselves again.  The middle point set up and secured in Jesus Christ divides us from it.  This middle point we cannot and are not to forget, but as we remember it we are to forget what lies behind us.  We did not make it good then, and no repentance will ever enable us to make it good.  We would not do better than we did even if we could do it all over again from the beginning.  There must be no yearning to be able “to do it over again.”  This yearning passes by Jesus Christ.  For in Him our past is judged, but also ended as what is past.  It should be completely given over to Him.  Anything else is sentimentality, a waste of time, and a secret deception.
A wise man, that Karl Barth!  He certainly understood my theology.
Remember:  God is bigger than you and I are, and God can do incredibly ingenious things with the messes we have made of our lives.  He took me, a persecutor of the church, and transformed me into the greatest missionary the church has ever known.  And I can say that without a trace of pride or egotism, because God did it, not me.  What, do you suppose, God’s gracious ingenuity is doing with your life?

The answer to our shame and guilt is never something we have to do on our own.  How could we ever make up for the sins we have committed?  That would be impossible.  No, the crucial shift comes in recognizing that there is Someone bigger than we are in this world, and that Someone bigger is a God of gracious ingenuity.  It is what God is willing to do with what we have done that is the answer.

The moment the focus of your life shifts from your badness to God’s goodness and the question becomes not “what have I done?” but “What can God do?”…..then release from shame and guilt happens.  And….miracle of miracles…you can forgive yourself because you are forgiven.
On Thursday when the Detroit Tigers came out on the field to play another game in that series, it was the pitcher, Armando Galarrago, who brought the players’ list to the umpire, Jim Joyce.  The film clip showed only Joyce’s back, but you could see that we was overcome with emotion by that gracious gesture.  Armando lightly put his arm on Joyce’s back.  And Joyce returned the gesture.  Forgiveness from the one who was wronged.  I hope it helps the umpire to forgive himself.

That grace of God to forgive is the secret to being able to forgive ourselves.  Trust it, brothers and sisters.  Shift the focus of your life from your failure to God’s gracious ability to bring success out of your failures.  And remember:  persecutors become apostles.  I, Paul, stand before you, as the proof of it.
