Sermon for Holy Cross Day
David spoke last week on the theme of forgiveness and reconciliation: the need for Christian communities to resolve their differences in ways which bring life and healing not only within the church, but to the wider society. Something for us all to aspire to.
We have moved Holy Cross Day to this Sunday which means that we jump over the Gospel reading for today which tells the story of the ungrateful debtor. Jesus tells Peter that he must forgive, not merely seven times, but seventy-seven times. Jesus then compares the kingdom of heaven to a king who wishes to settle his accounts with his slaves. One unfortunate man owes him 10,000 talents and is about to be sold, with his family and all that he has. Yet once this slave’s own debts are forgiven, he treats harshly someone else who owes far less. The message is spelled out for us: ‘I forgave you all that debt because you pleaded with me. Should you not have had mercy on your fellow-slave, as I had mercy on you?’ (Matt 18. 21-35).  Next week we shall look at the workers who toil for differing amounts of time, yet each one is paid a full day’s wage.
This ongoing story appears to have been interrupted as we veer off to observe the festival of the Holy Cross, but our readings today insist on us persevering with these themes.
John’s gospel tells us that when Jesus descends to earth from heaven, he leaves behind majesty and honour. Where we might assume that he would take the role of a king, instead he lives in poverty, ‘taking the form of a slave’, supported by others, in total obedience to God. 
Jesus’ example of the ways of the kingdom of heaven demonstrate healing and wholeness, restoration and forgiveness, although it will result in opposition, trial and death. Death by crucifixion was reserved for slaves and common criminals: a shameful thing, yet John’s gospel takes the horror of the cross and reframes it, seeing parallels between Jesus’ suffering on the cross and Moses’ raising of the bronze serpent, which brought healing and restored life. 
I wonder if you can remember a time when you were forgiven? In my experience, there is a gasp of disbelief, a deep breath as a tension is released, and then rejoicing. Perhaps the error of the forgiven debtor is that he did not receive the joy from the release of his debt, but continued hard-hearted and calculating when he reached his own debtor. 
Perhaps this helps us to consider our response to this day which remembers the Holy Cross. The shame and suffering of the cross was the only possible means of bringing salvation through reconciliation with God. The only way of defeating death and the powers of evil in order to re-establish the rhythm, scope and ultimate victory of the divine plan. The only way of bringing the joy of forgiveness and reconciliation and justice.
As we face the challenge of how to live out our salvation, we are reminded of the eternal perspective. Jesus is seated at the right hand of the Father. A day will come when every knee bends at his name; when creation is restored. Every one who was destined to perish will have eternal life, and the world instead of being condemned will be saved through Christ. Thanks be to God! Amen
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