A message delivered at The First Congregational Church of Riga on March 14, 2010
Tabula Rasa

Thought for Silent Reflection

When God gives people all his grace and they take their own foolish way 
and frustrate that grace which might have re-created them,

 once again Christ is crucified and the heart of God is broken.

William Barclay

TABULA RASA
2 Corinthians 5:14-21
Today’s text come to us from a section of Paul’s second letter to the church at Corinth referred to as Paul’s ministry of reconciliation, it was the message Jesus brought and it is a ministry that needs to become the heart or the central focus of our life’s interactions with others.
For Christ’s love compels us, because we are convinced that one died for all, therefore all died. 15 And he died for all that those who live should no longer live for themselves but for him who died for them and was raised again.
16 From now on we regard no one from a worldly point of view. Though we once regarded Christ in this way, we do so no longer. 17 Therefore if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone. 18 All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation; 19 that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting men’s sins against them. And he has committed to us the message of reconciliation. 20 We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors, as though God were making God’s appeal through us. We implore you on Christ’s behalf: be reconciled to God. 21 God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.  
When I was at Colgate I had a professor who would start off each semester by writing the words Tabula Rasa on the board. One’s slate was wiped clean, it didn’t matter how you had done the previously in his class, what you hadn’t gotten done, what you disagreed on, this was a new semester and we had been given new life. The slate was clean. Boy, that certainly was a good feeling and it was good to know that we weren’t carrying any baggage with us.

Lent is a time to ponder and receive the new life that Paul tells us that God wants to give. It is a message of forgiveness, it is a message of transformation, it is a message of acceptance no matter what we’ve done. That’s the message the Psalmist gave us in today’s call to worship, that was the message that Jesus gave to the disciples when he told them the parable of the Prodigal Son, the gospel lesson today, and that was the message you just heard that Paul gave to the church at Corinth. Namely, that if anyone is in Christ, or putting it another way, if anyone is living their life in the way Christ taught, the way Jesus lived his, he is living in a new creation. The slate has been cleared and the old is gone (17).
As Paul observes, forgiveness is just the first part of this renewed relationship, for forgiveness gives birth to new life. But we are reminded by Jesus that when we ask for forgiveness, when we ask that the slate be wiped clean, that there is a precondition for receiving God’s forgiveness. Namely, we too must be willing to forgive (Matt 6:14). For until we are, any attempt for closure, finding peace or reconciliation will be blocked and it is only through closure that we can expect to find peace and reconciliation. It is only through reconciliation that our slate gets wiped clean. 
Our faith in Christ makes of us, of our lives, of our world, a new creation, that we, those who have never been worthy, can become ambassadors for Jesus’ way of life. But I don’t believe, for a minute, that this means that we, Christians, are the only ones who can receive God’s forgiveness who are the only ones who can become these ambassadors. For what we find Paul saying here is that Christ died for all people (15).
Given this, I have come to a similar place a theologian J Paul Sampley, in understanding this most basic fact for Christians as this: “all people are worthy because Christ has died for them (14-15). People, whoever they are, whether they have responded to Christ or not – are treasured by God. From the moment of Christ’s death everyone, everyone, is worthy. The problem rests with us. We often want to establish hurdles that others must jump through before they can be judged worthy. They must think the way we do, act the way we do, land on our issues the way we want them to, they need to have repented (that is changed) but that change needs to meet our criteria and approval. No, each person’s worth has already been established by Christ’s death for them, not by their response to that death. So we do not need to inquire whether persons are fellow Christians, or let go of their own anger or have cleaned up their act before we know that they are worthy enough to be treated with respect. They are valuable because Christ died for them.”
Paul reminds us that we have all been entrusted with a message of reconciliation and once we get straight with God, once that slate has been wiped clean, we then need to get straight with those around us. Whether it is one who has hurt us greatly or one who has only inadvertently hurt our feelings, or as Joyce Holiday once said, “anyone in our life who has challenged our capacity for graciousness and mercy” the onus for wiping the slate clean is on us. We need remember that each of us is a child of God. And in that light we need to be willing to wipe their slate clean also. It is the least we can do to thank God who is always ready to welcome us back.”
Yes, we are all children of God and there is much we do not know nor see about those who wound us. However, in order for us to begin to understand how God has envisioned kingdom people, we as Christians are often asked to move forward in radical ways. Namely, in her study The Way of Forgiveness, Marjorie Thompson identifies several ideas:
· That we be willing to pray for the desire to forgive those who hurt us,

· That, through prayer, we consider other possibilities that might just help us to understand the other’s behavior, and

· That we seek direction on where and how God might be calling us to pass on the gift of forgiveness we have already been given.

For it is when we take approaches like these, that we often begin to see others in new ways:

· Sometimes our eyes are opened to perspectives we have never before considered, and

· Sometimes the resistance in our heart to another person melts away suddenly because a whole new picture of the situation that caused the hurt has emerged.
Change however, is a long process, It cannot be accomplished is an instant, or with one word, but it is a lifetime process of turning, again and again. It takes a great willingness and a lot of practice to begin to see life from God’s perspective. We need the guidance of scripture, prayer and one another to successfully transverse this mine field. We can combine the first two scripture and prayer and go directly to the Lord’s Prayer (Matt 6: 5-13). Notice how Jesus’ prayer calls us to focus on forgiveness, on our forgiving before we can expect anything in return, forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors (Matt 6:12) and For if you forgive men when they sin against you, your heavenly Father will forgive you But if you do not forgive men their sins, your Father will not forgive your sins (Matt 6: 14-15). 

And so for the balance of Lent this year I am going to suggest that we each make a “forgiveness list”. This would be a list that would include all the debtors we can think of, you know those people who owe us something. It might be an apology, compensation, their reputation, attention, or perhaps their very lives, for the way they treated us or someone we love. Beside each name jot down what you think you are due, what you are owed. Each day return to the prayer and reflect on the promise that God will forgive all our debts as we have forgiven our debtors (Matt 6: 12). Then consider the options before you, “the pound of flesh you are due” verses God’s peace in your heart. This then becomes first step of wiping the slate clean, of your tabula rasa process. Begin the process of forgiving each day by rereading your list and then praying for the desire to forgive in each case. Keep a record of your insights and your progress.
In this way you will begin to invite God to work in your heart and through your hands to do some of the work of healing and forgiveness in this world. And it will be in this way, that you will experience not only the tabula rasa in your heart but also how you have used that to affect the lives of others.
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