The Journeys Initiative

Sunday Talk Week Three

Materials for this week’s talk. You’ll need

*These talk notes

* Disc One of The Life Stories Course – you’ll be using a clip from Week One [see relevant time markers further on in this talk]

* Powerpoint slides for Week Three of the Initiative

Pastor’s introductory note
This week’s talk is designed to follow on from Week Three of the Journeys Course.

In Week Three of Journeys, home groups will have addressed the question: Does this Faith Thing work in real life?
        The last story people will have watched in Journeys Week Three, will be the story of Wellington man Keith Stewart, whose six year old daughter Lynley was murdered in 1977.

Lynley had been strangled, and there was the suspicion she’d been sexually assaulted. The community went numb wondering who it might have been in their midst that could have done such an awful thing.           

The outcome of the police investigation was every bit as tragic as the discovery of what had happened to Lynley.  They took a 14-year-old boy into custody – a young man who lived only a few houses away from the Stewarts. 

The little community seethed with anger towards the boy.  Keith was as heartbroken as any dad could be but something quite profound happened in his own heart.  “Something inside said that I had to go round to that boy’s house and talk to his father.”

At this stage the father of the boy responsible had himself been so grief-stricken by what his son had done, he’d taken to his bed feeling like his heart would break.  The next thing he knew Keith Stewart was banging on his door

The way Keith tells the story, he felt a divine push to go to the boy’s father and offer a hand of forgiveness and prayer.  “When I said that poor man that night, he looked like he was only hours away from dying from his grief.”

In what witnesses said was one of the most moving experiences of their lives, Keith extended his hand to the other grieving father, gave his unconditional forgiveness, and prayed for a healing to occur.


The subject of forgiveness is big and complex. And in this week’s talk, we are not trying to offer glib solutions. However the story of Debbie Morris follows on well from that of Keith Stewart. 
Debbie Morris suffered the trauma of being abducted and raped when she was just 16 years old. It happened in the deep south of the United States. Her boyfriend Mark was brutally stabbed and shot and left for dead. Years later, Debbie had to testify against Robert Lee Willie, whose violence and cruelty had not only devastated hers and Mark’s life, but had also left another girl brutally murdered. Debbie suffered a range of after-effects from the crimes against her – she struggled with shame and post traumatic stress. Ultimately, as Robert Lee Willie was about to go the electric chair, Debbie Morris faced a huge challenge: could she forgive the man who’d shattered her life? This is the untold other half of the story behind the acclaimed movie “Dead Man Walking”.

This talk is going to potentially expose some big issues for some people. Be prepared!

The talk
Sorry seems to be the hardest word

It seems that scarcely a day goes by now without either a story in the media or a letter to the editor of the local newspaper, in which someone is complaining loudly about a lack of justice.

You know the kind of thing I’m talking about – someone’s been hurt or injured, and the offender goes before the court only to receive what some people feel is a sentence that’s way too light.

“A slap across the wrist with a wet bus ticket”, is one phrase people sometimes use when they’re disgusted with a judge’s decision. No doubt you’ve heard that one … maybe you’ve even said it.
It’s one of the hardest things in the world … balancing up justice against forgiveness and reconciliation.

All societies grapple with it.
     A few years ago, newspapers around the world carried a really intriguing story about this guy called Bud Welch.

Bud’s daughter Julie Marie was killed in Oklahoma City in 1995 when Timothy McVeigh blew up the Federal building with a truck bomb. 
Turns out Bud Welch, having lost Julie Marie had, for a time, a bit of a routine he’d perform a couple of times a week. He’d ring up the father of the guy who killed his daughter.

To abuse him? No, to comfort him in the months leading up to Timothy’s execution.

“He’s going to lose a son,” says Bud. And executing that boy isn’t going to bring Julie Marie back.” 

This very human man said his feelings of rage and vengeance were so strong immediately after the bombing that he would best describe it as a period of temporary insanity.

But somehow, coming out of his helpless rage, he emerged, able to display love and concern to another man - McVeigh’s father, suffering maybe in his own way, almost as much.

What was especially interesting was that this story appeared in the New Zealand Herald in a newspaper column written by a man who is normally pretty tough on Christians and the church.

The columnist I think describes himself as an agnostic … someone who reckons it’s not possible to figure out if there’s a God.

But the story of Bud Welch and Timothy McVeigh’s dad really caught the imagination of this writer.

He said – concerning Bud - “What infinite love and charity that man expresses through his Christian faith.”

While this writer didn’t currently have any sort of major understanding of God, he was starting to see just a glimmer, through the life of a Christian man.  He'd come to understand amazing grace as expressed by Bud Welch towards McVeigh's father.  

And so it is … that even people who have some doubts about religion, can easily see the merit of a faith which reaches out, forgives and seeks reconciliation.

Now … let’s talk about you and me for a moment.

Why should we work hard to put things back together again? 
For several reasons, quite clearly. You don’t have to look much beyond the headlines of today’s newspapers to realise the chaos that is caused by people being offside with one another.

Jesus commended the idea of restoring broken relationships, very early on in his ministry.  In the Sermon on the Mount he said there was no point in trying to worship God, if there’s unforgiveness and busted up friendships in your life. Jesus told his listeners that if they were offering a gift at the altar – a common Jewish custom - and remembered that a brother had something against them, they were to leave the gift at the altar, and go attend to the business of reconciliation. 

SCRIPTURE: POWERPOINT
“First go and be reconciled to your brother; then come and offer your gift. 

Settle matters quickly with your adversary who is taking you to court. Do it while you are still with him on the way, or he may hand you over to the judge, and the judge may hand you over to the officer, and you may be thrown into prison. 

 
 I tell you the truth, you will not get out until you have paid the last penny.”

                                                               Matt 5:24-26

Jesus might have been talking straight out of today’s newspaper headlines, or reality TV shows. We even have programmes now with titles like “Neighbours from Hell”, in which the unresolved anger and anguish of people who live next door to one another and can’t get along, is played out as some kind of absurd, tragic theatre. 

These programmes feature foul language, threats and tears – sometimes involving people who live in comfortable mansions. 

A New Zealand newspaper recently reported the case of a man with who has just been forced to pay tens of thousands of dollars in a court action to a neighbour, whose tree he trimmed – without permission – to improve the view from his front room. This is in one of Auckland’s more affluent neighbourhoods.

The case dragged on for years. Communication between the neighbours was ultimately only conducted between lawyers, and as the judge observed, the whole thing might have been avoided if the pair had simply been a little more pleasant to each other in the first place!
Jesus clearly called us to a different way of life.

At the heart of Christianity is this bedrock idea: we were alienated from God because of all our “stuff” – our past rejection of God, and all the other junk that goes with being a regular person – pride, greed, envy, that kind of thing. 

Jesus came and died on our behalf. His death was to cover all wrong-doings. But it’s over to us to accept that sacrifice.

This is radically different from the principle in many religions, which insist WE constantly need to be making sacrifices to “get right with God”. Jesus’ death brought the offer of unconditional forgiveness from God.
Here’s that verse from the Bible that’s well-known to many of us:

SCRIPTURE: POWERPOINT
“For God so loved the world that he gave His one and only Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish, but have eternal life.”
                                                                               John 3:16
Now, Jesus asks us to not simply adopt that promise and say … Thanks very much God, I’ll be on my way now … he asks us to live with our fellow human beings in the same spirit of love. 

In probably the most well known of all prayers, Jesus encourages his followers to regularly ask the Father:

SCRIPTURE: POWERPOINT
“Forgive us our debts as we have also forgiven our debtors”

                                                                            Matthew 6:12

We’re encouraged now to pass God’s quality of forgiveness to others.

But how easy is this to do?

This week if you’ve been doing the Journeys course, you may have watched the story of Keith Stewart, who had to make a decision to forgive the 14 year old boy who had taken the life of his daughter, Lynley.

Keith’s forgiveness of that boy and his family made a huge impact on his neighbourhood.

What’s more, the young man concerned – although he did time in jail – grew up and turned his own life around – actually became a committed Christian. He even had a meeting with Keith many years later. 

But forgiveness is sometimes hard isn’t it? Many of us carry deep wounds from hurtful things that have been done to us over the years, and even though we know in theory that forgiveness is the right path to follow, it’s tough.

This week, I’d like to show you a segment of Life Stories. We’ve been watching portions of Life Stories on Sundays while our home groups are going through the Journeys Course.

This week’s story is a very powerful tale of forgiveness.

It’s about a woman called Debbie Morris, who lives in Louisiana in the United States. She went through something pretty awesome 25 years ago, and had to make a decision to forgive those who had hurt her.

TAKE DVD CLIP DEBBIE MORRIS

CUE UP AT 1.37 INTO WEEK ONE OF LIFE STORIES

“DEBBIE WAS ABOUT AS WHOLESOME …

FINISH AT 16.31

DEBBIE’S LAST WORDS

“ … WITHOUT A DOUBT TODAY.”  

I hope you found some of what Debbie said helpful.

At the heart of Debbie Morris’ experience is an important discovery:

Justice alone doesn’t make everything right!  

There’s a lot of discussion these days about making sure people are adequately punished for their crimes. And that’s quite understandable. If you’ve been the victim of a callous crime, you’ll probably feel that the perpetrator should pay.

But listen to what Debbie says
“They could have sent Robert Lee Willie to the electric chair 500 times and it still wouldn’t have been punishment enough. But that wasn’t what I needed to heal. so thank God justice is not what we depend on for the healing that we need, that there's something much greater and much more powerful and that’s God's grace, and God is the one, the only one who can heal us after a tragedy like this.”
I don’t want to just finish a talk such as this with a couple of glib throw-away lines.

I imagine that for some of you here today, you have experienced some real pain in your life, due to things others have done to hurt you.

Maybe some of the things Debbie Morris said in that interview have helped you … and maybe for others, there’s still a long way to go.

You don’t always solve people’s pain with a 35 minute talk and a few nice closing remarks.

What I think Debbie’s story does, is to point a way forward.

She helps us understand several important things I would like you to take away with you today.

· There is a way through pain and loss and injury, but it may take some time

· When we’re talking about offenders, then justice – court sentences and jail cells will achieve some things that are necessary to redress the balance in the case of serious crime, but it’s often not what our heart needs to be truly healed.
· There is a supernatural element to all of this. We really do need God’s help to forgive and heal and move ahead with our lives

I trust you may have found some keys to forgiveness that will help lighten your load.
Final note for Pastors:

It may be appropriate, given the nature of today’s talk, to offer an opportunity for prayer and ministry. 
