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Streams of Living Water:  Wash Us Clean 
                                  A Worship Design Studio Series for Lent—Adapted from Roll Down Justice 
 

Lent 4   March 14, 2021   Trinity UMC 
 
 Lent calls us to choose between harboring resentment, fear and jealousy towards others  

or allowing the power of God’s love to make a way for forgiveness.   
Let’s hear how Jesus did it the day of his crucifixion.  

 
Scripture      Luke 23: 32 – 43 

Two others also, who were criminals, were led away to be put to death with Jesus.  

 When they came to the place that is called The Skull,  

they crucified Jesus there with the criminals,  

one on his right and one on his left.  

Then Jesus said, “Father, forgive them; for they do not know what they are doing.” 

And they cast lots to divide his clothing.  

And the people stood by, watching; but the leaders scoffed at him, saying,  

   “He saved others; let him save himself if he is the Messiah of God, his chosen one!”  

The soldiers also mocked him, coming up and offering him sour wine, and saying,  

“If you are the King of the Jews, save yourself!”  

There was also an inscription over him,[d] “This is the King of the Jews.” 

One of the criminals who were hanged there kept deriding[e] him and saying,  

“Are you not the Messiah?[f] Save yourself and us!”  

 But the other rebuked him, saying, 

     “Do you not fear God, since you are under the same sentence of condemnation?  

And we indeed have been condemned justly,  

for we are getting what we deserve for our deeds,  

but this man has done nothing wrong.”  

Then he said, “Jesus, remember me when you come into[g] your kingdom.”  

Jesus replied, “Truly I tell you, today you will be with me in Paradise.” 

 
Sermon     I Choose Love:  Communities of Forgiveness 

 
I have seen so many articles about Forgiveness and reconciliation in the last couple of weeks.  
It seems to come with the territory during Lent. Let me tell you about a few of them.  
 
Someone who needed to learn how to Forgive   A Rwandan professor who co-authored a 
book called Forgiving as We Have been Forgiven while he worked at the Center for 
Reconciliation at Duke Divinity School.  He was talking on a pod-cast about his own personal 
experience of forgiving his neighbors: The same neighbors who murdered his wife and his 
children during the Rwanda/Tutsi Genocide in 1994.i 
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Those who need to be forgiven and those who need to forgive.  A group of people from a 
Wisconsin church met with the two young men who were in prison for burning down their 
church—a holy space that had been part of that town for generations.   The young men came 
to apologize as part of their sentencing requirements and were asked, ‘Why did you do it?’   A 
trained facilitator assisting the meeting wrote of this, describing how  the dynamics in the 
room shifted away from tension after the young men were done talking…  ‘And then one of 
the victims talked about her desire and choice to forgive the offenders since forgiveness was 
something they all recited every Sunday in the liturgy. When the offenders heard the victims 
say, “We want to forgive you,” it truly took them by surprise. It was the last thing they 
expected to hear. The tension started to dissolve and forgiveness and reparations were then 
up for discussion. ii  Everyone walked away feeling like the Holy Spirit had changed their 
thinking and attitudes about what had happened.  
 

Someone who need to forgive and be forgiven   A little closer to home, Hashim Garrett, in 
Brooklyn, was an ex-gang member, deeply involved in criminal activities including probably 
murder.  At the age of 15, he was gunned down with a sub-machine gun by one of his own 
gang brothers when he was 15 years old.  Six bullet wounds left him paralyzed from the waist 
down.  He describes the slow and gradual process of moving through depression, anger, guilt, 
fear and then finding out that he badly needed God’s mercy and spiritual healing.  He asked 
for it and God came to him with forgiveness and strength.  Hashim made amends, asked 
forgiveness, gave up on revenge and then:  Then in 2000, Hashim started going into the NY 
school system to talk to kids about his experience and they were always surprised to hear him 
talk about how the power of forgiveness was far greater than the power of gangs and guns.    
He and his wife founded a consulting firm called Wisdom and Understanding, LLC.  They do 
lectures and workshops and retreats on 4 continents, on the process and power of letting go 
of hatred and allowing for spiritual healing through forgiveness and reconciliation.iii 
 

There probably aren’t very many of us with life experiences quite as dramatic as these that I 
have mentioned.  But don’t underestimate the attention that God brings to even the smallest 
little details of our lives.  Remember that his eye is on the sparrow.  And he knows every hair 
on your head.   When you need to be forgiven, even for something relatively minor…God 
knows it.  And Jesus shows it…when he told the criminal, you have served your time on earth.  
Today you will be with me in paradise.   Jesus will do that for you too.   
 

I don’t doubt for a minute that we all need forgiveness.  Sin is lurking.  The flesh is weak even 
when the Spirit is willing.   We all need God’s mercy and spiritual healing like Hashim 
Garrett…Because we all mess up.   We just do.  We don’t mean to but it’s a thing.   John 
Wesley, the founding father of Methodism, had no illusions that anyone was, ‘Once baptized, 
forever sanctified.’  He knew that backsliding is real and temptation is powerful.  But not so 
powerful that God cannot and will not intervene on your behalf.  From the most tiny little thing 
to the most horrendous…God is here and now and always…for us.  For each of us.  For all of 
us.  And Jesus shows us how to receive the gift of being washed clean.  
 

And when you need to forgive someone, as you have been forgiven, Jesus shows us how to 
do that too.  Just like he did on the cross that day…forgiving those who whipped him, who 
hung him on the cross and who watched him die.  Father forgive them.  They know not what 
they do.   He shows us and we can learn from his example.  That’s important because 
Forgiving as we have been forgiven, reconciling with those who anger us is not just some kind 
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of wishful thinking on the part of Jesus. I was reminded in many of the articles that I read this 
week that Forgiving and reconciliation is a commandment from Jesus.    

Mark 11.25:   ‘Whenever you stand praying, forgive, if you have anything against anyone; so 
that your Father in heaven may also forgive you your trespasses.’ 
 

Matthew 5: 23 – 24 goes a little further:  23So when you are offering your gift at the altar, if you 
remember that your brother or sister* has something against you, (meaning something that 
you have done wrong)  24leave your gift there before the altar and go; first be reconciled to 
your brother or sister, (be forgiven) * and then come and offer your gift.  
  

In these trying times of great discontent and disagreement, I ask myself, How can we 
followers of Jesus so shine our light in this world that all who see us will come to know and 
give thanks for God?   (Matthew 5: 16)   And maybe it’s forgiveness and reconciliation that we 
can offer.   And it doesn’t have to be big stuff like those folks I talked about at the beginning. 
As another Rwandan African peace maker said in an interview:   “G R A V E L  I N  Y O U R  

S H O E  will hinder your journey as much as boulders in your path. Besides the man who shot my father, 
I have to forgive the guy who shoves in front of me to take the last seat on the bus. Forgiving is a way 
of life.”iv 
 

Forgiving the annoying people around is…It’s a gift to the world and a witness to Jesus.…like 
the people who don’t agree with you about wearing masks.  Or the demand for politically 
correct language.  Or whether or not the election was rigged.  Can you forgive and reconcile 
with those who think and talk and look different from you?  And let the love of God shine on 
that person and that moment so the people around you can see that there is a better way to 
react to disagreement and differences in style and opinion?        

Maybe that’s the easy part, though…forgiving as we have been forgiven.  How much harder is 
it to admit that we are the ones who have done wrong and need to be washed clean? The 
criminal on the cross didn’t struggle with that.  He knew…he admitted to being condemned 
justly but still he had the humility to ask Jesus to remember him, when he comes into his 
kingdom. 

I truly believe that a lot of the social, cultural and societal unrest right now just keeps 
simmering and occasionally blowing up into violence because there is a failure in so many 
people and groups to pause and say…oops…I think I made a mistake.   I guess maybe we 
made some mistakes and things aren’t turning very well for a lot of people.   

There is a group dynamic at work here and now, and maybe it’s always been there, that says, 
‘WE must never admit to being wrong because that will make us look weak.   We must never 
ask to be forgiven because that leaves us vulnerable….we will lose face.  And lose respect. 
And get sued.  And be required to pay back for damages.’   As the followers of Jesus, maybe 
we could do our church, our country a favor by living as those who truly believe What Jesus 
say… Matthew 16, Jesus asks what good it is for a man to gain the whole world but lose his soul (Matthew 

16:26)  It’s the truth, the reality of damage done—intentionally or not--that sets us free…not the 
wishful thinking that everything is OK when there is so much going wrong for so many people 
around us. Maybe we personally have been spared the suffering of poverty and racism and 
urban violence but when one group of God’s children is suffering, we are all suffering, whether 
we acknowledge it or not. 
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Yes, my friends, Forgiving and reconciliation are a way of life that requires the utmost honest 
and vulnerability from us.  And it’s a difficult path to follow.  Because forgiveness is a two lane 
road.     While finding it hard to admit where we and our group have gone wrong, We are also, 
at times,  the recipients of unkind and unfair treatment.   
We, in our human condition, we are capable of being both the abused and the abusers.   
The victims and the oppressors.  
The hurt and the hurters.  
The martyrs and the persecutors.  
It’s no wonder that we need to be forgiven AND that we need to forgive as we have been 
forgiven.    
 

One author writes:  Being the forgiven person who forgives…This is where the death of Jesus 
provides the ultimate answer. Because all people are victim/offender combinations, 
forgiveness has to cut both ways to be holistic. The cross in all of its significance is oriented to 
both offenders and victims. It addresses not only our sins but our sinned-uponness. This is 
very good news, considering how our own habits of sinning stem out of those deep, unhealed 
places of past pain. Once we begin to see this interplay within ourselves, we can better see 
how genuine justice and reconciliation (and peace)  between human beings must bring 
wholeness (and healing) to both victims and offenders.v   To all of us.  
 

Yes, we must never forget in the challenges of our lives that the horror of the cross is good 
news.   It is a vivid and centering reminder that God has the power to forgive us.   
And that God offers us the power to forgive as we have been forgiven.   
That’s part of our baptismal vows…Do you accept the power and freedom that God offers so 
you can resist evil in all of its many forms?  When we say yes to that question, Jesus shows 
us how to use that power for God’s purposes.   
 

And Jesus does it  by choosing love.  
When it would be easier for Jesus to appease the religious leaders and Roman backed 
authorities he chose love and forgiveness and reconciliation.     
Even as his friends disappear and the crowds that once shouted “hosanna” turn on him with 
shouts of “crucify,” Jesus chose love and forgiveness.  
Even when a criminal made fun of him, after so much betrayal and humiliation,  
even when he is dying, Jesus chose love and forgiveness and resurrection,  

which is the ultimate reconciliation.    
We can strive for that as well.  We can choose love through Jesus Christ, to make a way for 
both receiving and sharing grace and forgiveness and reconciliation in this world.   Amen.  

   
 

i https://worship.calvin.edu/resources/resource-library/c-lestin-musekura-on-forgiving-as-we-have-been-forgiven    listened 

3/11/21 
ii https://www.plough.com/en/topics/justice/social-justice/criminal-justice/restorative-justice   Lutheran Church 
iii https://www.plough.com/en/topics/justice/reconciliation/the-courage-to-forgive   Hashim Garrett and Charles Williams 
iv https://www.plough.com/en/topics/life/forgiveness/forgiving-

judas?utm_source=weekly&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=031121   Antoine Rutayisire  From Red Earth by Denise 

Uwimana 
v https://www.plough.com/en/topics/justice/social-justice/criminal-justice/restorative-justice   Lutheran Church    
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