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 Sometimes, sentences in the Bible, when taken out of any context, can be a bit ... 

well … interesting.  I love the zinger from Romans that we just read.  “The weak eat only 

vegetables”.  And some people say the Bible is hard to understand!  It’s almost as if we 

have entered a parallel universe, or perhaps have wandered onto a Monty Python set.   

“The weak eat only vegetables”.  That seems about as sensible as the mis-quote from the 

sermon on the mount, “blessed are the cheese-makers”.  “The weak eat only vegetables.”  

Now you might try to make sense out of this, and ask yourself if the people are weak 

because they only eat vegetables, or if they only eat vegetables because they are weak.  

There must be some logic - or perhaps even some nutritional advice embedded in this 

text.  Well - good luck with that!  Because I believe this is the sort of passage where the 

words themselves mean almost nothing, but the context for the passage speaks volumes.  

Besides, I thought that eating vegetables was supposed to make you strong!  “The weak 

eat only vegetables”. 

 Believe it or not, I think that the complete passage makes a great deal of sense.  

We just need to remember a bit of history.  In particular, we need to remember that the 

book of Romans describes the situation of an early christian community.  And that 

community was made up of people from a number of different backgrounds.  People 

came into the Christian community with their own traditions, their own ideas of what 

“religion” looked like.  Their own ideas of what “holy” meant. 

 And many early church communities were embroiled in how to decide who was 

an insider and who was an outsider.  Recall that the early church - in Rome at least - 

evolved from a sect within Judaism.  So, some of the members believed that all 

Christians should follow Jewish rituals while others did not think so.  Many of the new 

Christians were from backgrounds that today we would call “Pagan” and those people 

brought all sorts of new rituals and traditions into Christianity.  And so Paul speaks 
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directly to this in our text.  Christians were criticizing each other for eating meat, or for 

not eating meat.  For observing certain days like the sabbath, or for not observing certain 

days.  And Paul says … relax.  We can all get along.  We can respect each other's 

traditions and get along.  Paul says that the Christian community can get along even if 

they don't agree on all of their rituals.  Perhaps more importantly, Paul says we should not 

be judging each other anyway. 

 “The weak eat only vegetables” is not about vegetables.  It is not even about food.  

It is all about relationships, traditions, and respect.  Paul is telling us to respect each other 

in spite of our differences.  Telling us not to be judgmental.  But how far should we push 

that idea?  Are we really expected to put up with people who don't think like we do?  

Seriously, if we push acceptance of other people too far, we might even end up forgiving 

them.  Which is why I was surprised that the reading from Matthew this week is all about 

forgiveness.  Specifically, about expensive forgiveness.  Which is really amazing since 

this week is the 16th anniversary of the events we call “9/11”.  What better time to 

discuss expensive forgiveness.  What better time to consider whether or not we have 

forgiven at all. 

 Today, we are reminded of many actions that we might choose to forgive.  The 

obvious action that we might choose to forgive is the actual attack that happened 16 years 

ago this week.  The attack that used commercial aircraft as weapons aimed at the White 

House, the Pentagon, and the World Trade Centre.  Approximately 3,000 people died that 

day.  And others - including rescue workers - died afterwards. 

 But there is more than that that is open to the possibility of forgiveness.  The 

anniversary of 9/11 not only brings to mind the events of that one day 16 years ago.  We 

are also mindful of what our response has been. 

 The military response to 9/11 has included the invasion of two countries - 

Afghanistan and Iraq.  These invasions were primarily led by the United States, but 

Canada and other countries have been supportive too.  And those two invasions have led 

to a staggering loss of human life.  Estimates of the civilian dead in Iraq due to the 

invasion range up to approximately 1 million, but even conservative estimates of the 

number of dead civilians in Iraq caused by our collective military invasion are over 
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100,000 people.  Can we forgive ourselves for that? 

 But there is more than that that is open to the possibility of forgiveness. 

 Can we forgive our media for whipping us into an emotional frenzy, for 

systematically attempting to brainwash us into hating all Muslims - that’s 25% of the 

population of our planet - because of the very particular and warped view of 9/11 that the 

media has given us?  Can we forgive ourselves for following along like sheep - unwilling 

to think for ourselves? 

 But there is more than that that is open to the possibility of forgiveness. 

 Can we forgive ourselves for falling into collective paranoia about terrorism and 

losing sight of the fact that 25,000 people die ever day due to malnutrition, while we 

spend vast resources on our military and “security” infrastructure?  The last cost estimate 

I heard of the military response to 9/11 was $4 Trillion.  Would terrorists get any traction 

at all if we had spent $4 Trillion constructively?  Can we forgive ourselves for arming 

ourselves instead of feeding and healing the world? 

 But there is more than that that is open to the possibility of forgiveness. 

 Can we forgive ourselves for all of the above, which I believe laid the ground 

work required to create the socially toxic reality where someone like Donald Trump can 

actually be elected President of the US?  Can we forgive ourselves for creating this 

reality? 

 Does all this sound like very expensive forgiveness to you?  The word 

“expensive” doesn’t even come close.  And yet the words of Jesus ring in our ears.  We 

must forgive.  That means forgiving others.  And forgiving ourselves.  Wow. 

 And closer to home - I'm sure that each of us can think of a situation in out own 

lives that cries out for expensive forgiveness.  Think back over the last week or so.  Was 

there a person that you just wanted to strangle?  Was there a person you know needed 

some help but you refused?  Was there a person you ignored on the street because of 

unresolved issues in your own heart?  Was there a person who you pretended wasn't 

there?  Was there a person who you decided was less human than you?  Think of an 

unhealthy relationship in your own life and think about whether forgiveness is what 

needs to come - right now - for that relationship to move forward in a more healthy 

Forgive - and live September 17, 2017 Page !  of !3 4



direction. 

 Remember - forgiveness doesn’t mean that the hurt never happened.  Forgiveness 

does not mean that you have to pretend to be friends again.  Forgiveness does not mean 

that you must now pretend to trust someone who is not trustworthy.  Forgiveness does not 

mean that you are a weak person. 

 Forgiveness - properly done - means that you have decided to move forward in 

your own life, and have decided to stop waiting for someone else to do something first.  

The person in question may in fact owe you something, but forgiveness means that 

moving forward with your own life is now more important to you than waiting for that 

debt to be repaid.  Forgiveness means your own life is more important to you than your 

need to “fix” the other person. 

 Which is probably why Jesus said “forgive us out debts, as we forgive our 

debtors” in the prayer we now call “The Lord’s Prayer”.  We have to forgive first.  We 

have to make the first move.  Makes sense.  After all, if we don’t value our own lives, and 

our own peace of mind, why should we expect anyone else to? 

 And perhaps that is why Jesus put the command to forgive within a prayer.  Sure, 

Jesus talks about forgiveness in other places.  But our most clear directive from Jesus to 

forgive others comes in the form of a prayer.  That’s probably because we need God’s 

grace, we need God’s spirit, to make that forgiveness as real as it can be. 

 Forgiveness is for the strong, not the weak.  I guess eating your vegetables is 

optional after all! 

 This all fits together into one of the important circles of life that we discover as 

we mature.  As we become less judgemental, we find fewer occasions when we need 

forgiveness.  And as we learn to do forgiveness better, we will be more free to simply 

live.   

 And so - forgive - and live. 

Amen.
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