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Sermon:  John 20: 19-31 (Retaining sins)

“ . . . he breathed on them and said to them, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit.  If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained.”

It’s a strange thought, isn’t it, for Jesus to grant fallible human beings the right to do something that so clearly belongs to God.  Seemingly telling his disciples that God will ratify whatever decision they make about another’s sins.
Of course we can reassure ourselves with the knowledge that the disciples first received the Holy Spirit from Jesus.  But we know all too well that we, too, have received the Holy Spirit.  When we were baptized.  And we know that, despite this, we still fall short.  All of us.  So who, in their right mind, wants to have the authority to retain sins?  [Ok, I can almost hear Paulette  say, “That’s why God chose priests – none of them are in their right minds.]
This issue is among the most divisive between Christian denominations, at least from the time of the Reformation.  The Protestant reformers held that this power to forgive sins was extended to all members of the Church.  In reaction, the Council of Trent, in 1562-3, maintained that this verse should be interpreted as the power exercised by an ordained priest in the Sacrament of Penance.  This difference in interpretation continues to this day.
The Roman Catholic view is spelled out in the Catechism of the Catholic Church.
  “Only God forgives sins.  Since he is the Son of God, Jesus says of himself, ‘The Son of man has authority on earth to forgive sins’ and exercises this divine power: ‘Your sins are forgiven.’  Further, by virtue of his divine authority he gives this power to men to exercise in his name.”  There is a footnote on this latter statement, referencing our gospel passage for today (Jn 20:21-23).

The RC view of our gospel passage is that it concerns the forgiveness of sins committed after baptism, that the authority to forgive or to retain sins was given first to the Eleven, and then passed on to those ordained by them.

The opposing view, the Protestant interpretation, is that this power was given to a larger group, symbolized by the disciples, and that it is a power of preaching God’s forgiveness of sins in Christ and/or of admitting sinners to Baptism.
  Here is what the footnote to the NIV Study Bible says:
“God does not forgive people’s sins because we do so, nor does he withhold forgiveness because we do.  Rather, those who proclaim the gospel are in effect forgiving or not forgiving sins, depending on whether the hearers accept or reject Jesus Christ.”
It sounds much more reasonable.  Trouble is, it doesn’t sound like what Jesus actually said.  Jesus didn’t say, “Receive the Holy Spirit and proclaim the Good News.  Whoever accepts me as Lord and Savior is forgiven his sins, whoever does not will remain in sin.”  Instead, he  speaks unmistakably about empowering his disciples to forgive sins, or to retain them.

By now you may have come to expect that we, as Episcopalians and Anglicans, disagree with both.  And you would be right.
Our belief is found in the Book of Common Prayer.  In the catechism, on page 855, we read about the ministers of the church -- lay persons, bishops, priests and deacons.  The ministry of a priest is, in part, “to bless and declare pardon in the name of God.”  But it is not included for the other ministers of the church, that is, for deacons or lay persons.
In the service called Reconciliation of a Penitent (p.448), there are two forms of absolution which may be used by a priest, and a declaration of forgiveness for use by a deacon or lay person.

The first absolution speaks of Jesus leaving power to his Church to absolve all repentant and believing sinners, then saying, “ . . . by his authority committed to me, I absolve you from all your sins:  In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.”  It is clear it is the priest who absolves.

The second is like it, but a bit more circumspect.  “Our Lord Jesus Christ . . . absolve you though my ministry by the grace of the Holy Spirit.”

The first form, using “I absolve you,” is called the indicative from.  The second form is termed “precatory,” where God or Christ absolves.  In the Eastern Church, the precatory is always used.  The RC Church holds that the indicative, the “I absolve,” must be used in the Sacrament of Penance.

Then the words of a deacon or lay person.  “Our Lord Jesus Christ . . .  forgives your sins by the grace of the Holy Spirit.”  Forgiveness by Jesus Christ is declared, without use of the word “absolve.”

So what is the difference between “absolution” and “declaration of forgiveness”?  If we choose to have a deacon, or layperson hear our confession, is his or her declaration of forgiveness any less secure, any more tentative, than the absolution of a priest?

Which is stronger, a precatory absolution – a priest petitioning God to absolve our sins, or a deacon or lay person’s declaration that Jesus forgives our sins?  Speaking for myself, I’ll take Paulette’s declaration of forgiveness over a priest’s absolution any day.
But going back to our gospel passage, what does absolution mean?  I think that E.J. Bicknell, in his book The Thirty-Nine Articles of the Church of England, puts it well:

“The priest’s absolution is no charm uttered by one who is supposed to possess in his own person some magic power, nor is it merely the publication of a forgiveness that God has already bestowed.  It is the receiving back by God’s family into the Father’s home of a brother [or sister] who is conscious of having sinned not only against the Father’s love but also against the peace and unity of the whole household.”
   
Have you ever thought about your role in this?  The retention of sins?  Do you think this is just something that priests have to contend with?  It’s not, you know.  Our form of church governance involves both lay members and clergy at all levels:  General Convention, Diocesan Convention, and Diocesan Council.  While we are under the authority of our bishop, he is under the authority of General Convention.  So when it comes to retaining sins, to determining what is acceptable and unacceptable within the Episcopal Church, lay members have voice and vote.  And, I would add,  accountability under God for their judgment.
But there is another way you are all involved.  Previously I have spoken of Bill Countryman’s perspective on the priesthood.  That there are two types – the clerical priesthood, and the fundamental priesthood.  Clerical priests exercise sacramental functions with the authority of the Church. Clerical priests pronounce absolution at church services, and, when asked, during private confession.

Fundamental priests, which include us all, are called to live on the border of the Holy.  Meeting with others who want to know Jesus.  Sharing Christ’s love with those who are hurting.  Communicating God’s forgiveness to those who repent.  And, sometimes, retaining sins.  It is no blessing to another to offer cheap grace, to excuse flagrant sin by saying “It’s OK.  God loves you just the way you are.”  Sometimes sin must be confronted, both for the sake of the sinner and the victim.  Sometimes repentance must be demonstrated by proof and amendment of life, and until then, the sins are retained.

There is a beautiful example of Jesus delegating authority to forgive sin.  Not, in this case, delegating it to his disciples.  Delegating it, rather, to a group of very fallible people.  People who, at first glance, appeared completely unworthy of this responsibility. 
The people were scribes and Pharisees.  It was early morning and they had a woman with them.  She was young and disheveled.  The men forced her to stand in front of Jesus, with stones in their hands.  Telling Jesus this girl, engaged to another man, was caught in the act of adultery.  Telling Jesus that the law of Moses commanded that she be killed by stoning.  Asking him what he had to say.
He said, “Let anyone among you who is without sin be the first to throw a stone at her.”  And they went away, one by one, beginning with the elders.  Then Jesus and the girl were alone, and he asks, “Woman, where are they?  Has no one condemned you?”  She says, “No one, sir.”  And Jesus tells her, “Neither do I.  Go on your way, and do not sin again.”
Absolution, given by scribes and Pharisees as they dropped their stones.  Absolution, ratified by Jesus.
God tells us all, in our fundamental priesthood, “ . . . if you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained.”  It is of course true.  If someone who hurt us asks forgiveness from us and we grant it, do we doubt they feel forgiven?  Do we think we have intruded in God’s domain by forgiving sins, or that God will retain a sin committed against us that we have forgiven?  Of course not.

And what if we go to someone who has hurt us, telling them of the pain they caused us.  Suppose they don’t care, or laugh at us for being naïve, or they take pleasure in our pain, what then?  What if we retain their sin until they repent, so they can repent.  And if in God’s wisdom the truth of our pain and the wickedness of their action is confirmed, do we think that we would have intruded in God’s domain by retaining sins?  Do we think that God will not, in his justice, retain these sins?  No, I believe God will.
Remember always that the priesthood we share, the fundamental priesthood, is more important in God’s sight than the collar I wear.  We forgive, and do not forgive, all the time.
Let us remember that in our fundamental priesthood, Jesus tells us all, “Receive the Holy Spirit.  If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained.”  It’s a strange thought, a somewhat troubling thought.  But it’s true.
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