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Grudges. Our story this morning packed them all up, and stored them heavily in 
the backpacks we all carry. Weighing us down, we can never forget their presence, 
and often have a hard time letting them go — even though we know we don’t want 
the added poundage on our shoulders. Or do we? 

I remember one crazy week when I was serving the UU congregation of Shelter 
Rock. I was still living up at Riverside Church in Manhattan, which is right next to 
Grant’s Tomb – the civil-war General for the North. It was a day or so after New 
Year’s. I had been borrowing a small car from a congregant who was gracious 
enough to help ease my commute from the border of Harlem all the way out to 
Manhasset, Long Island. It was the choice between a 40 minute car ride or close to 
a 2 hour mass transit trip. It was a really great gift she gave me. 

Well, one morning, I went out to that car. It was parked right outside my apartment 
window. In fact, my bed was right at the window, so I was literally sleeping 10 feet 
from the car. And I’m living beneath Riverside Church – the great Protestant 
“Cathedral” (as some call it) of NYC. The window was all smashed in, and 
someone had stolen the $10 radio inside. But instead of carefully extracting the 
cheap radio, they simply ripped it loose from the dashboard. Well, the dashboard 
decided it would go along with the radio. So the ten dollars the robber would get 
for selling it on the street, was going to cost me $800 in repairs for someone else’s 
car which wasn’t even worth $800 itself. On my 60 hour a week internship salary – 
that was almost 3 weeks of work.  

So I have this unusual personality trait. The more absurd a thing gets, the calmer I 
become. Let me tell you, I was very … calm. This high level of calmness lasted all 
the way till the police finally showed… 4 hours later; when one detective asked, 
“Did you lock the car?” I innocently responded, “Yes.” The police officers laughed 
and shook their heads while jotting down notes. “You really shouldn’t lock your 
car. It’ll only cost you more in the end.” …. That wasn’t the thing to say, to me. 
Even though they’re right. “Oh, now it’s my fault.” Fortunately, in a rare moment 
of editing brilliance, I managed not to say that out loud. 

So for the next two weeks, I didn’t overly fret over the cost of the repairs, or the 
sense of violation by some stranger, or dwell on any sense that my neighborhood 
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was somehow less safe. I took the longer commute in stride, and had the difficult 
chat with the congregant who was loaning me the car. All of these chores were 
unpleasant, but I handled them well enough considering. But that cop, who told me 
I shouldn’t have locked my door – Oh Em Gee. Strap that backpack on, write me 
some grudges, and fill it up please sir. I will gladly increase my burden, to stay 
angry at you. 

Anyone else ever do that before? Or is it just me? Find someone to be angry at, and 
hold on tight to that anger? There’s a certain sense of rightness … maybe 
righteousness… that we gain when we do this? “The way I see the world is correct; 
I’ve been wronged somehow, and as long as I maintain that strict position, I get to 
stay right. Yay!” Sound familiar? That’s the fundamental story for most world 
literature, movies, after TV specials (they still have those right?) and our daily 
living. It’s the central thing that religion strives to undo. Well, pluralistic religion – 
in any of its many forms. Because it’s pretty clear every religion out there has 
some form that says it’s got the right answer and everyone else is wrong. But 
there’s a challenging tenet at the core of religion that values the virtue of 
forgiveness. 

The Jewish teacher and the Christian Saviour, Jesus, made this a central focus of 
his ministry. When someone “wrongs” you, “turn the other cheek.” We could leave 
it just at that. Forgiveness is tough to do, but we should do it. But why? Jesus 
taught that the Kingdom of Heaven is in our midst. Different translations will call 
it the Kingdom of God, others will say that it’s “among us” or “within us.” 
Whether it’s in our midst, or among us, or within us – it implies it’s here right now. 
Not some other worldly location that’ll happen at the end of time. Right here, right 
now. It’s the difference between living in Grudgeville and renaming it Joytown.  

------ 

It’s more than being “nice.” Forgiveness is a religious discipline. It’s practice not 
only makes our individual weight less burdensome; it not only reconnects us with 
our “wrong-doer” whoever or whatever they might be this time; it also rebuilds 
community. Without it, we are condemned to a life where we fixate on that past 
moment. As this morning’s story goes, we carry the burden of the grudge of our 
grandfather who was called a horse-thief some decades past when he was running 
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for mayor; rather than enjoy our life in it’s renewing newness. It’s the choice 
between remaining unhappy with a work-place slight, and being free to enjoy the 
next day as you otherwise make or accomplish something. It’s remaining unhappy 
by the thing you were told you were not able to do by a parent or teacher, and 
forgetting that there’s so many other things you can still do. It’s not letting go of 
the way things were 30 years ago, in your family or in this Fellowship — if we 
don’t let go of how things were, we can’t really see the people around us for who 
they are now. Look around you right now — these are some pretty awesome 
people that are harder to meet with our backpacks stooping our shoulders since it 
fixates our eyes on the ground. 

With a show of hands — how many people have ever felt wronged? How many 
people thought at some point in their life that the thing that wronged them was the 
biggest thing in the world at the time – that it was the end of the world? How many 
of those of us who have felt that way are still here right now? Forgiveness is about 
this perspective. It helps us to recognize this truth in life. Life will go on beyond 
that thing, whatever it was. We just get to choose whether we’ll keep up, or stay 
back. But it will go on. 

Now, this doesn’t mean we need to stay in abusive situations. It doesn’t mean we 
can’t identify when we’re being taken advantage of, or being mistreated. It doesn’t 
mean that we can’t look for healthier or more balanced relationships or life 
situations. Forgiveness means that when we realize we need to move on or through 
something, that we do just that. We don’t hold onto a sense of guilt, or shame, or 
condemnation for ourselves or others. While we work to remedy whatever is 
genuinely ailing us, forgiveness means that we commit our focus to that end; not 
using most of it to remain in anger. 

I said before that we get to choose whether we’ll keep up, or stay back. What is 
staying back mean though? It’s losing our way. Jesus spoke a lot about his school 
being “the followers of the way.” It’s a way into right relationship. It’s a way into 
living into community with love. It’s a way home. Whether you believe Jesus was 
a teacher, or the Son of God, the core message in his prophetic teaches, I believe, is 
the same. It’s not just about ethics and morals, though they are certainly there as 
well. It’s about showing up. It’s about recognizing that whatever you name or see 
or feel about the details of the sacredness of life, it’s only going to be found in our 
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midst, within, between all of us. It‘s recognizing that we realize the world’s 
sacredness when we allow ourselves to be open to the people around us. Without 
learning to forgive all the things we think we can’t, we’re lost. Without 
forgiveness, we only cut ourselves off from the connectedness with being, with 
living, with our classmates, with each other. Forgiving is a way home to our 
birthright. 

I just said a very odd thing. Forgiveness is about showing up. Usually people say 
that forgiveness is about letting go; and that’s definitely part of it as well. I don’t 
feel we’re the same when we hold grudges. I believe that part of us that really 
matters isn’t present. I believe that although we might be standing in the room, 
when we hold onto something we think wronged us, we’re just holding onto a 
vision of how things might have been rather than how things are. Not only do we 
not accept the world as it is, but we keep ourselves back in that moment we didn’t 
particularly like. Frankly, grudges are kind of pointless. They don’t change 
anything. And that’s key — they don’t change anything. They keep us right back 
in the moment of pain, or disappointment, or frustration. “I didn’t get to stay up 
that extra hour to play,” or “your salary just got cut,” or “that shelf hasn’t been 
dusted in weeks.” Some of these are serious and some of them are not. But holding 
onto all of them keeps us from coming home. They each, in their own ways, keeps 
us from showing up to the world that is. They keep us from engaging our 
community in healthy, loving, full ways. 

At the beginning of this homily I asked whether we really wanted the grudges we 
hold onto or not. We know they don’t do anything to make us feel any better or 
solve anything, and yet, every one of us – including myself – holds onto them from 
time to time. Some of us, even have our specialties. We excel at identifying certain 
types of offenses. And look!…we find them everywhere we turn! I think the 
problem is simply that we forget ourselves. We forget that birthright I spoke of. 
We forget that community and fellowship is more important than being right, as if 
being right ever changed anything – if you’re unsure about this last bit, take a look 
at politics or any dinner table conversation at home to know that being right is of 
little importance. So, next time we find ourselves being seduced by being right, 
let’s commit to letting that go and maybe we’ll find more forgiveness coming our 
way home. 


