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	Almost twenty years ago, while serving as the interim minister of a historic church in Orange, N.J., I had breakfast one morning with the pastor of a neighboring Presbyterian church.  He had written a book several years before on the relationship between theology and science which I had discovered in a used book store and I wanted to discuss it with him.  During the course of our breakfast, he told me he had just opened a new website on the internet, the very first of its kind, which he called “the First Church of Cyberspace.”  It was the very first internet church and it came equipped with a sanctuary, a sermon, and accompanying prayers.  In 1993, few persons had even heard of the internet or the world-wide web and that included myself so I never gave it another thought.  Today, his website—the First Church of Cyberspace--remains the first and perhaps best known religious website on the entire internet.  
	I thought about that conversation this past week when I heard that a new iPhone app had been created by two Catholic brothers to help a person make his or her confession and then receive instant absolution.  For those of you not acquainted with contemporary computer lingo, an “app” or “application” is a downloaded piece of software which helps the user to perform a particular task.  This application is not a session with a virtual priest but a program for your smart phone to help you walk through the Ten Commandments, examine your conscience and any “custom sins” you might have, and then after you have made your confession, it will pronounce your sins forgiven.  The penitent can be assured that the site has been made as secure as possible to prevent others from breaking in and hearing their sins.  The app’s creators are also clear that it’s not meant to be a substitute for church but to encourage persons to RETURN to church and that it has even received the blessing of some high ranking Roman Catholic officials.  If only true confession was that easy to make and forgiveness so simple to obtain.  
	Our scripture lesson, however, certainly tells us OTHERWISE, that TRUE repentance is hard and that it is a highly intimate process- one that involves humility, self-reflection, an acknowledgement of God’s undeserved favor, and a new beginning that elicits one’s praise and thanksgiving.  Psalm 51 is known as a “penitential” psalm, a prayer of personal lament.  The person suffers, not from physical pain or tragedy in his life, but from an anguish of the soul due to the presence of sin in his life- sin which threatens to separate him from his God.   Somewhere in the past, someone had placed this attribution above it: To the choirmaster.  A Psalm of David, when Nathan the prophet came to him after he had gone in to Bathsheba.  It is generally acknowledged that David was NOT the author of this Psalm but that it was composed hundreds of years afterwards with probably the story of David’s sin serving for its inspiration.  
	Of course, the story of David and Bathsheba is familiar to us all.  As king of Israel, he had committed adultery and then murder by taking Bathsheba for himself and having her husband killed in an effort to hide his sin.  When he is confronted by Nathan the prophet who tells David a parable that acts as a mirror held up to his face, he realizes he has been exposed for what he has done but even MORE disturbingly, for what he has BECOME.  Psalm 51 is therefore his lament to God that he is in desperate need of pardon and restoration and a new beginning, the deepest and most persistent need of the human heart.  
	He begins by imploring God for mercy on the basis of his steadfast love.  He appeals to God to blot out his transgressions and cleanse him from all iniquity.  He recognizes that his heinous sin was far MORE than an offense against Bathsheba and her husband, it was ultimately a terrible sin against GOD: “Against thee, thee only, have I sinned,” he declares.  He refuses to cast blame on others and assumes full responsibility for his deed.  The problem, he says, lies WITH him and IN him, in his “inward being.”  Therefore, knowing how deceitful his own heart has become, he implores God for a NEW one: “Create in me a clean heart, O God, and put a new and right spirit within me.”  He makes a vow before God, that if God were to save him from his sin and guilt, he would forever praise God for his faithfulness; he would teach other sinners the ways of God and it would result in THEIR conversions even as his OWN heart had been changed.  He confesses that God does not delight in animal sacrifice and burnt offerings but rather the acceptable sacrifice of a broken and contrite heart.  The final two verses were a later addition by a supporter of Jerusalem and the sacrificial system.  They seem to suggest that it is only when one has properly yielded one’s spirit to God that worship and animal sacrifice can then be a proper gesture. 
	What a far cry this prayer is from the first prayer most of us learned as children, the one we used to say just before bedtime: “Now I lay me down to sleep, I pray the Lord my soul to keep.  If I should die before I wake, I pray the Lord my soul to take.”  With Psalm 51, there is no small talk involved, no chit-chatting with God.  Rather, it is “deep calling unto deep” as the psalmist writes elsewhere in describing how passionate and intense his utterances to God are.  There is nothing shallow and superficial about them.  When we put these same words in our OWN mouths, they become the deepest and perhaps most HONEST prayer you or I shall ever make- the need for forgiveness and a new start in life.  
	You see, to pray “Father, forgive me” is to say we are sorry; it is to admit that we knew what we should have done but didn’t do it.  To say “forgive me” is to confess our wrongdoing, our insensitivity, our lack of love, our gross selfishness.  It is to admit that we have hurt someone and don’t want to hurt that person ever again.  It is to value a relationship SO MUCH, whether with a parent, a spouse, a child, a friend, or even with God, that we don’t want ANYTHING to ever stand between us.  To say “forgive me” is to reconcile ourselves with another, to lay aside all arrogance and pride and admit how important that other person is to our life.  Forgiveness IS reconciliation.  In fact, pure and simply, forgiveness is the GOSPEL!
	I found some irony this week in the title given this psalm- “a prayer of David,” for even though it is in reference to Israel’s greatest king, it can honestly be called the longing of yet ANOTHER David- that person being ME, David Keith Wood.  For you see, that was and CONTINUES to be my deepest prayer, my heart’s most sincere desire.  There isn’t a day that goes by when I don’t turn my eyes heavenward and ask God for more of his grace, that I might be “purged with hyssop” and made “whiter than snow.”  When I think back almost forty years ago to when I first became a Christian, after years of calling myself a “respectable atheist” and an “enlightened soul,” I see now with greater clarity how so much of my life then had really been an earnest cry for help.  I think I pronounced the words “God, help me” for the very first time and TRULY MEANT them, not when I was growing up in Sunday School in the local Presbyterian church or when I got confirmed there in 1967.  Church back then was just a place to hang out with my friends and meet girls.  No, I prayed perhaps the first REAL prayer of my life when I discovered that the greatest need in my life was to know “forgiveness” and that I didn’t possess the power to excuse or absolve myself, that it had to come from some HIGHER source outside or beyond me.  
	Growing up, I remember how overwhelmed by tremendous feelings of guilt I felt, though I could never understand why.  If I had felt guilty because of a couple of stupid acts on my parts such as stealing from my parents or maliciously destroying property, I might have been able to rectify the wrong , to make amends and thus clear my conscience.  But it wasn’t that.  On the contrary, I was always a pretty good kind- I studied hard, had a respectable circle of friends, and always conducted myself as polite and courteous around my elders (my mother made sure of THAT.)  
	No, the guilt I felt was much, much DEEPER than that.  It was a profound guilt over the accumulation of a lifetime of small, petty lies, sneaky acts which I knew I wouldn’t get caught, and repeated violations of trust.  My guilt was the product of all those nameless acts--conscious and unconscious--that one commits throughout a lifetime- the need to feel superior; the need to constantly have my own way; the thoughtless, selfish acts that disregards the rights of others.  The guilt I was feeling was the guilt of sin in my heart, and I needed nothing more than to have that sin erased, to have my conscience cleared, to have the promise of a new beginning- in other words, to know that I was FORGIVEN.
	Back in the early 70’s, I was watching the Tonight show with Johnny Carson when the guest star with Johnny that night was the evangelist Billy Graham.  There on late night TV, I heard Rev. Graham explain the meaning of sin and forgiveness to Johnny and his sidekick, Ed McMahon.  He said, “Johnny, there’s no difference between you and me.  You’re a sinner, Ed’s a sinner, I’M a sinner.  The ONLY difference is that I’m a sinner saved by grace.”  In other words, he was saying that sin is the one common denominator that unites us all and yet, through God’s grace, he DOES offer us a way out.  Like King David and like the psalmist, we TOO can be sinners forgiven by God, absolved of our guilt, cleansed in our inward being, and filled with so much joy and gladness that we can’t help BUT praise God.  The roadmap to restoration with God and our brothers and sisters as laid out here in Psalm 51 holds the same TODAY as it did YESTERDAY.  
	And how do we begin employing that roadmap OURSELVES?  This past week, Rose and I and a couple of friends went to see the new film “The King’s Speech.”  It’s up for twelve Academy Awards and I hope it wins them ALL- the movie was that good.  Without giving away too much of the plot, let me say it concerns King George VI of England, the father of the current Queen Elizabeth, and his attempts to overcome his terrible fear of public speaking due to a severe stutter he had developed as a child.  His impediment is SO bad that while he was yet the Duke of York, he was terrified at the thought of ever becoming king himself where he would then have to speak publicly on a regular basis.  In an attempt to overcome his handicap, he hires a most unconventional speech therapist named Lionel Logue (played by the superb Australian actor Geoffrey Rush) out of which is born a most endearing and enduring friendship.  
	At the end of the movie, Germany has attacked Poland and the king, in what will be the most important speech of his life, has to alert his nation that England is now at war.  His therapist ushers him into a specially designed set to lower his anxiety level where just the two of them will be while he addresses his countrymen.  Once the king is seated before the microphones, Logue looks him straight in the eyes and gives him a simple word of instruction that is really the key to ALL successful speechmaking.  He says to the king, “Forget everything else and speak only to me- as to a friend.”  “Forget everything else and speak only to me- as to a friend”- that simple word of advice is not only the key to success in every public speech, it is also the essence of all true PRAYER: to forget everything else and address only God, as though speaking to a friend.  After all, what MORE is prayer than THAT!
	If Psalm 51 is going to become more than just an exquisite piece of religious poetry but our OWN personal confession, then THAT’S where it has to begin- by forgetting everything else--all our pride, all our fears, all our anger and hurts and regrets--and just opening up our heart to God as though speaking to a close personal friend for God is certainly THAT.  The reason David could speak so openly and honestly and on the most intimate of terms with God in the FIRST place was because he knew that Jehovah was ABOVE ALL ELSE a god of love who forgives and repairs all relationships, REGARDLESS how great the sin that caused it.  
	But lest we forget, forgiveness is MORE than a feeling- it is foremost an ACTIVITY.  It is actively reconciling ourselves with others whom we have hurt or those who have injured us.  Then, it is having the assurance that as we have taken steps in re-establishing that broken relationship, God is similarly taking active steps in reconciling us to himself.  Thus, forgiveness is primarily a verb, and if you need any proof of that, then one doesn’t have to look much further than to Jesus himself where by voluntarily laying down his life on that cross, he reconciled a world filled with brokenness and despair with to his Heavenly Father.  In that cross, the Son of God publicly declared once and for all for everyone to hear, “YOU ARE FORGIVEN!”
	And one LAST thing, I cannot underscore just how important forgiveness is, not just for our own spiritual health but for the spiritual health of the entire CHURCH.  It is very easy to pray the Prayer of Confession as we do each Sunday and then after receiving the Assurance of Pardon, sing the Gloria Patri in which we praise God for his forgiveness.  However, if we leave this sanctuary with an unforgiving heart towards any of our brothers and sisters, then all our confessing and glorias will have been sung in vain.  That is, after all, what the church actually IS- a community of healing, a fellowship of the forgiven who GO ON forgiving.  That is why we are here and why God placed us in his church in the first place.  We can only be a haven of help—to others and to ourselves--to the extent we choose to make our church, our own fellowship of faith, a place where people are loved and accepted and forgiven again and again and even AGAIN.  
	This means that we must learn to love persons WITHOUT CONDITIONS, even if their personality or philosophy or political views or lifestyle doesn’t agree with our own.  We have to learn to accept persons TOTALLY, WITHOUT CRITICISM or PREJUDICE or JUDGMENT, even if their behavior doesn’t always conform to our OWN standards of propriety.  It also means we have to learn to be forgiving, REGARDLESS HOW GRIEVOUS THE SIN OR HOW WRETCHED THE FAILURE.  We must FORGIVE freely because we have RECEIVED freely- grace from a Father who loves us with an everlasting love and who promises never to leave or forsake us.  Unless we can learn to forgive like this- FORGIVE without conditions; FORGIVE totally without criticism, prejudice or judgment; FORGIVE in spite of how grievous the sin, we can never become a healing community and the chances of our fellowship growing and for us becoming all that God would have us to be will never be anything more than just a beautiful but distant dream.  Let us pray…
Create in us a pure heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit within us.  Do not cast us from your presence or take your Holy Spirit from us.  Restore to us the joy of your salvation and grant us a willing spirit, to sustain us.  In Jesus’ name we pray.  Amen.
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