
We are still the body of Christ even though we are unable to gather for public worship
during this time of world-wide crisis. While we cannot be together in person around our Lord’s Table,

we can hear the word of God and hold each other in prayer.

The apostle Paul questions why we judge one another, since we all stand before the judgment of God. Yet,
we do sin against one another, and Jesus of Nazareth’s challenge that we forgive seventy-seven times
reveals God’s boundless mercy. When we hear the words of absolution in worship and sign ourselves with
the cross, we are renewed in Holy Baptism to be ambassadors of reconciliation in the world.

   

 FIFTEENTH  SUNDAY  AFTER  PENTECOST
 

September 13, 2020

   

Prelude   Prelude on In dir ist Freude   J. William Greene
(In Thee Is Gladness)

Brief Order for Confession and Forgiveness

In the name of the Father, and of the ] Son, and of the Holy Spirit.

Amen

Almighty God, to whom all hearts are open, all desires known, and from whom no secrets are hid:
Cleanse the thoughts of our hearts by the inspiration of your Holy Spirit, that we may perfectly love you
and worthily magnify your holy name, through Jesus Christ our Lord.

Amen

If we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us. But if we confess our sins, God
who is faithful and just will forgive our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.

silence for reflection and self-examination

Most merciful God,
we confess that we are in bondage to sin and cannot free ourselves. We have sinned against you in
thought, word, and deed, by what we have done and by what we have left undone. We have not loved
you with our whole heart; we have not loved our neighbors as ourselves. For the sake of your Son, Jesus
Christ, have mercy on us. Forgive us, renew us, and lead us, so that we may delight in your will and walk
in your ways, to the glory of your holy name. Amen

Almighty God, in his mercy, has given his Son to die for us and, for his sake, forgives us all our sins. As
a called and ordained minister of the Church of Christ, and by his authority, I therefore declare to you the
entire forgiveness of all your sins, in the name of the Father, and of the ] Son, and of the Holy Spirit.

Amen



Hymn

Apostolic Greeting
 

The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God,
and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with you all.

Prayer of the Day
 

O Lord God, merciful judge, you are the inexhaustible fountain of forgiveness. Replace our
hearts of stone with hearts that love and adore you, that we may delight in doing your will,
through Jesus Christ, our Lord. Amen



WE GATHER AROUND THE WORD AND THE PRAYERS

First Lesson - Genesis 50:15-21
    

After Jacob’s death, the brothers of Joseph begged for forgiveness for the crime they had done against him.
You intended to do me harm, Joseph said, but God used this as an opportunity to do good and save many lives.

   
15Realizing that their father was dead, Joseph’s brothers said, “What if Joseph still bears a

grudge against us and pays us back in full for all the wrong that we did to him?” 16So they
approached Joseph, saying, “Your father gave this instruction before he died, 17‘Say to Joseph: I
beg you, forgive the crime of your brothers and the wrong they did in harming you.’ Now
therefore please forgive the crime of the servants of the God of your father.” Joseph wept when
they spoke to him. 18Then his brothers also wept, fell down before him, and said, “We are here as
your slaves.” 19But Joseph said to them, “Do not be afraid! Am I in the place of God? 20Even
though you intended to do harm to me, God intended it for good, in order to preserve a numerous
people, as he is doing today. 21So have no fear; I myself will provide for you and your little ones.”
In this way he reassured them, speaking kindly to them.

Psalm 103:1-13
  

The psalm is a hymn of blessing in thanksgiving for healing forgiveness and for all the Lord’s acts of compassion and justice.
 

1Bless the Lord, O my soul,
and all that is within me, bless his holy name.

2Bless the Lord, O my soul, and forget not all his benefits.
3He forgives all your sins and heals all your infirmities;

4he redeems your life from the grave
and crowns you with mercy and lovingkindness;

 
5he satisfies you with good things,

and your youth is renewed like an eagle’s.
6The Lord executes righteousness

and judgment for all who are oppressed.
7He made his ways known to Moses

and his works to the children of Israel.
8The Lord is full of compassion and mercy,

slow to anger and of great kindness.
 

9
 He will not always accuse us, nor will he keep his anger forever.

10He has not dealt with us according to our sins,
nor rewarded us according to our wickedness.

 
11For as the heavens are high above the earth,

so is his mercy great upon those who fear him.
12As far as the east is from the west, so far has he removed our sins from us.

13As a father cares for his children,
so does the Lord care for those who fear him.

Second Lesson - Romans 14:1–12
  

This Christ-following community has significant struggles with diversity. Here, Paul helps us understand
that despite different practices in worship and personal piety, we do not judge one another.

All Christians belong to the Lord Jesus Christ who died for all of us and will judge each of us.
 

1Welcome those who are weak in faith, but not for the purpose of quarreling over opinions. 2Some believe in eating
anything, while the weak eat only vegetables. 3Those who eat must not despise those who abstain, and those who abstain must



not pass judgment on those who eat; for God has welcomed them. 4Who are you to pass judgment on servants of another?
It is before their own lord that they stand or fall. And they will be upheld, for the Lord is able to make them stand. 5Some
judge one day to be better than another, while others judge all days to be alike. Let all be fully convinced in their own minds.
6Those who observe the day, observe it in honor of the Lord. Also those who eat, eat in honor of the Lord, since they give
thanks to God; while those who abstain, abstain in honor of the Lord and give thanks to God. 7We do not live to ourselves,
and we do not die to ourselves. 8If we live, we live to the Lord, and if we die, we die to the Lord; so then, whether we live
or whether we die, we are the Lord’s. 9For to this end Christ died and lived again, so that he might be Lord of both the dead
and the living. 10Why do you pass judgment on your brother or sister? Or you, why do you despise your brother or sister? For
we will all stand before the judgment seat of God. 11For it is written,  “As I live, says the Lord, every knee shall bow to me,
and every tongue shall give praise to God.” 12So then, each of us will be accountable to God.

Holy Gospel - Matthew 18:21-35
 

When Peter asks about the limits of forgiveness, Jesus of Nazareth responds with a parable
that suggests human forgiveness should mirror the unlimited mercy of God.

 

21Peter came and said to Jesus, “Lord, if another member of the church sins against me, how often should I forgive? As
many as seven times?” 22Jesus said to him, “Not seven times, but, I tell you, seventy-seven times.

23“For this reason the kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who wished to settle
accounts with his slaves. 24When he began the reckoning, one who owed him ten thousand
talents was brought to him; 25and, as he could not pay, his lord ordered him to be sold,
together with his wife and children and all his possessions, and payment to be made. 26So the
slave fell on his knees before him, saying, ‘Have patience with me, and I will pay you
everything.’ 27And out of pity for him, the lord of that slave released him and forgave him the
debt. 28But that same slave, as he went out, came upon one of his fellow slaves who owed him
a hundred denarii; and seizing him by the throat, he said, ‘Pay what you owe.’ 29Then his

fellow slave fell down and pleaded with him, ‘Have patience with me, and I will pay you.’ 30But he refused; then he went and
threw him into prison until he would pay the debt. 31When his fellow slaves saw what had happened, they were greatly
distressed, and they went and reported to their lord all that had taken place. 32Then his lord summoned him and said to him,
‘You wicked slave! I forgave you all that debt because you pleaded with me. 33Should you not have had mercy on your fellow
slave, as I had mercy on you?’ 34And in anger his lord handed him over to be tortured until he would pay his entire debt. 35So
my heavenly Father will also do to every one of you, if you do not forgive your brother or sister from your heart.”

Sermon 
 

     It was an attention-getting turn of phrase – the “mathematics of manumission” – that popped up in
some reading this past week. “Manumission,” as some may remember from history class, was the act
of a slave owner releasing his or her slaves. Among the historical practitioners of manumission was
George Washington, who, before his death in 1799, included a provision in his last will and testament
specifying that all of his slaves be freed after his wife Martha’s death. Martha Washington, however,
didn’t wait that long and signed a deed of manumission, recorded in Fairfax County in 1800, freeing her
late husband’s slaves, effective January 1, 1801.
     “Manumission” – meaning to “set free,” “to let go,” “to release” – is a theme in our gospel reading this
morning, and there is mathematics involved because of the debts owed and our human tendency to keep
score. The “mathematics of manumission” is on display in this parable Jesus of Nazareth tells in
response to Peter’s question about how much forgiveness is enough. In this rather bizarre and disturbing
hyperbolic story, we hear about a slave who owes the king the astronomical debt of 10,000 talents – the
equivalent of nearly 165,000 YEARS of wages. When the slave can’t pay, the king orders the sale of the
slave, his wife, children, and possessions to satisfy the debt. The slave begs for mercy, the king takes
pity on him, and forgives his enormous debt. 
     That forgiven slave then goes out and encounters a fellow slave who owes him 100 denarii – the
equivalent of 100 DAYS of labor. However, the first slave, newly debt-free, ignores the second slave’s



plea for mercy and has him thrown into prison. When the other slaves run and tattle on him, the king is
justifiably enraged and has the unforgiving slave tortured. The story concludes with the terrifying point
that disciples who fail to forgive seventy-seven times – meaning incalculable, infinite forgiveness – will
also suffer for their lack of forgiveness.
     As a wisdom teacher, Jesus of Nazareth often taught using parables, which have been called
“spiritual hand grenades” because of their explosive power to challenge our human worldview and create
space for us to sit in the discomfort and complexity of what Jesus is saying. The issue here is how
difficult forgiveness really is, as Jesus upends the basic structures of how we negotiate and navigate
relationships. We live in, and feel more comfortable with, a way of being with each other that is
quantifiable, transactional, mathematical. We like knowing how much we have to give and what we will
get in return. This seems especially true when it comes to forgiveness. We like to keep score. 
     Yet, when we fail to forgive, we become slaves to ourselves and the prison of our emotions. Our
anger smolders, our bitterness ripens, and our grudges grow like kudzu alongside a Virginia highway.
We curve inward, consumed by the injustice we harbor – whether real, or imagined, or a little bit of both.
Our view of the world and of others becomes warped and clouded. Our bitterness takes on a precious,
sometimes even righteous, but poisonous taste. We are in bondage to a slavery of unforgiveness and
need manumission – we need to be set free.
     Jesus’ response to Peter reminds us that we are always standing in the need of grace. When we
would judge others, we would best first look at our own behaviors. Letting go of our sense of rightness
leads to empathy and a better understanding of where others are coming from in terms of their life
experiences. Grace and forgiveness are global, universal, and essential to life. We ALL need grace and
forgiveness, for we ALL have fallen short of our highest values and have, implicitly or explicitly, harmed
others. In recognizing our imperfections, we can no longer stand apart from others based on our
assumed righteousness and the obvious weaknesses and immorality of those people. We are ALL part
of a living, breathing ecosystem of imperfection and grace in which no one stands alone.
     However, we must acknowledge that today’s gospel reading raises some thorny questions. Does
forgiveness mean staying with someone who abuses you? Does it mean that all forms of behavior are
ultimately okay? Does it mean that racism, for example, is a thing about which we can “agree to
disagree”? The answer to these questions is a resounding “No,” but we are called to see others as God’s
beloved and broken children, just as WE are broken and beloved. As Archibishop Desmond Tutu said,
“Forgiveness does not mean condoning what has been done. Forgiving means abandoning your right
to pay back the perpetrator in his own coin, but it is a loss that liberates the victim.” He also observed that
forgiveness “means taking what has happened seriously and not minimising it; drawing out the sting in
the memory that threatens to poison our entire existence.” Remembering and letting go can both be part
of the forgiveness equation, a way of shaping the mind to a future we want for ourselves. It is our
moment of freedom.
     Make no mistake: God's forgiveness is not fair by our human way of looking at things. God’s
forgiveness is GRACE, undeserved and given freely. God's forgiveness is not tit-for-tat, not a penny or
a denarius placed on a scale, not a penny or denarius taken off the scale. The good news is that where
God calls, God also equips. In Word and Sacrament, God gives us in Christ Jesus the gift of forgiveness.
God's grace in the death and resurrection of our Lord is freedom to live large, freedom to not be hung
up on one another's shortcomings, but to rejoice and be set free to share God’s extravagant forgiveness.
     Mathematically speaking, the kind of manumission that God practices is not rational. It is an unequal
equation of which we are the beneficiaries. Like the ungrateful slave in today’s parable, there is NO way
we can repay the debt we owe. We are totally and completely reliant on divine love, grace, and
forgiveness. Let us give thanks that God’s math is different from what we learned in school, that God
forgives beyond measure, and that WE are given the grace and freedom to go and do likewise. Amen 
  



Hymn of the Day

The Prayers
  

Drawn together in the compassion of God, we pray for the Church, the world, and all those in need.
 

God of open arms, uphold your Church throughout the world and make us signs of your gracious
welcome to all. Strengthen faith through Sunday Church School, Bible studies, discussion groups,
confirmation classes, and youth ministries, and nurture new ventures for education and growth.
 

God of lands and seas, strengthen us as we care for your creation. Where human selfishness has
brought ruin and destruction, help us heal and renew your earth. 
 

God of forgiveness, teach us to forgive. Still our tongues when we are tempted to pass judgment. Make
this congregation a community of mercy for one another and for all our neighbors.
 

God of justice, lead the nations away from the ways of violence. Guide the United Nations and other
organizations that seek reconciliation and peace across national borders. Show families, neighborhoods,
and nations how to welcome diversity while sharing common ground. 
 

God of reconciliation, pour out your guiding Spirit on all seeking to address racism, so that our
communities may be more inclusive and our society improved and strengthened.
 

God of healing, use us to embody your power and presence to those who suffer: the sick, the hungry,
the imprisoned, the refugees, the homeless.
 

God of goodness, look with mercy on those who are dealing with the pandemic, or who are impacted by
natural disasters. Comfort the afflicted. Support medical workers. Protect firefighters and first responders.
 

Whether we live or whether we die, we are yours. We thank you for those who have guided us in the
faith. Hold us with them in your everlasting love.
 

All these things and whatever else you see that we need, we entrust to your mercy; through Jesus Christ,
our Lord. Amen



WE WORSHIP WITH OUR OFFERINGS
  

The needs of Holy Trinity’s mission and ministry are ongoing during these times of upheaval and turmoil.
Many of our outreach ministry partnerships are facing increased requests for services. May we be faithful
and generous as we support our mission “to care actively in the name of Jesus Christ.”
 

Offerings may be mailed to the church or dropped off at the church office.
  

You may also use the online giving portal on our website. 
Go to www.holytrinitylynchburg.org and click on “Give.”

You may also download the “GivePlus Church” app for your smart phone from Apple or Google.

Offertory Prayer
  

Merciful Father, we offer with joy and thanksgiving what you have first given us – our
selves, our time, and our possessions, signs of your gracious love. Receive them for the
sake of him who offered himself for us, Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen

Lord’s Prayer 
  

Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name, 
thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.

Give us this day our daily bread; and forgive us our trespasses,
as we forgive those who trespass against us;
and lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil.

 For thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory,
forever and ever. Amen

Blessing
 

Almighty God, Father, ]  Son, and Holy Spirit, bless you now and forever. Amen

Dismissal
 

Our service now begins. Go in peace. Serve the Lord.
Thanks be to God.

Postlude                Prelude on Detroit     Wilbur Held
(tune: Forgive Our Sins As We Forgive) (1914-2015)



THIS WEEK AT HOLY TRINITY

Today,      Worship Service (via YouTube)

September 13 10:30 a.m. Virtual Coffee Hour (via Zoom)

11:30 a.m. Intermediate & Junior Youth Service Project (grades three - eight; playground)

  2:00 p.m. Zoom Orientation Session (Parlor, with masks and distancing)
      

Monday,   7:00 p.m. Bible Study (via Zoom)
September 14    

 

Tuesday,   7:00 p.m.   Stewardship Committee (Fellowship Hall, with masks and distancing)  
September 15  
        

Friday, 11:00 a.m. Book Discussion Group (via Zoom)  
September 18
 

Sunday,   Worship Service (via YouTube)

September 20   8:30 a.m. Outdoor Worship Service (reservations required; with masks and distancing)

10:30 a.m. Outdoor Worship Service (reservations required; with masks and distancing)

11:30 a.m. Virtual Coffee Hour (via Zoom)   
  1:00 p.m. All Youth (grades three - twelve; Slip & Slide party at the Howard’s home)  

   afternoon Third Sunday Program (via YouTube)    

The altar flowers are given to the glory of God
by Katie Stevens

in honor of Cindy Sanders’ birthday.

 
The candles are given to the glory of God

by Carrie Wisman
in honor of Miriam Taylor’s birthday.

Our Mission: “To care actively in the name of Jesus Christ.”

The liturgy is reprinted by permission: Augsburg Fortress Annual License 44905.
The hymns are reprinted by permission: OneLicense.net A-725273.

Holy Trinity Lutheran Church
Lynchburg, Virginia

  

Organist-Choirmaster  -  J. William Greene
Pastor  -  Dennis S. Roberts


