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John Ortberg is a pastor and tells the story of how he and his wife once traded in their old 
Volkswagon Super Beetle for their first piece of new furniture: a mauve sofa. 
 
The man at the furniture store warned them not to get it when he found out they had small children. 
“You don’t want a mauve sofa” he advised. “Get something the colour of dirt.” But with the naive 
optimism of young parenthood they said “We know how to handle our children. Give us the mauve 
sofa.” 
 
From that moment on everyone knew the number one rule in the house. Don’t sit on the mauve sofa. 
Don’t touch the mauve sofa. Don’t play around the mauve sofa. Don’t eat on, breathe on, look at, or 
think about the mauve sofa. It was like the forbidden tree in the Garden of Eden. “On every other 
chair in the house you may freely sit, but upon this sofa, the mauve sofa, you may not sit, for in the 
day you sit thereupon, you shall surely die.” 
 
Then came the fall. 
 
One day there appeared on the mauve sofa a stain. A red stain. A red jelly stain. 
So John’s wife, who had chosen the mauve sofa and adored it, lined up their three children in front of 
it: Laura, age four, Mallory, two and a half, and Johnny, six months. 
 
“Do you see that, children?” she asked. “That’s a stain. A red stain. A red jelly stain. The man at the 
sofa store says it is not coming out. Not forever. Do you know how long forever is children? That’s 
how long we’re going to stand here until one of you tells me who put the stain on the mauve sofa.” 
 
Mallory was the first to break. With trembling lips and tear-filled eyes she said “Laura did it.” Laura 
passionately denied it. Then there was silence, for the longest time. No one said a word. John 
Ortberg knew they wouldn’t, for they had never seen their mother so upset. He knew they wouldn’t 
because they knew that if they did they would spend eternity in the time-out chair. He knew they 
wouldn’t because he was the one who put the red jelly stain on the sofa, and he wasn’t saying 
anything (John Ortberg, The Life You’ve Always Wanted)! 
 
We have all stained the sofa. God offers us forgiveness, but many of us struggle to feel forgiven. And 
we struggle to forgive others. This is why we have the practice of confession, of telling the stories of 
the hurt we’ve caused others, and the hurt we have received.  
 
Today, we’ll take a closer look at the revenge and forgiveness cycle, explore why revenge doesn’t 
work, reflect on an important question from a Jesus story, talk about why we should share our stories 
and then how to actually share our story.  
 
I invite you to take a closer look at the revenge and forgiveness cycles on the screen and in your 
bulletin. Walk through those. 

• Your autopilot likely pulled you back into the revenge cycle. Part of your heart may have quietly 
called you towards the forgiveness cycle.  

 



 
 
Think of a conflict in your life at the moment. Where do you place yourself in these cycles? Can you 
think of a time you stood at the crossroads between the cycles and tried to decide which path to take? 
 
There is an untruth that runs through most of our lives. And once you see it, you can’t unsee it. It’s 
called the myth of redemptive violence. Revenge. This is the illusion that if somebody does something 
wrong to you, you can make it right by doing something wrong to them. We think a corresponding act 
of violence will make things right. It’s a lie. We see this in movies. The bad guy does something 
wrong. The good guy does something wrong back. It’s like a game of Pong. Beep - beep - beep. We 
see it when celebrities argue on Twitter. We see it in our political leadership. “He said this, she said 
this, he said this, she said this.” And the reason it is so lethal is because no one ever learns. We get 
stuck in the cycle (Rob Bell). 
 
There is a moment in every argument, conflict, war, act of revenge, where someone can put down 
their sword first.  
 
You can choose to harm. 
 
Or you can choose to heal. Jesus invites us to be people who step away from harm wherever we see 
it. And to step into healing.  
 
It is what we do next at those crucial moments that matters most. Each time we are injured, we stand 
at the same fork in the road and choose to travel either the path of forgiveness or the path of 
retaliation. Even in the midst of righteous anger or rage, even if we are blinded by grief and pain, 
even if our suffering feels so immense and so unfair, we always make a choice.  
 



We can lash out in retaliation, demanding an eye for an eye in the false belief that, somehow, this will 
undo the initial harm or provide balm for our wounds. Or we can step toward the place of acceptance. 
We can recognize that we must give up all belief that we can change the past. The journey to 
acceptance begins in pain and ends in hope (Tutu).  
 
We shared a couple weeks ago that one of the things that makes forgiveness a little easier is when 
we realize each of us are both perpetrators and victims. We harm and we are harmed. When we sit 
with this truth for a while, our heart can soften just a bit towards the other person. We may take down 
one or two bricks from the wall we’ve expertly constructed. And we’re nowhere close to healing, but 
there’s enough space for some light to get in and start to do it’s work in us. 
 
We’ve talked a bit about the importance of seeing the moment we choose more harm or to step onto 
a different path. Now let’s explore what it means to choose the path towards forgiveness and why 
telling the story of our pain is so important.  
 
There’s a woman in the Bible who knew her story. She knew she hadn’t made great choices. And 
something inside of her compelled her to break all kinds of expectations and rules and walk into a 
home she had not been invited to. This woman brought the only things she knew to bring: her tears, 
her perfume and her love for this prophet, Jesus. She didn’t deny her story. She offered it to Jesus. 
 
The question could be asked of you and me today: What are we willing to bring to Jesus?  
 
Maybe it’s the simply the first sentence of a story you’re not sure you’re ready to uncover. Jesus can 
do something with the first sentence. Just watch.  
 
Or maybe it’s a story you are very familiar with but it’s stayed on repeat inside your brain for decades. 
So much so that you don’t know any other reality. Jesus can do something with that story too. He can 
hold it deeply and give you a new one. 
 
Or maybe you have absolutely no idea what to bring Jesus. But you’re willing to think about it. He can 
do something with that too.  
 
Or we might be Simon, the Pharisee and host. We say the right things and do the right things but on 
the inside, we’re not really connected to the forgiveness Jesus has offered to us. Our spiritual journey 
is going through the motions.  
 
See, there’s a cost to untold stories. We think we’re avoiding pain or tension by not letting our story 
see the light of day. But when a story remains buried, untold, it takes on a life of its own that it was 
never intended to have. It gets scarier, bigger, it feels stronger than it is.  
 
Even if intellectually we know that it is through our storytelling we will begin to heal from trauma, it is 
not always easy emotionally to take the first step. It can be a risky endeavor. There is the risk of being 
hurt again, of not being believed, of not being affirmed. But when we lock our stories inside us, the 
initial injury is often compounded. If we tuck our secrets and our stories away in shame or fear or 
silence, then we are bound to our victimhood and our trauma (Tutu).  
 
Hear the good news of Jesus Christ today, my friends. It is not easy to tell our stories, but it is the first 
critical step on the path to freedom and forgiveness. 
 
You don’t have to carry the burden alone anymore.  
 



I sensed this is what happened with our dear friend Kate last week. As she poured out her heart, I felt 
our church pick her up. Your love and grace for her on Sunday and in the days afterward reminded 
her she doesn’t have to carry the burden alone. Doesn’t have to put on a smiling face all the time. 
What a beautiful community to be a part of!  
 
One man shares this after starting to share his story from some very painful childhood experiences: 
“It wasn’t as if everything was made okay by telling my secret, and I lived happily ever after,” he says. 
“But it was as though I had been locked in a dungeon for years, only to discover that I had the key to 
get out all along. I was hard on myself about that as well and regretful of all the years I had wasted. 
Once I joined a group of other survivors and heard their stories and shared mine, it was somehow 
better. Each time I talked, it was easier.” 
 
Desmond Tutu encourages us: “Telling the story is how we get our dignity back after we have been 
harmed. It is how we begin to take back what was taken from us, and how we begin to understand 
and make meaning out of our hurting (Tutu).” 
 
So how do we tell our stories? 
 
Telling the facts of your story is the most important element of this first step. When you tell your story, 
it is as if you are putting the puzzle pieces back together again, one hesitant memory at a time. 
 

1. Speak the truth. Start with the facts. This step is more about the technical details of what 
happened. The emotions and hurt caused come in the next step.  

2. Tell your story first to a friend, loved one, or trusted person.  
a. People must earn the right to hear your story. Don’t just tell anybody.  

3. After a season, consider telling the story to the person who harmed you, or writing a letter. And 
it’s quite alright to not send the letter. Healing can still happen.  

4. Accept that whatever has happened cannot be changed or undone. Release the outcome.  
 
Do not worry too much about how or where you tell your story. What is most important to healing is 
that you tell your story.  
 
This is not a one time process. You may find that your story changes as time goes on, as you move 
through the forgiving process. It will change as you come to a deeper understanding of the hurt you 
experienced and of those who hurt you. Some have made the choice to tell their stories publicly, and 
they find a unique comfort in doing so (Tutu). It is not necessary for healing to happen.  
 
Next week, we’ll enter into the second step, naming the hurt. Friends, the path of forgiveness is about 
bringing our whole selves to our life. Showing up and paying attention. And letting Christ heal us. This 
work takes courages. Glennon Doyle Melton says it well, “My job is not to make you comfortable by 
dying on the inside and staying small and quiet.” Show your whole self. This is how the resurrection 
begins. 
 
Let’s keep setting people free! Amen.  
 

 
	


