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God Has a Cousin 
(from Cynthia Rylant, God Went to Beauty School) 

 
Lucy, or Lucifer, 
if you want to be formal. 
Everybody called him 
Lucy growing up, 
which accounts a lot 
for how he turned out. 
God's not as made at him 
as some people think. 
You don't become God 
by holding grudges. 
And besides, 
Lucy taught Him 
how to swing a bat, 
though nobody wants 
to hear about that. 
Living in the same neighborhood, 
hanging at the same places, 
you get to feeling close, 
you know? 
Lucy's one of the few people 
left who remember  
what it was like 
In The Beginning. 
Sure, God and he went  
their separate ways, 
but truth be known, 
they're always asking, 
"How's he doing?" and "How's He doing?" 
That's the way it is  
with family. 
God's still looking 
for Lucy to move back. 
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Psalm 103 
 

Bless the LORD, my soul; all my being, bless his holy name! 
Bless the LORD, my soul; and do not forget all his gifts, 
Who pardons all your sins, and heals all your ills, 
Who redeems your life from the pit, and crowns you with mercy and compassion, 
Who fills your days with good things, so your youth is renewed like the eagle’s. 
 
The LORD does righteous deeds, brings justice to all the oppressed. 
He made known his ways to Moses, to the Israelites his deeds. 
Merciful and gracious is the LORD, slow to anger, abounding in mercy. 
He will not always accuse, and nurses no lasting anger; 
He has not dealt with us as our sins merit, nor requited us as our wrongs deserve. 
 
For as the heavens tower over the earth, so his mercy towers over those who fear 
him 
As far as the east is from the west, so far has he removed our sins from us. 
As a father has compassion on his children, so the LORD has compassion on those 
who fear him. 
For he knows how we are formed, remembers that we are dust. 
As for man, his days are like the grass; he blossoms like a flower in the field. 
A wind sweeps over it and it is gone; ts place knows it no more. 
But the LORD’s mercy is from age to age, toward those who fear him. 
His salvation is for the children’s children of those who keep his covenant, 
and remember to carry out his precepts. 
 
The LORD has set his throne in heaven; his dominion extends over all. 
Bless the LORD, all you his angels, mighty in strength, acting at his behest, 
obedient to his command. 
Bless the LORD, all you his hosts, his ministers who carry out his will. 
Bless the LORD, all his creatures, everywhere in his domain. 
Bless the LORD, my soul! 
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Jonah 3 and 4 
 

The word of the LORD came to Jonah a second time: Set out for the great city of 
Nineveh, and announce to it the message that I will tell you. So Jonah set out for 
Nineveh, in accord with the word of the LORD. Now Nineveh was an awesomely 
great city; it took three days to walk through it. Jonah began his journey through the 
city, and when he had gone only a single day’s walk announcing, “Forty days more 
and Nineveh shall be overthrown,” the people of Nineveh believed God; they 
proclaimed a fast and all of them, great and small, put on sackcloth.  When the news 
reached the king of Nineveh, he rose from his throne, laid aside his robe, covered 
himself with sackcloth, and sat in ashes. Then he had this proclaimed throughout 
Nineveh: “By decree of the king and his nobles, no man or beast, no cattle or sheep, 
shall taste anything; they shall not eat, nor shall they drink water. Man and beast 
alike must be covered with sackcloth and call loudly to God; they all must turn from 
their evil way and from the violence of their hands. Who knows? God may again 
repent and turn from his blazing wrath, so that we will not perish.” When God saw 
by their actions how they turned from their evil way, he repented of the evil he had 
threatened to do to them; he did not carry it out. 
 
But this greatly displeased Jonah, and he became angry. He prayed to the LORD… 
So now, LORD, please take my life from me; for it is better for me to die than to 
live.” But the LORD asked, “Are you right to be angry?” 

 
Jonah then left the city for a place to the east of it, where he built himself a hut and 
waited under it in the shade, to see what would happen to the city. Then the 
LORD God provided a gourd plant. And when it grew up over Jonah’s head, giving 
shade that relieved him of any discomfort, Jonah was greatly delighted with the plant. 
But the next morning at dawn God provided a worm that attacked the plant, so that it 
withered. And when the sun arose, God provided a scorching east wind; and the sun 
beat upon Jonah’s head till he became faint. Then he wished for death, saying, “It is 
better for me to die than to live.” 
 
But God said to Jonah, “Do you have a right to be angry over the gourd plant?” Jonah 
answered, “I have a right to be angry—angry enough to die.” Then the LORD said, 
“You are concerned over the gourd plant which cost you no effort and which you did 
not grow; it came up in one night and in one night it perished. And should I not be 
concerned over the great city of Nineveh, in which there are more than a hundred and 
twenty thousand persons who cannot know their right hand from their left, not to 
mention all the animals?” 
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Rev. Seiichi Michael Yasutake 
(from Echoes from Calvary) 

 
Here is genuine forgiveness. Peter asks Jesus, “how many times should I forgive my 
brother? ’til seven times?” Jesus answered, “Not seven times, but seventy times seven.” 
That suggests unlimited, unconditional forgiveness.  
 
Unconditional forgiveness is not just for individuals, but for groups of people—such as 
nations and federal authorities acting on their behalf. Jesus was convicted as a criminal 
by the Roman Empire and by the religious institution of his day. So, Jesus’ unconditional 
forgiveness extended to his persecutors: the Roman Empire, the religious institution, and 
the common people who shouted “crucify him, crucify him!” 
 
On Christmas or Easter, the theme is peace on earth—peace that does not yet exist. When 
our nation makes war on other nations, does our government know what it is doing?—or 
for that matter, do we the people know? When some demented soul murders a dozen 
people, that is horrible enough. But wars involve massive killings and desecration of 
God-given resources.  
 
God realizes that we do not always know what we are doing. But God does know what 
God is doing. Only God’s forgiveness of “seventy times seven” can break the chain of 
vengeance and violence continuing among nations.  
 
God forgives us. Likewise we forgive others, no matter how unforgivable they seem. 
Thus Jesus empowers us through forgiveness to make way for justice and peace on earth. 
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Dick Staub 
(from Echoes from Calvary) 

 
Jesus lived in the same kind of world we do. Many people he met concluded, as we 
sometimes do, that some things are so bad that they simply cannot be forgiven.  
 
In his public ministry Jesus taught these people they must forgive. He told the parable of 
the prodigal son—the story of a son who behaved absolutely unforgivably. Yet his father 
forgave him absolutely. 
 
Now, suffering on the Cross, Jesus calls on the Heavenly Father to show forgiveness—
even to those who are committing this seemingly unforgivable act. 
 
There is comfort in knowing that God’s forgiveness can be extended to us even when we 
are at our absolute worst. God understands we are like sheep that go astray. God knows 
that we often don’t know what we are doing! 
 
But there is also a challenge in Jesus’ forgiving words. He once said, “If you forgive 
others, your Heavenly Father will forgive you. But if you do not forgive others, neither 
will your Father forgive your trespasses.” 
 
The early church understood this. Stephen when he was martyred cried out: “Lord lay not 
this sin to their charge.” The apostle Paul reminded believers to forgive one another—
even as God, for Christ’s sake, has forgiven you.  
 
We who take comfort in Jesus’ words of forgiveness must also accept the challenge. No 
matter how we have been wronged, no matter how deep our pain, no matter how unjust 
the act against us, we must forgive—even as God, for Jesus’ sake, has forgiven us.  
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Eva Fleischner 
(from The Sunflower symposium) 

 
Is there a fundamental difference between Jews and Christians in their approach to the 
question of forgiveness? And yet, forgiveness is no Christian invention. Along with so 
much else in our tradition we inherited from Judaism: the image of a loving, merciful 
God who waits eagerly and, as it were, with open arms, to welcome back the sinner (cf. 
Isa. 55:6-7; Joel 2:12-13; Ps. 130:7-8, etc.). These texts from biblical tradition—and they 
could be multiplied many times over—are reflected also in the teachings of the rabbis. To 
cite just one example:  
  
 A king had a son who had gone astray from him on a journey of a hundred days. 
His friends said to him, “Return to your father.” He said, “I cannot.” Then his father sent 
a message to him saying, “Return as fast as you can and I will come the rest of the way to 
you.” In a similar way God says, “Return to me and I will return to you.” 
(Pesikta Rabbati, 184b-85a, quoted in Harriet Kaufman, Judaism and Social Justice, p. 
29) 
 
Jesus’ well-known parable of the Prodigal Son stands squarely in this Jewish tradition. 
The only requirement for being forgiven by God is genuine repentance—teshuvah, 
metanoia. Such a “turning” is required by Christian as much as by Jewish tradition. 
Without repentance, no forgiveness. 
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Harold S. Kushner 
(from The Sunflower symposium) 

 
I am not sure there is such a thing as forgiving another person, though I know there is 
such a thing as being forgiven. To be forgiven is to feel the weight of the past lifted from 
our shoulders, to feel the stain of past wrongdoing washed away. To be forgiven is to feel 
free to step into the future unburdened by the precedent of who we have been and what 
we have done in previous times.  
 
My imagination, contaminated by computer imagery, sees the human soul as possessing a 
“feedback mechanism.” Every time we are called on to make a decision, we not only 
weigh the alternatives, we deal with the memories of how we have responded to similar 
situations in the past. A voice inside our head tells us “these are the choices, and this is 
the way you have chosen on other occasions.” Thus Maimonides and Erich Fromm see 
that every time the Pharaoh of the Exodus story says no to Moses, he makes it more 
likely that he will say no the next time and harder for him to change course and say yes, 
because his feedback mechanism keeps telling him “you are a person who says no to such 
demands.” 
 
If we feel that our past behavior was wrong, being forgiven means erasing that message, 
liberating ourselves from the idea that we are still who we used to be, and freeing 
ourselves to become a new person.  
 
To be forgiven is a miracle. It comes from God, and it comes when God chooses to grant 
it, not when we order it up. That is why, in the Amidah, a Jew prays three times a day for 
the miracle of God’s forgiveness. To say that God forgives is not a statement about God, 
about God’s emotional state. God’s forgiveness is something that happens inside us, not 
inside God, freeing us from the shame of the past so that we can be different people, 
choosing and acting differently in the future.  
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Deborah E. Lipstadt 
(from The Sunflower symposium) 

 
Teshuvah, repentance, derived from the Hebrew word “to return,” is Judaism’s process of 
saying I’m sorry to those we have wronged. It is more than repentance but is designed to 
make our relationship with both God and those around us whole again. Judaism believes 
that God more than accepts the repentant person, God desires people to return. Done 
properly, teshuvah can result in the sinner returning to a repaired relationship with both 
God and with his/her fellow humans, even as God returns to the sinner. In the Talmud we 
read: “In a place where people who have done teshuvah stand, the purest zadik (righteous 
person) cannot stand.” The fact that a repentant sinner is more righteous than a pure zadik 
doesn’t seem to make sense. Maimonides offers an interesting insight on teshuvah which 
may explain this dilemma. Citing the verse from Genesis, after Adam and Eve eat from 
the forbidden fruit, God says: “Now Adam is like one of us [c’echad memenu], knowing 
the difference between right and wrong.”  
 
The simple explanation that after humans have sinned they become Godlike seems 
puzzling. In the Mishnah Torah Maimonides reads the verse differently. He puts a period 
after echad, which he translates as unique, and then translates memenu, as from within 
himself. “Now Adam is echad, unique. Memenu, from within himself, he knows the 
difference between right and wrong.’ The human species is unique in the world, in that 
humans use their own intelligence and reason to distinguish good and evil.  
 
So too those who have done wrong and then performed teshuvah have reached a new 
level: from within themselves, they know the true difference between right and wrong. It 
is this unique human ability to know the difference between right and wrong which 
makes teshuvah transformational.  
 
 
 


