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Forgive us as we forgive
By Jerri Kumm, LP
Our Gospel Lesson for today from Matthew is one that we’ve heard so often we can nearly recite it.  Peter asks Jesus the question, “How many times should we forgive our brother who is sinning against  - seven times perhaps?”  Now rabbis often counseled that one should forgive another up to three times and then be done with it, so Peter was being generous with his forgiveness when he suggested seven times.


But Jesus tells him that one should forgive much more than that – seven times 70.   But what Jesus is actually saying is that one should not keep count of the times he forgives, but that one should forgive an infinite number of times.

Well, who wants to do that?  Someone has wronged me.  I’m on the right side and the other person is just plain wrong!  Don’t I have a right to be angry at someone who has done me harm?  And pray tell, why on earth should I forgive him or her after I’ve worked up such a huge anger toward them?  I don’t know about you, but when I get going and my blood is “up” as they say, I don’t want to “calm down” and forgive.  My blood pressure is probably 160/100 but I’m mad and justifiably so!


Well o.k. then.  Now what?  I’ve expended my dose of righteous anger and it hasn’t changed a thing.  The other person is still wrong and I’m still right, but so what?  Whatever he/she has done is done and there’s nothing we can do about it!  Things said can’t be unsaid, things done can’t be undone, so how do we deal with those who sin against us?  We forgive them.

 The Greek word for forgive aphiemi (a-fee-amy) or to let go, free from bondage.    That anger, righteous or not, that we want so desperately to hold on to is holding us in bondage.   Haven’t you heard it said, “You’re only hurting yourself?”

The person who has committed the sin against us may or may not be sorry for their hurt, that is to say, they may repent but we can’t make them.           I tried to teach my children something I did not learn in my youth.  It is a fundamental truth that if we grow up, we eventually have to recognize and that is this:  As people, we have no control over what another person thinks, says, or does.  Think about it.  We may try and influence them, we may try and change their mind about something, but ultimately we have no control over the thoughts, words or actions of another human being.


Therefore since we have no control of  their words or actions- all we can do is react.  If those words or action, hurt us in some way, our first reaction might be anger –we might want to lash out and hurt them back.  But revenge is wrong, and, here’s the thing, it doesn’t hurt them – it hurts us.

So how on earth are we supposed to forgive someone who’s hurt us so badly and why should we?  The answer is in our Gospel lesson for today:  Jesus tells the parable of the king and his servant who owed him a lot of money.  The king’s initial reaction was to sell the slave, his wife and family together with all of his possessions in order to satisfy his debt.  But the servant begged for a little time in which to pay and finally the king relented and forgave the man his debt, and sent him on his way.  

But the slave soon meets up with a man his peer who owes him money and he demands that the man pay him immediately.    The man begs in the same manner as he himself had begged the king,  for time to come up with the money.   But the king’s servant does not forgive his peer his debt as the king had just forgiven him and he has the other man be thrown into prison until he pays up.  

When the king gets wind of this development, he calls his slave on the carpet and chastises him severely – then he has him tortured until he can pay his entire debt.   


Our Christian upbringing teaches us to forgive from the heart.  What exactly does that mean?  Well, there’s a difference between saying, “sorry” when your mother demands that you apologize to your sister for hitting her with a stick, and truly being sorry that you hit your sister with a stick.  By the same token, there is a big difference between saying, “I forgive you” and thinking – “I’m really mad that you hit me with that stick and I’m gonna clobber you the minute mom’s back is turned” and really forgiving you sister for hitting you with a stick.


What’s the key to forgiving from the heart?  Jesus, the Holy Son, whose sacrifice made Mari, and Suzi, and Liz, and Maddie part of the family of God today through the Sacrament of Holy Baptism.]  If Jesus dwells within our hearts, there simply isn’t room for resentment, anger and revenge.   William Law said: When Christ is everywhere,  . . . wrath and hatred will be nowhere.
           If we don’t forgive another for their sins, then we are throwing God’s forgiveness of us back in his face.  If we expect God to forgive our sins, but don’t forgive the sins of others, we are sadly expecting something we will not receive.  When I have been wronged it helps me to put myself in the other person’s shoes.  I don’t know, and never will, what has happened in their lives that makes them the kind of person who hurts others, but I know there are people out there like that.

Personally, I hit my sister with the stick because she was pushing me around and I was littler than she was – I needed an equalizer.  But I was only 5 years old at the time -  I don’t hit her anymore – and I know she’s forgiven me – but she hasn’t forgotten it!

So once wronged, and we forgive that wrong in our heart, how do we deal with that person again?  Are we really able to forgive and forget?  Is that humanly possible?  Or has not forgetting become part of the forgiving process?  Only God can forgive and forget at the same time – we can’t.   Yet remembering the hurts we have suffered can help us to not hurt others.

As many of you know, my husband, Rocky and I have a little rat terrier named Maggie who’s part of the family.  She’s an inside dog.  Well, one time a man, who can’t stand dogs, particularly if they live inside, was at our house and he deliberately scared her so much that she lost her water on the floor.  I felt so sorry for Maggie, she was quaking and obviously scared to death.  He thought it was funny.


Well, the next time he came to visit, I had to hold on to her because I was afraid she was going to go after him.  Now a rat terrier is not a big dog, but let me tell you from experience, they have very sharp teeth and claws and can do some damage.  She snapped and snarled and growled but eventually she learned to tolerate him.


Now, he tries to make up to her, but every time she sees his pickup pull onto the yard, she turns into a very angry little dog.  She tolerates him, so to that extent she has “forgiven” him, but I don’t think she’ll ever forget what he did to her.


We do reap what we sow.  If we plant unforgivenss, resentment, rage, retaliation and revenge, then we will surely reap that bitter crop in pain and suffering.  Our lesson tells us, that Jesus concluded by telling his Disciples that unless they forgive their fellow men, they will not be forgiven by the Father – just  the slave in the parable, who did not pass on the forgiveness that he had received from the king, ended up paying his debt after all. And every Sunday, or Sat. night, when we say, “forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those to trespass against us” we are asking our Heavenly Father to forgive us - in the very manner we forgive others.  And if we don’t forgive – then He won’t.

Now, as an adult, I cannot believe that I EVER hit my sister with a stick, I love her so much!  But I know I did, and because she has forgiven me - it has given me permission to forgive myself.   The act of forgiveness, though often gradual is librating, forgiving others frees us; it releases us from bondage and makes it possible for us to share in the forgiveness of the Father.
                                                                                                  Amen

