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 “Practicing Our Faith:  Forgiveness” 

 

Last week, Pope Francis publicly apologized to the victims of priestly sexual abuse.  He 

met with 6 survivors both indivually and at a private mass, and begged forgiveness "for 

the sins of omission on the part of church leaders who did not respond adequately to 

reports of abuse."  In his homily he also vowed “not to tolerate harm done to a minor by 

any individual, whether a cleric or not”, and declared that bishops would be held 

accountable for protecting minors. 

 

Pope Francis isn’t the first Pope to publicly apologize.  Pope Benedict and Pope John 

Paul II both publicly apologized.  But Francis has received criticism for taking so long to 

meet with victims, and some people said that his apology was no more than a publicity 

stunt.  A reporter for the National Catholic Reporter, an independent newspaper, wrote:  

 

“Apologies are all well and good, but this one brings to mind two trite but true sayings: 

"Too little, too late" and "Actions speak louder than words." A good apology includes not 

only acknowledgment of personal and/or corporate responsibility for the victim's pain, 

but also a promise to fix things, or at least to not continue to inflict that pain.” 

(http://www.cnn.com/2014/07/07/opinion/schlumpf-pope-apology-sex-

abuse/index.htmlhttp://www.cnn.com/2014/07/07/opinion/schlumpf-pope-apology-sex-

abuse/index.html) 

  

Almost all of us know the importance of forgiveness firsthand.  We know about 

unresolved conflicts or breaches in relationships, and we often yearn for resolution.  But 

thinking about forgiveness, let alone practicing it, can be difficult. 

 

The very notion of forgiveness conjures up painful memories – clergy sexual abuse being 

one of them, but also other forms of violence, as well as larger systemic violence such as 

the Holocaust or slavery. 

 

But there are also the day to day struggles involving others at home, or church, or work.  

Annoyances that seem petty can fester and sow seeds of bitterness.   

 

Most of us probably agree that forgiveness sounds great and we need to make it more 

central in our lives, but practicing it is difficult.  Where do we even begin?  What is 

involved in the practice of forgiving someone – or indeed, being forgiven ourselves?   

 

Jesus tells us to forgive those who have wronged us 77 times.  Now I don’t know about 

you, but 77 times seems to me like an awful lot of apologies.  Plus, not to sound cynical 

or anything, but what’s the point of so many apologies if they’re just going to get you 

more grief, such as the Pope’s apology has done for him? 
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But I’m not alone in my cynicism, because in today’s reading Peter basically says the 

same thing to Jesus: “You mean to tell me that when someone has done me wrong I’m 

supposed to forgive them as much as 7 times?”  You gotta love Peter; he’s honest and 

forthright about the difficulties he has following Jesus.  But he’s also being quite 

generous, because the religious tradition said you only had to forgive people three times.  

Peter figures 7 is generous enough.  “No,” Jesus said.  “77 times.”  Which is really 

another way of saying, “Stop counting.” 

 

He then proceeds to tell Peter a parable to make his point.  It’s a story about a king, 

whose slave owes him a lot of money – 10,000 talents.  Well, the slave can’t repay the 

king, so the king demands the slave sell everything he has, absolutely everything, 

including his wife and children and himself.  Mean, mean king! Well, the slave falls on 

his knees in front of the king and begs for forgiveness.   Can’t you just picture it, the 

slave on his knees, tears streaming down his face.  Please, please, don’t do this to me! 

And the king doesn’t; he takes pity on the slave, and forgives the debt.   

 

The slave goes happily on his way when he comes across a friend who owes him 100 

talents; just 1/100 of what he owed the king.  His friend, a fellow slave, pulled the same 

song and dance on the slave that the slave had on the king.  On his knees, tears streaming, 

begging for forgiveness.   

 

But the slave wouldn’t have it; he demanded that he get paid back. 

 

Well, there were bystanders who saw all this transpire between the two slaves, and they 

also knew what happened with the king, and they went and told the king everything they 

saw.  So the king brought the slave back, and told him he should have shown mercy on 

his fellow slave just as he had shown mercy on him.  The king was mad at the slave, so 

mad that he had the slave tortured until he could pay back the debt. 

 

Unlike many of Jesus’ parables, there’s nothing in this story that is difficult to 

understand.  We might not like it, but it’s perfectly clear that we are to forgive others just 

as God has forgiven us.  But that’s hard to do.  Forgiveness is easier on paper than it is in 

real life.   

 

A slave and a king; one can forgive, the other cannot.  Both believe they are deserving of 

forgiveness.  But only one of them can see why others are deserving, too. 

 

“Lord, if another member of the church sins against me, how often should I forgive?  As 

many as seven times?”  “Not seven,” Jesus says, “But 77 times.”   

 

It’s so unbelievable, we can’t fathom it.  So like Peter, we try to do the math, but the 

math never quite seems to add up.  Blame it on new math, we think.  And go about our 

business, counting on God’s forgiveness for ourselves, but having a hard time offering it 

to others, especially the ones we don’t think deserve it. 

 



As a result, those old feelings of bitterness and resentment start to take over, and 

consume our lives.  We start to stake our identity on being against someone or something, 

rather than for someone or something.  We grow less sure of what or who we love, but 

know for certain what or who we hate.  Like the slave, we want someone to “get theirs”. 

 

The story of two shopkeepers illustrates this.  Their shops were across the street from 

each other, and whatever one did, the other would try to match and, if possible, exceed.  

One night an angel of the Lord came to the first shopkeeper and said, “The Lord has sent 

me to you with the promise that you may have one wish that no matter how extravagant, 

will be granted to you.  There is only one catch: whatever you receive, your rival 

shopkeeper will receive twofold.  What is your wish?”  The first shopkeeper, thinking of 

his rival, said: “My wish is that you would strike me blind in one eye.” 

 

It’s a good thing that God is bigger than us.  It’s a good thing that God is willing to 

forgive.  It’s a good thing that God isn’t very good at math.  Because we all need 

forgiveness. 

 

If we’re honest, we’ll admit that.   

 

If we’re honest, we’ll also admit that we need help in forgiving others.  We need the 

support, encouragement, and help of others.  Because learning to forgive takes time and 

requires us to unlearn all those habits we’ve acquired throughout life; like adding up how 

many times we’ve been wronged and handing out the appropriate amount of punishment 

for it.  We need to unlearn all that math – what do you mean 7 times seventy doesn’t 

equal 490?   

 

It’s a painful process, because we have to be able to speak truthfully and patiently about 

the conflicts that have arisen.  And who wants to have that awkward conversation? 

 

We need to acknowledge the anger and bitterness we feel (which might not be that 

difficult) but we need to express a desire to overcome those feelings, too. 

 

We need to summon up concern for the well-being of the other person as a child of God.  

Which for some, is just too hard to do.  The slave in the story couldn’t do it, and 

sometimes we can’t, either. 

 

We need to recognize that we might be complicit in the conflict, that we might need to 

repent and seek forgiveness, too.  And that’s hard, because we can see the specks in other 

people’s eyes even though there is a log in our own. 

 

We need to commit to struggle to change whatever caused the conflict, and that’s hard to 

do.  And not only because change is hard, but because we’re prone to look back at the 

wrong that was done instead of forward to the reconciliation that is possible. 

 



And we need to confess our yearning for the possibility of reconciliation, even in those 

situations where struggling is the only thing we can imagine.  We need to hope against 

hope that God can make all things new. 

 

Martin Luther King once said, “Love is the only force capable of transforming an enemy 

into a friend.  We never get rid of an enemy by meeting hate with hate; we get rid of an 

enemy by getting rid of enmity.  By its very nature, hate destroys and tears down; by its 

very nature, love creates and builds up.  Love transforms with redemptive power.” 

 

In one of her last interviews with Oprah Winfrey, Maya Angelou was asked, “What 

advice would you give your younger self?”  “I would encourage her to forgive,” Maya 

said.  “It’s one of the greatest gifts you can give yourself.  Forgive everybody.  Just 

forgive.  We ask the Creator to forgive us; of the stupidest things, the meanest things, 

cruel things.  So you forgive.  And it relieves you. 

 

"You are relived of carrying that burden of resentment," she continues. "You really are 

lighter. You feel lighter. You just drop that."  Then you’re free to do other things.” 

 

She goes on by opening up about one of her most difficult trials in forgiveness. "I had to 

get to a place where I could forgive the man who had raped me when I was 7 years old," 

Dr. Angelou says. "I had to get there. And that was a matter of incredible mental 

gymnastics. And then I had to think of what I had done to other people and see how I'd 

been forgiven. Whatever I've done, I've been forgiven, and I have to get, at least, to a 

place where I can forgive." 

 

Rabbi Harold Kushner, author of When Bad Things Happen to Good People, told about a 

woman in his synagogue, a single mother with three young children whose husband had 

abandoned them for a younger woman. “How can you tell me to forgive him?” she asked. 

Kushner responded, “I’m asking you to forgive because he doesn’t deserve the power to 

live in your head and turn you into an angry, bitter woman. I’d like to see him out of your 

life emotionally as completely as he is physically, but you keep holding on to him. 

You’re not hurting him by holding onto that resentment, but you’re hurting yourself.” 

 

Biblical forgiveness means releasing ourselves from the hold the offender has on us and 

not to allowing hatred to eat away at us.  Forgiveness means not letting hatred and anger, 

bitterness and resentment define us.  Jesus does not want those things to define us, 

because letting them define us will lead to a life of torture and imprisonment, just like it 

did for the servant in his parable.  And Jesus doesn’t want that for us.  Jesus wants us to 

look forward to a future that is shaped by hope, possibilities, and the grace of God. 

 

It is time to stop counting and to begin offering forgiveness. 

 

Amen. 

 

Sources: Dorothy C. Bass, editor, Practicing Our Faith 


