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FORGIVE, LOVE, REPEAT

Once, I was watching a documentary about Pearl Harbor.  They interviewed a
sailor who survived the attack.  This now elderly man said that he has a bumper
sticker that says, “Pearl Harbor survivor” and it is on a Japanese car.  His comment
was, “The people who made the car weren’t the people who attacked Pearl Harbor.” 
 You could say he reached a level of forgiveness and even healing. 

When Jesus tells Peter to forgive 77 times, he doesn’t mean that at the 78th time
you don’t have to forgive anymore.  It means, that we’re called to continuously
forgive. 

Last week Jesus spoke about forgiveness.  This week he illustrates it with a
parable.  You could look upon all this as an unfolding or exposition on those words
we pray, hopefully everyday, forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who
trespass against us.  The gospel today is like a play in three acts.

Act I is the servant is brought before the king to whom he owes a huge amount. 
How huge?  It would be over ten million dollars.  You couldn’t rack up a debt like
that without corruption.  He pleads for the chance to pay it off which would be
impossible.  The king is moved with compassion.  The same phrase used to describe
the Good Samaritan who sees the robbed, beaten and half-dead man.  The expression
“moved with compassion” means a stirring of the gut or even possibly a stirring of
the womb.  Moved with this compassion, the king doesn’t say, “Let’s work out a
payment plan” but instead forgives the debt.  He shows great mercy and radical
forgiveness.

Act II is the man meeting his fellow servant who owed him a small amount,
about a day’s wages.  This man who should be delirious with joy, is deaf to the words
he just recently spoke, and without mercy, refuses to show just a little bit of
forgiveness.  He suffers from a spiritual or at least moral deafness.  

Act III finds ther servant once again before the king who upbraids him for his
lack of mercy, his ingratitude and even his hypocrisy.  If we receive mercy, we must
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also be merciful to others.  The king hands him over to the torturers.  That seems
cruel but who is responsible for it?  

Radical unfogivness is a type of torture we inflict on ourselves.  This is what
we hear in the first reading.  Wrath and anger are hateful things, yet the sinner hugs
them tight....Could anyone nourish anger against another and expect healing from the
Lord?  Radical unforgivness, resentment, nursing grudges hurt us, can even consume
and possibly destroy us.   What the unforgiving servant is condemned to on the
outside,  is the result of what he has already been doing to himself on the inside.  

Now forgiveness, much less radical forgiveness, can be hard work.  But we
have three tools to help us.  

The first tool is to know what forgiveness is and what it is not.  Forgiveness
doesn’t mean that justice and its obligations have to be ignored, it doesn’t mean that
we have to forget what happened and it doesn’t mean we have to become best friends
with that person.  Minimally, forgiveness means that we don’t wish ill or harm on that
person.  Sometimes I tell people that if you can get to the point that you don’t want
that person to be walking down the street and have a ton of bricks fall on him, you
have reached the minimal level of forgiveness.  Like love, forgiveness is ultimately
a decision and not a feeling.  

You can forgive someone and still be upset with that person, but it means you
don’t want anything bad to happen to that person.  Forgiveness is distinct from
healing which can take longer, but forgiveness can be the first step to healing.  That
Pearl Harbor veteran experienced some healing. 

The second tool is, if nothing else, to see forgiveness as a type of self-care, a
way of freeing ourselves from the poison and torture of wrath, anger and resentment. 

The third tool is to realize the depth of God’s mercy, God’s radical
unforgiveness, God’s love even unto death, death on a cross and to recognize that this
mercy is a gift we haven’t earned but have received, and yet if we are to keep that
gift, we must also give it away.  Christian forgiveness is to imitate God’s forgiveness
in a real concrete way. 
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Yesterday morning someone told me of a plaque she has in her office and has
just three words:   Forgive, love, repeat.   There’s a great deal of wisdom packed into
those three words: Forgive, love, repeat.   Our psalm today reminds us, The Lord is
kind and merciful.  We too are called to be god-like, to grow in holiness, and we do
so by being kind and merciful.  

Nourished by the Eucharist and with lives of intentional faith, may we grow 
in our awareness of how great God’s love and mercy is for us and may we share that
with lives that are kind and merciful.  May the gift of radical forgiveness free us from
spiritual deafness and the torture of radical unforgiveness.  May forgiveness in our
lives lead to true healing.   May we always learn to forgive, to love, and to repeat.  


