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• Last week, we heard Jesus say to the disciples, "If another member of the 
church sins against you…”  As we saw, Jesus’ words about that challenge 1

had to do with reconciliation. 

• Today’s passage from Matthew immediately follows last week’s reading. In it, 
we hear Peter say something similar: “Lord, if another member of the church 
sins against me, how often should I forgive? As many as seven times?” Jesus 
replies, “Not seven times, but, I tell you, seventy-seven times.” Clearly, Jesus’ 
words here have to do with forgiveness. 

• We can put these two readings together, one directed towards 
reconciliation, the other directed towards forgiveness. Seeing them 
together, we perceive how Jesus begins by describing the way persons in 
the Church, and the Church itself, can participate in reconciliation. His 
teaching helps us overcome breaks in relationships, caused by differences 
and sin. Jesus urges as, as members of His Body, to persist in seeking 
reconciliation, always in relation to truth.  

• Why, then, does Peter approach Jesus to ask how often we should forgive? 
Peter seems to be asking about something slightly different from the 
reconciliation process that Jesus has just commended to them. For, if 
people are reconciled, why would they still need to forgive? 

• Peter is asking about a further dimension of human spiritual experience, 
which moves forward from practicing reconciliation. In human social 
experience, reconciliation happens between people; we take steps toward 
reconciliation; and, in the process, we achieve varying degrees of 
reconciliation. Yet, forgiveness emerges from within a person, and extends 
to another person. And, we either forgive others, or, we don’t ~ we never 
partially-forgive people or their actions. Genuine reconciliation may be 
incompletely achieved, but real forgiveness is never partial. 
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• This helps us notice something paradoxical: that reconciliation can happen 
between two people without either of them deciding to forgive the other. In 
other words, people can engage in acts of reconciliation, especially public 
reconciliation, without inwardly forgiving one another.  

• Let me give you an example. Suppose we were church members living in 
Charlottesville, a couple of weeks ago. And suppose we felt called to 
encourage reconciliation right after the violence that occurred there. And 
just suppose we could gather a bunch of folks from both sides of the 
conflict. We might stand between them, and encourage them to set aside 
their strong words and their antipathy toward the other side. And we might 
call upon folks on each side to come together, and shake hands. Now, as 
improbable as this may seem, it’s not impossible to imagine that at least 
some of them might make the gesture. Nevertheless, even if those 
adversaries could bring themselves to model the behavior of reconciliation, 
wouldn’t at least some of them still feel bitterness, hurt and anger? I can 
easily imagine some of them saying, “Well - I’m willing to be more open to 
the other side. But I can never forgive them for what they have done!” 

• This hypothetical example helps us see that, though acts of reconciliation 
and choosing to forgive may be connected, they are not the same thing. 

• Consider Peter’s question, and Jesus’ answer to it. “If another member of the 
church sins against me, how often should I forgive?” Jesus’ response points 
to the real issue. Jesus is saying to Peter, “you should forgive more times 
than the number of grievances you have counted, and which you obviously 
remember.” We often assume that forgiveness means forgetting, and there 
is some wisdom to this. When we forgive a sin, an offense or a grievance 
that another person has caused us, we no longer need to remember it. But it 
doesn’t mean we then always forget it! 
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• Memories can evoke joy. And memories can arouse regret. Regretful 
memories often stem from things we’ve done, and about which we’re 
repentant. They also stem from things that other people have done to us, 
things we find hard to forgive. Memory, and our need to forgive, are often 
intertwined. We find it hard to distinguish between reconciliation, 
forgiveness and remembering, precisely because we assume that if we 
forgive, the matter is forgotten. After a horrible injustice against a family 
member, a relative is sometimes heard to say, “I can never forgive the 
perpetrator, because I will never forget the act.” 

• Behind Jesus’ answer to Peter’s question is a critical insight. Forgiveness is 
not a sentiment, nor a feeling; forgiveness is always an act of the will. We 
choose to forgive, even if it’s sometimes prompted by charitable feelings. 
Since we choose to forgive, forgiving another person is a morally good act, 
and one recognized in many traditions. We therefore shouldn't be surprised 
if we remember some of the offenses we have forgiven. We’re especially 
likely to remember forgiving others, when we have surmounted our strong 
reluctance, and have released our emotional grip on what they have done to 
us. 

• Two principles within Christian faith bear upon memory and forgiveness. 
First, for believers, ‘the facts are always friendly.” By that, I mean that no 
aspect of human experience and the material world is beyond God's 
redemptive and transformative grasp. This includes the horrific events that 
happened on 9/11 (which we remembered this past week), as well as the 
more recent terrorist killings of innocent people. These events have power 
to haunt memory, and involve facts that we would never, ordinarily, describe 
as ‘friendly.’ Nevertheless, the dark evil present even in these events is not 
beyond God’s redemptive transformation. 
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• Second, God’s healing power is at work, to transform our hearts and our 
minds. Memory, and more specifically painful memories, can be healed. 
Many people find Bible miracles and healings difficult to accept as written. 
Yet, for those of us fully prepared to believe that Jesus healed folks from 
things like leprosy and blindness, we still find another thing hard to accept ~ 
that God, through Jesus and the Holy Spirit, can heal our hearts and minds! 
But the limitedness of our imagination does not amount to a limitedness in 
God’s power. 

• Consider how, in one respect, many Resurrection images of Jesus resemble 
Crucifixion images of him. Jesus’ wounds are evident in both. Resurrection 
images of Jesus often show his wounds as still there, transformed, and not 
erased. Christians speak of his death and resurrection as having eradicated 
the power of sin, and as having brought healing to human nature. In this 
way, Christians remember Jesus’ saving work, and in particular, we 
remember his actions at the Last Supper, and on the next day. So, why then, 
do we find it so hard to connect the themes of memory, forgiveness and 
healing, especially in relation to sin? Particularly given that we remember the 
example of the crucified one, who forgave those who tortured and killed 
him. 

• This point lies at the heart of Peter’s question ~ ‘how often should I forgive?’ 
At first, his question seems to be about ‘that other guy,’ and the extent of the 
hurt he has done to me. Yet, more perceptively, we see the question is about 
us, and our unwillingness to let that hurt go. ‘Letting it go’ does not 
necessarily mean forgetting about it. More likely, it may mean remembering 
our hurt in a new way. I start with my ‘injured sense of right.’ But, I move on, 
on to a bigger awareness of how God sorts things out. This helps me see 
how formerly-troubling things are renewed with transformed perception. My 
‘new awareness’ follows from acts of forgiving. 
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• All of us have personally struggled to experience this transformation. And 
yet, we begin to experience healing when we practice forgiveness. 

• This gives us hope. We can hope and pray that our memories of being 
injured by others will be transformed into remembered moments of Grace. 
This is possible because forgiveness is God’s good work. And God always 
give us the Grace of healing ~ especially in our relationships! 

Matthew 18:21-35 

Peter came and said to Jesus, “Lord, if another member of the church sins against me, how 
often should I forgive? As many as seven times?” Jesus said to him, “Not seven times, but, I 
tell you, seventy-seven times. 

“For this reason the kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who wished to settle 
accounts with his slaves. When he began the reckoning, one who owed him ten thousand 
talents was brought to him; and, as he could not pay, his lord ordered him to be sold, 
together with his wife and children and all his possessions, and payment to be made. So the 
slave fell on his knees before him, saying, ‘Have patience with me, and I will pay you 
everything.’ And out of pity for him, the lord of that slave released him and forgave him the 
debt. But that same slave, as he went out, came upon one of his fellow slaves who owed 
him a hundred denarii; and seizing him by the throat, he said, ‘Pay what you owe.’ Then his 
fellow slave fell down and pleaded with him, ‘Have patience with me, and I will pay you.’ 
But he refused; then he went and threw him into prison until he would pay the debt. When 
his fellow slaves saw what had happened, they were greatly distressed, and they went and 
reported to their lord all that had taken place. Then his lord summoned him and said to him, 
‘You wicked slave! I forgave you all that debt because you pleaded with me. Should you not 
have had mercy on your fellow slave, as I had mercy on you?’ And in anger his lord handed 
him over to be tortured until he would pay his entire debt. So my heavenly Father will also 
do to every one of you, if you do not forgive your brother or sister from your heart.” 

  

Notes: 

 Both of these Gospel readings, the one for last week and the one for today, come from Matthew 18.1
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