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One of the most profound stories in the Bible is Jesus’ parable of the Prodigal Son. It’s profound firstly because of picture it paints about God. God is like the waiting father in the story who gives his son the freedom to make his own mistakes, even when he knows the damage it might cause - the pain and anguish born by those the prodigal leaves behind. Its profound also because of the powerful message it holds before us about forgiveness and the nature of love. The father is the still centre in that story, who waits in hope for his son to come to his senses and return. The father is also the one who gives the rest of his property to his elder son, and gently but firmly shows his love to him, while also challenging him to find it in his heart to be generous and forgiving of his younger brother. However, what we often miss is the way the father engages with his neighbours and wider community, inviting them to join him in a feast to welcome his youngest son home and so accept him once again into their community.

This story reflects just how fragile relationships can be and how easily things can unravel in our lives without the generosity of forgiveness. Jesus’ teaching on forgiveness is central as we find out in our Gospel reading this Sunday, when Peter asks how often he should forgive suggesting that seven times was pretty generous. Jesus’s reply no doubt shocked Peter and the rest of the disciples when he said, ‘Not seven but seventy-seven’ - that is its on-going, its unconditional. That point is also made in the Apostles Creed, where we affirm among other things, ‘I believe in the forgiveness of sins’ just before we baptise someone. The reason we do that is to say our life as a Baptised Christian engages us in Jesus’ ministry of reconciliation, where forgiveness is central. However, we all know just how difficult forgiveness can be!

One of the most powerful books I have ever read on Forgiveness was written by the former Archbishop of South Africa, Desmond Tutu. The book is called ‘No Future without Forgiveness’. In that book Tutu takes seriously the awfulness of what has happened in people’s lives when treated unfairly and the importance of dealing with that even when the perpetrator remains un-repentant. He’s not wanting to make us feel guilty or to become martyrs but rather to learn to let go of the pain of what has happened so that we do not become embittered and so fail to live into the fullness of life God has given us.

Sometimes we hold onto hurts for many years, refusing to let them go. Then we hear a reading from Matthew where Jesus talks about forgiving seventy-seven times, and we feel guilty, inadequate or just angry. How can you tell me to forgive after all I’ve gone through!

There are wounds we never forget, but the road to healing often involves becoming more deeply aware of the wrong done, rather than forgetting. What’s important is that we see ‘forgiveness’ as a process, a way we need to travel for our own health as well as the healing of others. It is a process we need to work on rather than a moment where words are spoken. Words are important when we really mean them, but sometimes words can be cheap as well. Sometimes by saying ‘I forgive you’, too soon, we can do ourselves damage because we are not ready to forgive, and while we say the words, deep down inside we remain resentful and angry. 

When Jesus says, ‘pray for those who persecute you’, he gives us a clue to how we begin this process of forgiveness. He teaches us that this is not something we can do on our own. We need God’s help. We need God to touch our hearts as well as those who have hurt us. We need the courage to do something we find impossible. However, more than anything else, we need to the vision; the goal that forgiveness is possible and the way to life. What helps me in all this is to hear how others have set that goal, and with God’s strength, have made it part of their prayer to work toward that goal, knowing that it is a process, a journey of love.
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