Forgiveness
For the Christian there can be no better place to start thinking about forgiveness than Jesus Christ’s own words from the Gospels in what we call ‘the Lord’s Prayer’ – ‘forgive us our debts as we also have forgiven our debtors’ (Matthew 6.12). It is both conditional and reciprocal, just like the saying ‘I’ll scratch your back if you scratch mine’. It is part of Jesus’ message that our true humanity is in being like God, as he says in a more challenging part of the Gospel – ‘you must be perfect, as your heavenly father is perfect’ (Matthew 5.48). All the religious traditions agree that God is loving, merciful and forgiving but there is no point if all that love and impulse towards reconciliation comes from God only. The message of God’s love and forgiveness will not be seen if we do not do the same, and we are not always very good at it, as a story Jesus told shows:
The kingdom of heaven is like - King settling accounts – servant one, owed millions of pounds (150,000 years’ wages) – he was to be sold with his wife and children - Lord have patience and I will pay you everything – forgave the entire debt – immediately! – servant two owed him a day’s wages (£50) – seized him by the throat – pay up! - have patience and I will pay you everything – refused - put him in prison until he paid – his colleagues grassed him up – greatly distressed – told the king – wicked servant, betrayed my mercy – you should have had mercy – sent him to jail – this could happen to us if we do not forgive our sisters and brothers from the heart (Matthew 18.23 – 35). There are some interesting and disturbing parallels with today’s financial systems, and we still talk about debt forgiveness.
God is in the business of forgiving, forgiving is not about power or domination but reconciliation. God does not ask us to pay back our debts to experience forgiveness but to share forgiveness and reconciliation, we have a great mission to spread forgiveness. It may not always be actual forgiveness but the spirit of forgiveness, of bearing with each other, of seeking the best for our neighbour, who may not be thinking about what is best for us. It is a generous rather than a demanding reciprocity – ‘I will give this to you in hope and with love that you might give something back to me’, not – ‘you have already had something from me, you must give me something back or I will break off relations with you’. This unconditional giving is what God offers us, and God truly does give a lot and receives little in return, just being alive is entirely dependent on God and how much else do we take for granted?
But God does ask for something in return, that we recognise that we are all in this together, that we are all neighbours, sisters and brothers, that we are family. That if we have been killing each other the way out is not through more killing but forgiveness and reconciliation. That Christians and Muslims are not natural enemies but partners in dialogue and role models for peace and conflict-resolution. That the Church eventually apologised for its treatment of the Jews and that what South Africa needed after apartheid was the Truth & Reconciliation Commission.
It is easy to forget that forgiveness is at the heart of our faiths – Judaism, Christianity, Islam - and at the heart of being human, it is natural. Fighting is not at the core of being human, it is easy to start fighting; forgiveness can be hard to start with but we need to keep practising and we are making progress even if we fail, if our heart is in it.
Forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors!
