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Learning Forgiveness:

A Lenten Study

SESSION 1
| Scripture reading: Luke 15:11-32

Introduction

The Christian faith is indelibly marked by the invita-
tion to receive, and the imperative to offer, forgiveness.
Forgiveness is the fountain from which new life flows
in a wounded, strife-weary world. It can be reason-
ably argued that the idea of forgiveness is more central
and distinctive to Christianity than any other religion,
although most great faith traditions give at least some
weight to it. Jesus” words from the cross, forgiving those
who crucified him in a profound embodiment of what
he taught, reveal this centrality.

Whether the followers of Jesus actually practice forgive-
ness more than persons of other faiths can be questioned.
Perhaps this is, in part, because Christians differ widely
in their interpretations of how forgiveness should be
practiced. Some urge forgiveness as a Christian duty
under all circumstances, while others argue that cer-
tain conditions must be met before forgiveness can be
meaningful or effective. Some see forgiveness as a mat-
ter between particular individuals, and some regard it
as meaningful only in the context of larger human com-
munities. Some believe forgiving is the surest route to
healing for the injured, while others hold that therapy
cannot be the essence of Christian forgiveness. How
do we sort through such competing claims and inter-
pretations? What is the core of this powerful gift we are
called to participate in? And how do we get past some
of our emotional barriers to real forgiveness? These are
the kinds of the questions we want to explore together
in this study of a theme particularly well suited to the
season of Lent, but fit for any season of our lives.

Our aim is threefold: (1) to listen to various voices
beyond and within our own minds; (2) to discern some

Forgiveness is an outpouring
of love from the inner life of the
Trinity, and can only be fully
understood when experienced as
a transforming power in the life of
a human community that mirrors
God’s being.

complexities of this subject, then claim our own bibli-
cally and theologically informed stance; and (3), perhaps
most importantly, to begin a few practices that help us
develop a mind and heart oriented toward forgiveness.

Who Needs Forgiveness?

Let’s start with a familiar parable, The Prodigal Son. We
tend to assume that only one of the three main charac-
ters of this story needs forgiveness. It is, after all, the
younger son who demands his portion of his father’s
inheritance before even a hint of his father’s demise. In
traditional Near Eastern culture, this would have been
inexcusable behavior in its own right. He then blun-
ders forward into ruin, squandering his entire fortune
in “high living” and finding himself broke in the face
of unexpected famine. It is hard to sympathize with a
young man so self-absorbed and foolish. The last straw
to Jewish ears would have been his complete self-deg-
radation by hiring himself out to a pig farmer. Not only
has this son dishonored his father and led a morally
reprehensible life, he has defiled himself by association
with unclean animals.

Certainly this young man needs to turn himself around
and seek forgiveness. His sins are abundantly clear. Sure
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enough, once he realizes his predicament and remem-
bers what his father’s household is like, he undergoes
an inward repentance. His mental speech to his father
reveals first an admission of offense (“I have sinned
against heaven and before you”), then a turn to shame
and humility (“I am no longer worthy to be called your
son; treat me like one of your hired hands”). Everything
is in order so far. The younger son is in need of forgive-
ness and has taken steps that could make his father’s
forgiveness possible.

But this story is not so simple. The father in this tale does
not act like a typical Middle Eastern patriarch, gravely
standing on his authority, testing the authenticity of his
younger son’s intentions and slowly relenting on his
own legitimate grievances. This father acts like a Jewish
mama incurably attached to a youngest child, rushing
forward to embrace his filthy boy, not even waiting for
him to finish his repentance speech. Then Dad orders
up a big party to celebrate the return of this extravagant
waster of wealth. Is the father acting responsibly? Is his
behavior excusable? Does he need to be forgiven for
allowing his emotions to rule the day, for acting without
dignity or justice?

Apparently the older brother thinks so. He is appalled
by what he sees his father doing upon his younger
brother’s return. The elder son feels the sting of injustice
keenly. He has been dutiful, respectful, and responsible
all his life. He has done everything according to law and
custom, yet his father has never thrown a party to cel-
ebrate his right living. What he surely sees is an obvious
breach of equity in his father’s treatment of his two sons.
His father, it seems, just takes his older son for granted
and shows clear favoritism toward the younger son.

The elder brother suffers self-righteous indignation. He
feels aggrieved about how his father welcomes back
the younger son, without conditions or any apparent
concern for justice. We can imagine how the elder son’s
resentment of his brother arose when the younger made
a premature claim on his share of the family inheritance.
Surely resentment grew deeper over the period of time
his brother was absent. Reports of reckless, wasteful,
and immoral behavior must have come back through
the grapevine, shaming and dishonoring the family’s
reputation. No doubt the older brother’s heart had long
since closed toward his younger brother. He suffered
from a hard heart, a sclerosis of love. Did he also need

his father’s forgiveness? Did these two brothers need to
forgive each other as well?

Perhaps we begin to see the complexity of this simple
parable. Jesus seems to want us to grapple with various
forms of alienation from each other and from God. Per-
haps he hopes we will learn to see ourselves in this story
in more than one way.

An Individual
or Communal Affair?

Some would say forgiveness is primarily an individual
matter. Individuals are responsible for their own bad
decisions or attitudes and no one else is to blame. Cer-
tainly with respect to God, each soul must speak from its
own conscience to its life choices before the Creator. The
position promoting individual accountability for sin is
easy to grasp and widely held.

Others argue that forgiveness is primarily about life in
a community of persons rather than about isolated indi-
viduals. Human minds, hearts, and lives are shaped by
communities and in turn impact communities. We arrive
at ideas, decisions, and actions in the context of relation-
ships. Is it then fair to attribute a person’s poor choices
entirely to that one individual? Are not others at least
partly implicated? A failed marriage or friendship is
rarely the entire fault of one partner. This position on for-
giveness is less evident and messier to sort out. Itinvolves
asking what systemic failures within families, schools,
churches, businesses, or governing structures may con-
tribute to personal moral and ethical failures. It invites us
to consider whether we are unwitting “enablers” or even
coconspirators with the fallen among us.

The story of the Prodigal Son suggests that matters of
forgiveness are not always as clear as they first appear.
In this case, both brothers need their father’s forgive-
ness for different offenses. To Jesus” Jewish audience,
the younger brother would be the obvious case, and
no doubt Jesus painted his character to make it as obvi-
ous as possible. But Jesus is also speaking to the good,
upright Pharisees of his time (and ours) in the figure of
the older brother. The subtler message of this story, for
those with ears to hear, is that our self-righteous judg-
ment against obvious sinners places us in the same boat
with them before God. Indeed, our need of forgive-
ness may be greater because we do not see it and can
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Forgiveness in a family is gen-
erally a complex affair rooted
in years of messy personal
dynamics.

therefore hide under the illusion that we are without
sin while pointing the finger at others. In psychological
terms, this is called “projection.” We do not see the dark-
ness within us, so we conveniently project it onto those
we can easily label as “wrong-doers.”

Jesus has a lot to say about this form of sin. Many of his
warnings to the serious religious folk of his day pointed
to the trap of self-righteous judgment. His parable of
the Pharisee and the Tax Collector (Luke 18:9-14) is
told “to some who trusted in themselves that they were
righteous and regarded others with contempt” (v. 9).
Another example is his sharp question in the Sermon on
the Mount, “Why do you see the speck in your neigh-
bor’s eye but do not notice the log in your own eye?”
(Matt. 7:3) is set in the context of warning against judg-
ing others.

Forgiveness in a family is generally a complex affair
rooted in years of messy personal dynamics. In the
parable of the prodigal, we might well imagine strains
between these two brothers long before the younger
decided to depart, strains that possibly contributed to
his desire to leave. We might wonder what the father’s
relationship with each son had been like, or at least how
each son perceived his father in relation to himself and
his brother. We wonder because we have grown up in
families and have our own experiences with parents
and siblings that evoke feelings of empathy with, or
resistance to, these characters.

The matter here is whether human forgiveness is about
broader relationships in community than merely the
spiritual and psychological needs of individuals. While
the needs of individuals are always deeply relevant, the
larger picture is one of human beings thrown together in
multiple relationships that intersect in a complex web of
love, friendship, miscommunication, self-interest, hurt,
healing, and reconciliation.

Scholar Gregory Jones argues that if we start our ideas
about forgiveness with the isolated individual, we’ll get
it wrong. The starting point is God—a community of per-
sons within a profound and mysterious unity we call the
Holy Trinity. Forgiveness is an outpouring of love from
the inner life of the Trinity and can only be fully under-
stood when experienced as a transforming power in the
life of a human community that mirrors God’s being.

A Deeper Kinship Story

Ella Cara Deloria tells a story of life among the Dakota
Sioux Indians that illustrates the less obvious, commu-
nal dynamics of forgiveness. A young man in the tribe
had been murdered and his enraged relatives were gath-
ered to plan revenge. The eldest male in the clan listened
to them talk out their aggrieved feelings and vindictive
intentions, repeating to them what he heard them say.
He then smoked quietly and calmly for a while. Finally
he spoke again to say there was a better way—a harder,
but better, way that they would take. He told them to go
home, look over their possessions, and bring back the
one thing they prized most.

The gifts you bring shall go to the murderer, for a
token of our sincerity and our purpose. Though he
has hurt us, we shall make him . . . [a relative], in
place of the one who is not here. Was the dead your
brother? Then this man shall be your brother. . . .
As for me, the dead was my nephew. Therefore, his
slayer shall be my nephew. And from now on he shall
be one of us. We shall regard him as though he were
our dead kinsman returned to us.!

This “harder way” demanded of each person in the clan a
powerful inner struggle to master pride, anger, and desire
for revenge. But they accepted the challenge, because
they could see that it was deeply right. They realized that
a violent response would only fuel fires of hate over time,
but that the difficult task of taking this man into their
family on a daily basis had the potential to heal them all.
At the appointed time, the murderer was brought into the
council tepee, and given the peace pipe with these words:

Smoke, with these your new kinsmen seated here.
For they have chosen to take you to themselves in
place of one who is not here. . . . It is their desire that
henceforth you shall go in and out among them with-
out fear. By these presents which they have brought
here for you, they would have you know that what-
ever love and compassion they had for him is now
yours, forever.?
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Deeply moved, the slayer began to weep. The narrator
then remarks that this man will surely prove himself
the best possible kinsman, given the high price of his
redemption.

This incident is a story of forgiveness, although the Sioux
elder never used that term. The characters spoke in terms
of kinship. Their act of reconciliation was presented as
a way to make their extended family whole once more,
filling the empty place of the departed with the very one
responsible for his death. It was a corporate act of for-
giveness that was simultaneously a profound act of com-
munal self-healing and peacemaking. The effect was to
reknit the badly torn fabric of their community.

By hearing and acting on their elder’s wisdom, the
Sioux tribe was able to grasp the truth of their humanity
in common with a violent offender. The act of selecting
and bringing a most prized possession from each home
was a way of symbolizing the giving of themselves to
the offender. It required them to acknowledge and act
upon their deeper sense of human identification with
each other.

In taking the slayer into their hearts in place of the rela-
tive he killed, this extended family grasped the need
for their whole community to heal a heart-wrenching
wound on that community. They understood their
common humanity with the offender as a fundamental
resource for reconciliation. Such a perspective is more
often found among indigenous peoples than among
those shaped by the rationalism and individualism of
Western culture. Indeed, such a perspective stands as a
profound challenge to our ordinary way of thinking. Yet
perhaps our Christian faith offers us a way to connect
the Sioux “kinship appeal” with Jesus’ life and teaching.

Forgiveness, Communion,
and Renewal

As human beings, we are all created in the same image
and likeness—God’s. There is a deep well of life from
which we come and to which we return. According to
Quaker writer Douglas Steere, our souls “are intercon-
nected in God, as though the many wicks of our lamps
draw their oil from the same full cruse in which they

”3

are all immersed.”” God made us for communion with

our Creator, with each other, and with the whole nat-
ural order. The Genesis story of Eden paints a picture
of such harmonious relationships, and the Hebrew
concept of shalom—peaceful and holistic wellbeing—
expresses it well.

But if we are spiritually united by virtue of our creation,
we are sorrowfully united as well in our fall from the
grace of such unity. All of us are alienated in various
degrees from God, one another, the created order, and
our true selves. Yet while our broken relationships cause
terrible harm and division in this world, the spiritual
truth of our human commonality remains intact. God’s
love unites us by invisible bonds. It is a spiritual reality
we know and claim in Christ, even though our churches
are often sad case studies in human conflict.

The communion we were made for is the life Christ came
to renew. We participate in this renewal each time we cel-
ebrate Holy Communion. Perhaps it should not surprise
us that the Native American peace-pipe ritual bears some
parallel to this Christian sacrament. Each man smoking
the common pipe is reminded of his own center, also
understood to be the center of each person and of the
whole universe. Do we not also understand that Christ
dwells deep down—if unrecognized—in every person:
“just as you did it to one of the least of these . . ., you did
it to me” (Matt. 25:40)? And that Christ dwells at the core
of the cosmos: “. . . all things have been created through
him and for him. ... And in him all things hold together”
(Col. 1:16-17)? He is our unity who has reconciled us all
to God. In the restoration of communion with God and
each other Christ brings us renewed life. At the heart
of this new life lies the gift of divine forgiveness. Yet in
order to receive such mercy we must first see how much
we need it, our subject for next week.

About the Writer

Marjorie Thompson is an author, teacher, pastor, and retreat leader
in the ministry of spiritual formation.
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SESSION 2
| Scripture readings: Psalms 51 and 139

The Need for Self-Examination

Along the path of his “triumphal entry” into Jerusa-
lem from the Mount of Olives, riding a young colt and
receiving the acclaim of the crowd, Jesus catches sight
of the city and laments over her: “If you, even you, had
only recognized on this day the things that make for
peace!” (Luke 19:42). Forgiving others is one of the key
“things that make for peace,” as Jesus will reveal and
embody in his own approaching passion; the renewal of
harmonious, spiritually healthy relationships with God
and others is the whole purpose of his incarnation. How
do we open ourselves to the magnitude of this gift?

One of the greatest impediments to recognizing what
makes for peace is our reluctance to look closely at our
own heart—what we are actually feeling, imagining,
assuming, or pondering. Engaged in ordinary routines,
we sometimes move through life like sleepwalkers, not
fully conscious of what we experience. It takes a certain
level of awareness to name what we are thinking or feeling
at any given time. But even when circumstances or rela-
tionships are striking enough to sharpen our awareness,
all sorts of inner filters—preconceptions, unspoken fears,
illusions—can distort an accurate reading of our thoughts
and feelings. Consequently, we often react to things with-
out noticing the real motives behind our actions.

If we cannot see how our minds and hearts actually oper-
ate, and how they resist the things that make for health
and peace, we will not be able to admit what alienates
us from God, others, or ourselves. What we cannot
acknowledge we cannot confess, and what we cannot
confess we cannot present for forgiveness and healing.

Awareness, acknowledgment, and confession are the
foundation for seeking and receiving forgiveness. That

Without the Spirit’s aid, we can-
not penetrate our inner darkness.
Our lives are like icebergs; what we
know on the surface is a small frac-
tion of what lies below the water
level of waking consciousness.

is why self-examination is one of the chief spiritual exer-
cises of the Christian life, especially fitting for Lenten
practice. Self-examination is the spiritual art of paying
close attention to the dynamics of our hearts and minds.
It requires of us nondefensive honesty and humility
before God.

Two fundamental truths undergird the practice of
self-examination:'

(1) God loves us without conditions. We can neither
earn nor deserve God’s love; it is a gift, waiting to be
received by faith and trust. Certainly we can disappoint
and distance ourselves from God. But we cannot fall
below or outside the web of divine love pervading the
whole cosmos. Until we grasp this truth at the emotional
core of our being, we will not find sufficient courage to
engage in honest and healthy self-reflection. Either we
will feel compelled to stretch the truth in order to pre-
serve some shreds of pride, rationalizing our words
and acts before One whose love we do not fully trust;
or we will collapse into unhealthy self-recrimination,
whipping and cursing ourselves in the punishments
of self-hatred. Neither of these reactions will help us
find healing and wholeness in Christ. God’s absolutely
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unconditional love gives us solid ground upon which to
stand with the security we need for unflinching honesty.

(2) We are, each and all of us, fallen human beings.
There are no exceptions to the fact that we are sinners,
just as there no exceptions to God’s overwhelming love
for each of us. Sin is a deeply rooted disorientation in
which we tend to see all things primarily in relation
to ourselves rather than in relation to God. Every-
thing revolves around the central sun of our little egos.
Whether we tend toward the illusion of grandiosity or
the illusion of worthlessness, the essence of sin is self-
absorption. In its ten thousand expressions, bold and
subtle, it remains a persistent framework of the human
condition.

Without the first truth we could not find comfort in
seeking God’s help or summon strength with that help
to see ourselves clearly. Without the second truth there
would be no need for confession or forgiveness.

Two particular psalms can effectively tutor us in self-
examination, helping us more truthfully to observe
our spiritual condition. The first is Psalm 51, that clas-
sic psalm of penitence used in corporate prayer on Ash
Wednesday to mark the beginning of Lent. The second
is Psalm 139, one of the most beloved of all psalms for
its wondering gaze into the mystery of God’s identity
and our own. These two psalms reveal two sides of self-
examination: “examination of conscience” and “exami-
nation of consciousness.”

Psalm 51 and Examination
of Conscience

Psalm 51 is a cry from the depths of the soul for God’s
mercy and cleansing. It expresses great certainty about
our human need for what only God can provide: the
blotting out of transgression, the cleansing of sin, the
purging of iniquity, and the other half of the equation:
the re-creation of a pure heart, the gift of wisdom, the
restoration of a right and willing spirit. Here is a prayer
that recognizes guilt from the moment of birth, and
acknowledges that all sin is first and foremost directed
against God. It is a penitential psalm of confession and
plea for pardon.

It's a small wonder that Psalm 51 has been interpreted
through the millennia as King David’s cry for divine

mercy after his wretched episode with Bathsheba. It is
easy for us to forget the full measure of David’s sin (see
2 Sam. 11). First he indulged in adultery with Bathsheba
while her husband, Uriah, was off fighting the king’s bat-
tles. Then, in an attempt to disguise Bathsheba’s result-
ing pregnancy, David tried twice to manipulate Uriah
into breaking military conduct in order to sleep with his
wife. When these efforts to cover his tracks failed, David
resorted to a successful plot with his army commander
to get Uriah killed in battle. The whole sorry tale is
worthy of an opera. But with our human penchant for
drama, we easily recognize and understand the dynam-
ics of David’s story. One offense often draws us into fur-
ther ill-conceived acts to cover the first. We soon find
ourselves on a trail of deceit and manipulation, trying
desperately to keep the original offense secret and often
implicating others in our sordid ploys.

Psalm 51 is a vivid expression of examination of con-
science, which is most appropriate when we know we
have committed a serious offense (as King David did) or
when our lives have exhibited clear patterns of destruc-
tive behavior over time and we need regular checks on
how our thoughts, feelings, and actions are progress-
ing. Those who turn to 12-Step programs for help with
addiction generally become serious about this form of
self-examination and know its great value. Recovery
spiritualities often take human sin and the need for rig-
orous self-examination, confession, and restitution more
seriously than many churches do.

Yet examination of conscience has value even if we are
not aware of needing it. Because we are so adept at hid-
ing the truth of our condition from ourselves as well as
from others, it can be a bracing exercise in true humil-
ity to look closely at our lives on a regular basis. We
begin by asking God to help us see what we need to
see about ourselves. Without the Spirit’s aid, we cannot
penetrate our inner darkness. Our lives are like icebergs;
what we know on the surface is a small fraction of what
lies below the water level of waking consciousness. The
beauty of how God works with us, when we are willing,
is that we are enabled by God to see what we should see
and work with.

With the help of God’s grace, we begin to search our
lives for evidence of “the heart turned in on itself”
(Augustine’s phrase based on Paul’s letters).
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Even darkness is not dark to
God, who sees through all
obscurity. Whether we expe-
rience God’s all-penetrating
knowledge as comfort or
anxiety depends, perhaps, on
whether we have something to
hide in the darkness or are try-
ing to see something through
the darkness.

!Il

L

® Where do we feel embarrassed or guilty about what

we have done or left undone?

¢ Whenhave our immediate feelings led us into unkind
words or actions?

¢ Have we allowed others to influence us toward nega-
tive judgments of persons we do not really know?

* Do we accept hearsay and gossip without checking
facts?

¢ Where does deceit have a hold on us, and how it is
expressed in our lives?

These are examples of the kinds of questions that can
help us in a period of examining our conscience. Exami-
nation of conscience is an explicitly confessional form of
self-examination.

Once we have identified some distorted and damag-
ing habits of our mind and heart, we can offer a prayer
of confession tailored to our personal condition. It is a
great release to pour out our heart before God, to whom
we can entrust our most vulnerable truths, in trust that
God’s unreserved love receives us in mercy and yearns
to restore to us a wholesome, renewed life. The heart’s
plea for forgiveness rises from such confession, along
with confidence in God’s ready willingness to forgive.

Examination of conscience and confession can be
wonderfully cathartic, lifting inner burdens that have
weighed us down for years. But there is a broader
expression of self-examination as well, called the exami-
nation of consciousness.

Psalm 139 and Examination
of Consciousness

Psalm 139 also has the character of self-examination but
expresses a very different sensibility. First, the psalmist

is not so much examining his own faults as marveling
that God examines him, inside and out, knowing him
completely. There is no direct mention of sin or guilt
here, but a keen awareness of being naked before God
with no place to hide—an echo, perhaps, of Adam and
Eve’s condition in the garden after eating the apple.
Maybe you remember times as a child when it seemed
your parents could see right through you, and you
wondered how they could know what they seemed
to know when you were doing your best to conceal it!
The sense expressed in this psalm is of being transpar-
ent to divine eyes, being encompassed on all sides by
a God we cannot escape. But there is ambivalence in
the feeling tone—we cannot flee from God’s spirit, yet
that presence is also comfort and security. At the very
farthest limits of human experience, “your hand shall
lead me, and your right hand shall hold me fast” (v. 10).
Even darkness is not dark to God, who sees through all
obscurity. Whether we experience God’s all-penetrating
knowledge as comfort or anxiety depends, perhaps, on
whether we have something to hide in the darkness or
are trying to see something through the darkness.

The psalmist goes on to wonder at how marvelously we
are made, how intricate the Creator’s weaving of life,
and how utterly incomprehensible divine thoughts are.
He expresses great appreciation and awe for the gift of
human life and form. Then the tone shifts suddenly as
he allies himself with God against the wicked who hate
the Lord, counting them his own enemies as if to say
“I'm on your side, God!” Yet the final verses move back
to inward reflection, asking God to search and test his
heart for any evil that might be found there and to be led
in the way of everlasting life.

This psalm is a beautiful expression of examination of
consciousness. If examination of conscience unearths
large parts of us in need of total rehabilitation, examina-
tion of consciousness helps us to get the bigger picture:
the good with the bad.

This examination of consciousness is sometimes sim-
ply called the examen, and is generally practiced at the
end of each day. Once again, we come into divine pres-
ence seeking the help of the Spirit to see ourselves fully
as we are. The focus is on where and when we have
experienced God’s grace within our day and how we
have responded or failed to respond. It is a practice in
awareness, an exploration of the contents of our daily
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consciousness. So we pay attention to the memorable
moments of the day—interactions, situations, activi-
ties—and to our inner state in each instance. What were
our thoughts, judgments, emotions, beliefs, questions,
and observations? Were we conscious of God'’s presence
or prompting in the midst of a conversation, and if so
did we respond in a fitting way? Are we aware in retro-
spect of how God was indeed with us, but not catching
the grace at the time, when we responded to someone in
a less-than-helpful way? Do we have no clue of how or
whether God was present in the situation at all?

As we learn to notice our actual thoughts, feelings, and
responses in various relationships and circumstances,
we may start to become more aware of our physical pos-
tures and sensations also. Where do we hold tension in
our bodies, and what do those tensions tell us about our
reactions? What does our posture tell us about our level
of comfort or discomfort, both with ourselves and with
others? Slowly, we begin to recognize what lies behind
our feelings and reactions and to see when we are being
motivated by self-interest or self-giving, and when we
are directed by fear or guided by love.

In the process of examen, as we find within us anxiety,
hostility, or self-preservation at the expense of others,
we are called to confession. We can then seek God’s for-
giveness and help in seeing more clearly and responding
more faithfully next time. And as we discern moments
of grace in our day where we responded to others or to
our own circumstances with understanding, patience,
compassion, or wisdom, we rejoice and give thanks!
As Richard Hauser puts it, “On our bad days we are
affirmed as forgiven sinners; on our good days we are
affirmed as blessed children.”? There is no way to lose
when we open ourselves to a loving God.

In Psalm 139, the psalmist reveals a broad awareness of
himself, including the potential for both good and evil.
He is conscious of how he has been fearfully and won-
derfully made by God’s hand. In expressing his marvel
at divine handiwork, the psalmist gives us permission to
acknowledge gratitude for our God-given goodness as
human beings. God does not make anything that is less
than wonderful and remarkable, much less anything
that is worthless! We have the capacity to live in com-
munion with our Creator and with one another because
we are wonderful works of God. And every time we see

that we have lived in a way fitting to this purpose, we
can celebrate grace.

Toward the end of the psalm, the language changes
sharply, expressing intense desire for God to kill the
wicked, and avowed hatred of all who hate God. Here
we are likely to get uncomfortable. The psalmist is
surely being very honest, but this is the kind of language
used by religious extremists who see God’s will in their
own hatred and violence against those they perceive or
label as enemies of God. From the standpoint of mod-
ern psychology, we might interpret these verses as an
unconscious projection of the psalmist’s own dark side
(“shadow”) onto those who do not believe or behave as
he does. In our own practice of examen, we should hope
to recognize this human tendency in ourselves and,
before it becomes too deeply rooted, turn to confession
and repentance.

Yet the psalmist, in the end, leaves even these intensely
hard feelings to God’s wisdom and judgment. He is
asking the Lord to search his heart and root out what-
ever might lead him astray from “the way everlasting.”
This sorting through feelings and intentions, this self-
offering to God’s mercy and grace, is the essence of self-
examination in both its forms. It is surely what the Sioux
tribe of last week’s story committed themselves to work
through—each one personally and as a community—in
order to freely and truthfully extend themselves as kin
to the slayer of one of their own.

Learning forgiveness first requires that we clearly see
our own need for it. Self-examination is one of the best
ways to discover how deep and ongoing our need truly
is. Then we can look more objectively at our urge to
judge others, which we will do next week.
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On Enemies and Honesty

As we continue to explore the central role of forgiveness
in renewing our life and restoring peace, we come to the
universal human experience of enmity. We have seen that
self-examination helps us stay grounded in the reality of
our own need for God’s continuing mercy and forgive-
ness. Only as we become aware of our inner condition
can we express ourselves honestly before God. Engaging
in a confessional practice like examination of conscience
can surface uncomfortable feelings— shame, guilt, anger,
and grief. Each of these feelings has a legitimate place in
our lives and prayers. Yet because they are intense and
we often do not know how to cope with them construc-
tively, we may tend to view them as internal enemies.

Our two basic reactions to enemies are fight and flight.
With external enemies, these patterns are more appar-
ent; we are either engaged in audible, tangible combat,
or we are avoiding and hiding from the foe. But with
internal enemies, it can be harder to tell if we are fight-
ing or fleeing. We are often unaware of our enmity with
disquieting emotions. When inwardly fighting anger,
for example, we may subconsciously decide the easiest
way to banish it is to sweep it under the rug. Fighting
to keep grief at bay often means trying to convince our-
selves, and others, that we’ve gotten over it. We typi-
cally resist painful, frightening feelings by denying or
suppressing them.

We can carry the same strategy into our relationship
with external enemies. Since it seems vaguely unchris-
tian to have bad feelings about anyone, some of us like
to imagine that we have no enemies at all. Have you
ever said, or heard another say, “I don’t have a problem
getting along with anyone”? Theology professor Luther

Each of us secretly harbors despised parts of
our own personality, impulses and reactions
we are ashamed of: jealousy, greed, rage, self-
pity, the need to be right, the desire to win, the
exhilaration of feeling superior.

Smith’s retort to such generalizations would be, “You
just don’t know enough people!”

Difficulty admitting that we have enemies is expressed
in the discomfort some Christians feel over portions of
the Psalms, especially the “imprecatory psalms,” which
cry out for God’s vengeance upon perceived enemies.
Even doing our best to identify with the Jews in Babylo-
nian captivity, what business do we have as Christians
saying, “Happy shall they be who take your little ones
and dash them against the rock!” (Ps. 137:9) The Psalms
travel widely over the terrain of raw emotion, leaving
us uneasy if not queasy. They can descend from heights
of glorious praise to depths of vengeful cursing, leaving
us dizzy in the wake of sudden mood swings. It’s hard
to see the thread of logic leading from eighteen wonder-
struck verses in Psalm 139 to the exclamation, “Do I not
hate those who hate you, O Lorp? . . . I hate them with
perfect hatred; I count them my enemies.” Just what,
Christians might wonder, is “perfect hatred”?

Yet the power of the Psalms lies in the permission they
give us to express every conceivable human emotion.
Nothing is censored in the intimacy of prayer with God.
But to pray these psalms, we must first get in touch
with aspects of our own experience that correspond to
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the language and emotions of these prayers. One place
to begin is to recognize that we do, in fact, feel enmity
toward certain people. Most of us admit there are people
in our lives we don’t like. It is harder to acknowledge
that there are people—even whole groups of them—we
don’t want contact with, don’t want to think about, and
certainly don’t want to pray for. They may be people we
work or worship with; figures in government, business,
or industry; dictators, terrorists, or nationalists obsessed
with securing power at the expense of those they con-
sider enemies.

I recall during the Bosnian War that I could barely stand
to think of Radovan Karadzic and Ratko Mladic. But
the events of that time helped me understand psalms I
could not otherwise have imagined praying. For exam-
ple, I could well imagine a raped Muslim woman pray-
ing the first six verses of Psalm 94:

Yahweh, God of revenge,
God of revenge, appear!
Rise, judge of the world,
give the proud their desserts!

Yahweh, . ..

how much longer are the wicked to triumph?
Are these evil men to remain unsilenced,
boasting and asserting themselves?

Yahweh, they crush your people,

they oppress your hereditary people,
murdering and massacring

widows, orphans and guests. (Jerusalem Bible)

With victims of random slaughter from Rwanda to Dar-
fur, I have at times found myself praying the invective
against brute force found in Psalm 69:22-28:

May their own table prove a trap for them,
and their plentiful supplies, a snare!

May their eyes grow dim, go blind,

strike their loins with chronic palsy!

Vent your fury on them,

let your burning anger overtake them;

may their camp be reduced to ruin,

and their tents left unoccupied:

Charge them with crime after crime,

... blot them out of the book of life . . .
(Jerusalem Bible)

If I can admit that my heart fights to keep certain people
outside the boundaries of my love, I can at least begin

asking God to help me stretch those boundaries. The
way I typically pray for brutal autocrats or terrorists is
to ask God to convert them: “Dear Lord, please confront
these dreadful people with their colossal self-delusion,
paranoia, and lust for power.” But then I am really ask-
ing God to confirm my judgment of these people. Per-
haps this is only a bit more civilized than baldly praying
against my enemy;, a tactic admirably illustrated by Texas
Ranger Captain Jack Hays just before the battle of Palo
Alto in the Mexican-American War:

O Lord, we are about to join battle with vastly supe-
rior numbers of the enemy, and . . . we would might-
ily like for you to be on our side. . . . But if you can’t
do it,. . . just lie low. . ., and You will see one of the
dangest fights you've ever seen. Charge!1

Jesus teaches, “Love your enemies and pray for those who
persecute you” (Matt. 5:44). Church historian Glenn Hin-
son suggests that sometimes the only way to love our ene-
mies is to pray for them. Hinson speaks from experience,
having suffered persecution at the hands of ruthless fun-
damentalists. I have certainly found it to be true that we
cannot continue to despise a person for whom we regu-
larly and sincerely pray. Hinson confesses that he doesn’t
find it easy to pray for those who revile him: “imprecatory
psalms have a job to do before I get to the point that I can
pray for my enemies. I'll have to release some anger first
and let God do something with it that I can’t.”

When we release pain and anger to God over people who
seem impossible to embrace with love, the Spirit begins
a mysterious process in our hearts. God reveals to us
the enemy within our own divided self—the wounded,
scary aspects of ourselves we have tried so hard to
ignore, the sides of us that are humiliating to admit.
Each of us secretly harbors despised parts of our own
personality, impulses and reactions we are ashamed of:
jealousy, greed, rage, self-pity, the need to be right, the
desire to win, the exhilaration of feeling superior. These
aspects of our character embarrass us when they come to
light. They also signal our potential for seriously injur-
ing others as well as ourselves. Have we never rational-
ized a selfish motive as something good? Never twisted
the truth just a little to preserve our own advantage, or
to “save face”? Have we never tried to co-opt God into
the service of our own favorite cause or limited ideol-
ogy? How far might we go if we felt sufficiently pres-
sured by peers, or personally threatened?
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When we begin to see ourselves
standing with those who have
fallen into the seduction of
sin—to see, at least, that we are
more like them than we are like
God—it casts a whole new light
on what it means to pray for our
enemies.

Mother Teresa of Calcutta was once asked why she did
what she did. She replied that it was because she knew
a little Hitler lived inside her. To her admirers such a
response may sound like hyperbole but it is consistent
with the witness of all great saints, acutely conscious of
their capacity for sin. Only by God’s grace do we escape
falling, and only by grace can we do what is truly good.

Judgment and Ego

When we begin to see ourselves standing with those who
have fallen into the seduction of sin—to see, at least, that
we are more like them than we are like God—it casts a
whole new light on what it means to pray for our ene-
mies. We can stand under God’s judgment with them,
we can implore God’s mercy for all of us, but we can no
longer simply stand in judgment over against them. We
begin to see why judgment is God’s prerogative and not
ours, and why we are bidden to forgive one another as
God has forgiven us.

Our need to judge others is largely a function of the ego,
our false and fallen self. Recall that the ego creates its
own kingdom in which everything revolves around its
own center. This little realm of illusions is largely uncon-
scious, for the ego thrives best in the dark. It hides its
true motives and intentions from our waking conscious-
ness so we do not readily see its seductions and manip-
ulations. Whenever we start to become aware of its
operations, say through self-examination, the ego will
feel threatened. It will devise one strategy after another
to throw us off course as we search for greater self-
awareness. For the ego knows when it is fully exposed
to the light of day it will die, or at least lose much of its
power to shape our lives.

The early desert Abbas and Ammas (spiritual fathers
and mothers of the fourth through sixth centuries)
understood how central human judgments were to our
false self and what a struggle it was to let them go. Many

of their “sayings” address our habits of judging others.
Here is one story told of Abba Moses, a great father of
fourth-century Egypt:

A brother at Scetis committed a fault. A council was
called to which Abba Moses was invited, but he
refused to go to it. Then the priest sent someone to
say to him, “Come, for everyone is waiting for you.”
So he got up and went. He took a leaking jug, filled
it with water and carried it with him. The others
came out to meet him and said to him, “What is this,
Father?” The old man said to them, “My sins run out
behind me, and I do not see them, and today I am
coming to judge the errors of another.” When they
heard that they said no more to the brother but for-
gave him.3

Abba Moses notes that he does not see the sins running
out behind him. He knows well how unconscious we
are concerning our own faults. It is much easier to see
others’ faults than our own, because the ego leads us to
hide and rationalize our dark side. Jesus addresses this
side of human behavior in the Sermon on the Mount:
“Why do you see the speck in your neighbor’s eye, but
do not notice the log in your own eye” (Matt. 7:3)? There
is humor in Jesus’ hyperbole: if we would just take the
log out of our own eye, we might actually be able to see
clearly enough to remove the speck from our neighbor’s!

We get ourselves in trouble when we begin measuring
the relative “weight” of human sins. To whatever extent
other people’s sins seem obviously greater than ours, we
may let ourselves more easily off the hook. We feel justi-
fied in regarding with shock and horror the “big sins” of
others, effectively keeping eyes off our sins and allow-
ing us to feel a certain measure of self-righteousness. The
desert Christians had something to say about this tactic:

Abba Theodore also said, “If you are temperate, do
not judge the fornicator, for you would then trans-
gress the law just as much. And he who said, “Do not
commit fornication,” also said, ‘Do not juclge.’”4

In other words, the very act of judging another human
being puts us at odds with Christ’'s command. At the
moment we judge another person we become liable
to God’s judgment ourselves: “For with the judgment
you make you will be judged” (Matt. 7:2). It does not
matter how great or small a sin appears to us. We can-
not know that God’s view of the magnitude of a given
sin will match our view of that sin, because God alone
knows the particular struggles of an individual’s soul.
The desert Abbas and Ammas were adamant about this
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point: our human task is to observe clearly, admit to,
and repent of our own sins. It is folly for one sinner to
judge another.

This is a very difficult perspective for us to grasp and
may well be one we do not agree with. After all, the Ten
Commandments seem to elevate certain sins above oth-
ers, and the legal code of the Torah specifies different
degrees of punishment for various infractions of the
law. The institutional church has historically distin-
guished between “mortal sins” and “venial sins,” and
our modern justice system makes distinctions between
major and minor criminal offenses. The idea that judg-
ing the sins of another is as sinful as the other’s actual
sins deeply challenges our notions of justice.

Then again, Jesus’ teachings often challenged and con-
tinue to challenge people to stretch beyond conventional
understandings of law, justice, and custom. Jesus was
constantly being accused by religious leaders of trans-
gressing the law, especially Sabbath laws. The teachers
of Judaism were both repelled and fascinated by Jesus’
relationship to the law. They tested him to see how he
would respond to Jewish law about stoning adulterers
caught in the act, or whether he believed Roman laws
levying taxes on Jews were legitimate. Jesus had a mad-
dening way of eluding conventional responses and cat-
egories of thinking!

Condemnation or Discernment?

As we try to sort out what we believe concerning “judg-
ment,” let’s note that the word carries two basic mean-
ings: condemnation and discernment. When we speak
of someone exercising “good judgment” we mean it in
the sense of useful discrimination or discerning percep-
tion. Discernment is the positive face of judgment. Jesus
told his disciples to be “wise as serpents and innocent
as doves” (Matt. 10:16). The wisdom of the serpent is a
metaphor for worldly discernment, suggesting a mea-
sure of judicious craftiness. Perhaps it implies a certain
practical detachment as well, such as in Jesus’ counsel to
his disciples to shake the dust off their feet when leav-
ing towns that did not respond to their message (Matt.
10:14), or his words to listeners not to “throw your

pearls before swine” (Matt. 7:6). Notice that this counsel
comes immediately after Jesus’ warning against judging
others! Perhaps practical discretion about where to give
your energies, and to whom, expresses discerning judg-
ment and fits the idea of being “wise as serpents.”

The judgments of condemnation are something very dif-
ferent. Condemnation is the negative face of judgment.
Jesus has hard words about this sort of condemning
attitude earlier in his Sermon on the Mount, indicating
that when we are angry with a sister or brother we make
ourselves liable to judgment (Matt. 5:21-22). If we insult
others or call them fools, we subject ourselves to divine
wrath. Jesus is explicitly telling us that angry attitudes
and condemning insults are just as spiritually danger-
ous as murder.

The problem with judging the offenses of others is that
we fall straight into our own offenses. It is one of many
ways that we become like our enemies in attempting to
fight them.

But there is another way—a third way beyond fight or
flight, beyond denial of the enmity inside us or resis-
tance to the enemy outside. It is the way the Sioux tribe
took in making a new relation of one who had deprived
them of a relation; it is the way Jesus took on the cross
to reconcile hostile, confused human beings with God. It
is the way of love. Henri Nouwen spoke of forgiveness
as love’s name in a wounded world. Next week we will
explore more fully the meaning of such love in our lives.

About the Writer

Marjorie Thompson is an author, teacher, pastor, and retreat leader
in the ministry of spiritual formation.
Endnotes

1. Ross Phares, Bible in Pocket, Gun in Hand (Lincoln: University
of Nebraska Press, 1964), 136.

2. E. Glenn Hinson, “On Coping with Your Anger,” Weavings
9, no. 2, 36-37.

3. The Desert Christian: Sayings of the Desert Fathers, Translated
and with Foreword by Benedicta Ward (New York: MacMillan
Publishing Co., 1975), 138-39.

4. Ibid., 80.

Learning Forgiveness:
A Lenten Study, 3

Copyright © 2010 www.TheThoughtfulChristian.com
Permission given to the purchaser to copy this page for use in class.



&

CHRISTIAN

in a complex world

Learning Forgiveness:

A Lenten Study

SESSION 4
| Scripture reading: Luke 23:32—43

God’s Love and Judgment

Pondering the role forgiveness plays in a renewed life
of peace, we turn to the theme of love with which we
ended last week. The way of love, God’s way, offers
us a third alternative to our reactive habits of fight and
flight when we are injured or offended by others. This
path is embodied for us in the life and death of Jesus
Christ. In him we see clearly how God chooses to relate
to us when we offend against the divine heart, violat-
ing the communion of love God intended for us in cre-
ation. Breaking the communion of love with God and
one another is the fundamental human sin in need of
healing and reconciliation. Divine forgiveness is critical
to restoring this relationship.

How, then, are we to square God’s forgiveness and
God’s judgment? The Bible is full of pictures of divine
judgment, both past and promised. While Jesus warns
us about the hypocrisy of judging others when we
ourselves stand under judgment, he never suggests
that judgment is inappropriate for God. Indeed, the
Scriptures are clear that only God, in whom there is no
shadow of unrighteousness, has the right to judge and
condemn human sin. How do we reconcile divine judg-
ment with divine love?

With Jesus on the cross, we see how God chooses to hold
the tension between these polarities. The cross itself is a
dreadful judgment against humanity. It stands as wit-
ness to our brutality against innocent human beings,
our will to destroy truth-tellers in order to preserve our
illusions of power, control, and “rightness.” The choice
of the crowds to crucify a controversial spiritual teacher
reflects a reality we see played out repeatedly in human
history: pushing God’s truth to the margins of human

The way of love, God’s way,
offers us a third alternative to our
reactive habits of fight and flight
when we are injured or offended
by others.

consciousness in favor of the self-congratulatory mind-
set, “me, mine, and my kind.”

The Holy One does not deny justice in response to our
sin; nor does the All Merciful force us to pay a price
beyond our means, since we are incapable by ourselves
of restoring the damage we cause. God neither obliter-
ates us in divine retribution (fight), nor retreats into sen-
timental acceptance of our faults without consequences
(flight). Instead God'’s justice and love are fused into a
single response and a singular invitation. As the Word
made flesh, Jesus takes divine judgment into his own
body on our behalf. He re-presents our humanity before
God, receiving divine justice for sin; and he re-presents
God to us, offering divine forgiveness for sin. God-in-
Christ is willing to pay this price; a just love costs dearly.
Jesus Christ is the embodied paradox of divine love and
justice, revealing God’s grace as a form of judgment and
offering God’s judgment in the form of grace. Judgment
without mercy is brutal; mercy without judgment is
anemic. God holds the balance in a love beyond com-
prehension, incarnate in Christ.

The singular invitation for us is to join God’s project
of redemption, to participate in this quality of divine
love as long as sin endures. For there is something that
endures more surely than sin: love “bears all things,
believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things”
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(1 Cor. 13:7). Nothing but love is finally capable of bear-
ing or enduring all things. This is the great hope and
promise of our faith—that God'’s love will outlast every
form of opposition, that the forces of darkness within

and beyond us will finally relent and recognize that
“Christ is all and in all” (Col. 3:11).

How do we learn to live inside this quality of love, this
holy hope and patient persistence? Christian philoso-
pher Blaise Pascal famously said, “Christ is in agony till
the end of the world.” When we consider that what we
do to “the least” of our brothers or sisters we do to Christ
(Matt. 25:40) and observe what we as human beings
actually do to one another generation upon generation,
we must recognize that God’s redemption is a work in
progress as well as a gift given for all time. It is “already
but not yet,” to borrow the phrase often used to describe
our situation between Christ’s first and second coming.
How do we participate in God’s ongoing redemption of
a world awash in self-absorption?

The Spirit of Repentance

As we have already seen, our first task is to seek to extri-
cate ourselves from that self-absorption. The first order
of business is not to forgive others, but to receive the for-
giveness God offers us in the agonizingly outstretched
arms of Christ on the cross. Exploring self-examination
and our need for confession has moved us in this direc-
tion. Looking hard at our human impulse to judge, and
acknowledging our need to attend to our own faults, has
taken us a step further. We have yet to explore the deeper
spirit of repentance, one of the key practices of Lent.

The word used most consistently for repentance in the
New Testament is metanoia. It is a combination of two
Greek words, meta, which means “beyond” and nous or
“mind.” Repentance means adopting a new “mind-set,”
going beyond our ordinary ways of thinking, perceiv-
ing, and responding to life. Our ordinary mind-set is
shaped by our little ego kingdoms and typically takes
one of two forms: we proudly trust in our own mental
or physical powers to meet life, thinking of ourselves as
“self-made” people who can figure out our own prob-
lems and do things right by sheer inventiveness and grit.
Or we fearfully distrust that we have any real good in us,
despairing of personal power to meet life’s challenges
and indulging in self-pity. But the inflated self and the

deflated self are merely two sides of the same coin: ego.
In the realm of ego, each personal universe revolves end-
lessly around an inadequate picture of selfhood.

The purpose of repentance is to transcend our limited
view of reality. The word metanoia suggests that open-
ing up to God’s much larger and more generous view
of reality requires us, at some level, to go “out of our
minds”—at least as they now operate! Our self-absorbed
mind-set is intent on finding those things all people
yearn for: security, affirmation, recognition, love, and
meaning. But the blinders of ego-need have us looking
for these things in all the wrong places: material pos-
sessions, status, honors, insider knowledge, and gratifi-
cation of physical appetites, to name the most obvious.
The sad truth we discover only with time is that none of
these sources of presumed security or fulfillment have
the ability to satisfy our hearts.

Repentance, then, involves turning ourselves in a new
direction— away from ego and toward God. Disillusion-
ment with our self-made efforts to find life’s satisfaction
is a wonderful prompt. The beginning of repentance is
putting ourselves in God’s hands, acknowledging that
we need what only our Creator can give. Slowly we
begin to see that God has already given us an identity far
more precious than what the world promises. Spiritu-
ally speaking, we are children of the Most High, beloved
sons and daughters, brothers and sisters equally made
in the image of God. Each of us is a unique constella-
tion of personhood, designed to reflect the divine like-
ness in our own way. What could be more astonishingly
wonderful?

Repentance brings us to genuine sorrow over all the
effort and energy of our lives wasted in grasping for
illusory things, all the time dissipated in failing to seek
God’s ready help, guidance, and love. True repentance
carries this wondering sadness along with a powerful
desire to change, knowing that in reality we can only
open ourselves to being changed by a power beyond our
own. We groan inwardly with the psalmist: “Create in
me a clean heart, O God, and put a new and right spirit
within me” (Ps. 51:10). Without authentic sorrow and
desire to be “clothed and in [our] right mind,” (Mark
5:15) acts of contrition are but external shows. These
same principles shape our repentance when we seek
restored relationship with one another.
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If it is possible to go directly to
the person we have injured, the
potential for reconciliation is
greatest.

Seeking Forgiveness
from Others

When, through self-examination, we become hon-
est about our weaknesses, about our pride and fear,
about our part in the sordid affairs of the human fam-
ily, we can begin to notice the people in our lives we
have misjudged and mistreated. We start to see faces:
those we have made no effort to understand, those we
have ignored or avoided, those we have been jealous of,
those to whom we have not kept our promises, those we
have criticized or belittled. Most of our ways of wound-
ing each other are emotional. We withhold acceptance,
affirmation, personal warmth; we exclude and reject; we
betray trust and gossip behind backs; we make snide
comments, dish out criticism, and harp on weaknesses;
we even shame publicly and play games of emotional
blackmail, threatening to expose another’s secrets in
order to gain what we want. Sometimes we hurt each
other without meaning to, simply by being inattentive
or self-absorbed.

As we become convinced that we need to seek forgive-
ness from those we have injured, oppressed, or offended,
the same principles apply that are central to restoring
our relationship with God. Our sorrow for what we
have done or failed to do must be real. Our desire to see
someone in a new way and respond with a more gener-
ous spirit must also be genuine.

If it is possible to go directly to the person we have
injured, the potential for reconciliation is greatest. If
direct contact is not feasible, a letter can be a fine way to
reach out. In situations where we cannot bring ourselves
to make contact directly, we can ask a mutual friend or
third party to make an overture on our behalf. When the
offended person responds with receptivity, we should
not delay our follow-up contact. Even when the first
overture is less than enthusiastically received, it is up

to us to take initiative to try again. Strong resolve and
persistence helps the offended party to see that we are
serious in seeking forgiveness and reconciliation.

This brings us to the matter of apology. It can feel remark-
ably hard to apologize to someone, even for a relatively
minor offense. To apologize requires an admission of
being wrong. This is humbling, but if our apology is
genuine we will need to prepare ourselves to accept
a certain level of embarrassment with ourselves and
before the other person. Inevitably we feel a certain loss
of power and control when we humble ourselves this
way. Indeed, the self-humbling is part of what makes an
apology effective.

According to Carl Schneider, a mediation specialist,
there are three essential components in a good apology:!

1. Acknowledging a particular offense and being willing
to take responsibility for it. This involves admitting
that real injury was done, a relationship damaged
in some way—in dignity, respect, or trust. It also
involves saying “I did this.”

2. Showing a visible feeling of regret or shame. This means
it is clear to the offended party that the offender is
personally affected by what she or he did and is trou-
bled by it: “I am sorry for what I did, and regret the
suffering I caused.”

3. Being vulnerable to the offended party. This means offer-
ing no defense of oneself, standing exposed and vul-
nerable to the response of the offended person. An
apology is offered with no guarantee of acceptance;
forgiveness may be begged for and refused.

The power of apology lies in “the exchange of shame
and power between the offender and the offended.”” A
role reversal takes place: whereas in the original injury
the offender had power and the offended felt shame,
in apology the offender feels shame and the offended
assumes power. An apology is thus a ritual of moral
rebalancing.

What makes for a bad apology?

1. Not fully acknowledging the injury done or not tak-
ing direct responsibility: “If some of what I said was
disrespectful.” “Mistakes were made.” “I'm sorry if

you felt hurt by what I did.” This last tactic subtly

places blame back on the offended and implies that

Learning Forgiveness:
A Lenten Study, 4

Copyright © 2010 www.TheThoughtfulChristian.com
Permission given to the purchaser to copy this page for use in class.



he or she had some level of unjustified temerity to
feel hurt by what you did—that the problem is less
what you did than how the other person reacted.

2. Not expressing sorrow or shame, a lapse unfortu-
nately illustrated in President Clinton’s now classic
nonapology for the Lewinsky affair. Body language
and tone of voice can also betray lack of authentic
feelings of remorse. If it appears we are more sorry
for getting caught than for what we did and how it
affected others, then the apology falls flat.

3. Defending ourselves: any form of self-justification
erases the effectiveness of an apology. The more
excuses we build into an “apology,” the more appar-
ent it becomes that we have basically exonerated our-
selves already. A good apology is brief, to the point,
and heartfelt, with no explanations or rationalizations.

Receiving Forgiveness

We make ourselves vulnerable with others in seek-
ing forgiveness, never knowing whether our sincerest
efforts will be met with mercy. If we do not receive for-
giveness, we need to wait patiently in hope, praying
that an opening will come in God’s time. If the offended
person does offer forgiveness, we should receive it hum-
bly and gratefully, with an inward commitment not to
fall into such injurious behavior again. To ask for and
then receive forgiveness is a healing balm, usually for
both parties. It is a heavy emotional burden lifted from
us that we need not carry again.

When we seek forgiveness from God with genuine
repentance, we can rest assured by faith that forgiveness
is granted. We need not feel anxious or uncertain about
God’s response, as we might with other persons. This is
the good news! The only response we can make to this
ever-available but very costly grace is to receive it with
trusting gratitude and to commit ourselves with every
ounce of our intention to avoid this fault in the future
with the help of the Spirit.

Yet receiving divine forgiveness is not always as sim-
ple or straightforward as it might seem. We sometimes
“take back our sin” to fondle or replay it. If we have
learned to depend on destructive behavior for a sense
of identity, even a negative identity, it will be hard to let
go. At other times we can’t quite believe God would for-
give certain sins or truly love us unconditionally. Like
Groucho Marx proclaiming, “I don’t care to belong to
any club that will accept me as a member” we basically
say, “I wouldn’t believe in a God who could love me
as I am or forgive me after what I've done.” Then we
are holding up higher standards than God’s for our for-
giveness, a rather arrogant posture for all its apparent
“humility.” When we find we have not truly forgiven
ourselves for an injury we caused, we can be sure we
have not yet fully received the forgiveness God extends.
The blockage is on our side, not God’s.

We can only give what we have already received. If we
wish to participate in the generous outpouring of God’s
love and forgiveness for a wounded world, we need to
receive it fully and know from experience both its grace
and cost. Divine love— the way beyond fight or flight—
stands its ground. It has nothing to prove and nothing
to hide. It may be accepted or rejected but will not on
either account lose its character: it endures. When we
take God’s love into our hearts, we have firm ground on
which to stand when it comes our turn to forgive oth-
ers—our subject for next week.

About the Writer

Marjorie Thompson is an author, teacher, pastor, and retreat leader
in the ministry of spiritual formation.
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1. See Carl D. Schneider, “What It Means to Be Sorry: The
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The Call to Forgive

We know we are bidden to forgive one another as God,
in Christ, has forgiven us. It is difficult to miss all the
references in the Gospels to this basic expression of the
Christian calling. We find it at the heart of the Lord’s
Prayer: “And forgive us our sins, for we ourselves for-
give everyone indebted to us” (Luke 11:4). It is embed-
ded in Jesus’ teaching on judging others in Luke’s
Gospel: “Do not judge, and you will not be judged; do
not condemn, and you will not be condemned. Forgive,
and you will be forgiven” (6:37). Jesus uses hyperbole
to respond to Peter’s question about how many times he
should forgive a church member who sins against him.
Peter assumes that seven times would be generous, but
Jesus explodes his calculus: “Not seven times, but, I tell
you, seventy-seven times” (Matt. 18:22)—sometimes
translated “seventy times seven,” a number yet more
unimaginable to Peter. Paul also urges forgiveness as
a basic Christian virtue: “Bear with one another and, if
anyone has a complaint against another, forgive each
other; just as the Lord has forgiven you, so you also
must forgive” (Col. 3:13).

But nowhere do we find a more arresting depiction of
the reason for forgiving our fellows as in Jesus” “Parable
of the Unforgiving Servant” (Matt. 18:23-35). It would
be striking enough, and much easier to swallow, without
the final two verses. The king is the figure of God in this
cautionary tale, and each of us is invited to see ourselves
in the unforgiving servant. It is critical to understand the
monetary sums in this story, or the point will have far
less force to modern readers than it had for Jesus’ hear-
ers. A denarius was the customary daily wage for a com-
mon laborer, making the smaller debt worth about three

The sense in most New Testament teach-
ings is that forgiving others is imperative
not optional. Jesus is not merely inviting
or suggesting forgiveness.

and a half months of labor. A talent was worth more than
fifteen years of ordinary wages; ten thousand talents
would represent a debt beyond 150,000 years of com-
mon labor, an astronomical sum by any standard! Jesus’
point is that we owe God vastly more than what anyone
could possibly owe us. His parable strongly implies that
God has already forgiven us this unbearable debt and
expects us in turn to forgive the far smaller debts of oth-
ers. Moreover, Jesus is uncomfortably direct about the
destructive consequences of failing to forgive others.

The sense in most New Testament teachings is that for-
giving others is imperative not optional. Jesus is not
merely inviting or suggesting forgiveness. Spiritually
speaking we are obliged to forgive one another. But this
is easier said than done, as illustrated by another story
from early desert wisdom:

Certain of the brethren said to Abba Anthony: We
would like you to tell us some word, by which we
may be saved. Then the elder said: You have heard the
Scriptures, they ought to be enough for you. But they
said: We want to hear something also from you, Father.
The elder answered them: You have heard the Lord
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say: If a man strikes you on the left cheek, show him
also the other one. They said to him: This we cannot
do. He said to them: If you can’t turn the other cheek,
at least take it patiently on one of them. They replied:
We can’t do that either. He said: If you cannot even do
that, at least do not go striking others more than you
would want them to strike you. They said: We cannot
do this either. Then the elder said to his disciple: Go
cook up some food for these brethren, for they are very
weak. Finally he said to them: If you cannot even do
this, how can I help you? All I can do is pray.1

Surely this humorous story elicits some chuckles or
groans of recognition in us. Our weakness is rooted in
both human emotion and our reasoned sense of justice
as “fair play.” This week we will look more closely at
human emotion as a roadblock to forgiveness. Next
week we will examine our notions of justice in relation
to forgiveness, and consider various forms of justice.

Normal human feelings can easily block our acting on
the knowledge that forgiveness is imperative for Christ-
followers. Such feelings can abort even our desire to
forgive. In my own experience, I would distinguish
between two basic types of emotional response: (1) I
should but I don’t want to; (2) I can’t yet.

When | Don’t Want to Forgive

In this first instance, there is a distinct element of satis-
faction in feeling resentment when such resentment may
be easily justified. And feeling wounded or offended
is generally sufficient justification. These feelings are
often based in ego needs. There is little question that we
enjoy a certain amount of complaining to others how
unjustly we have been treated. It can be a good exercise
in self-examination to ask how much of what we feel is
legitimate, and how much makes a juicy-good story of
victimhood to elicit sympathy from others.

Let me illustrate with my own recent job loss. About a
year ago, I was told that the organization for which I'd
worked for nearly thirteen years was cutting my posi-
tion due to economic constraints. The news came as a
terrible shock. I had thought my work central and valu-
able enough to warrant more effort to keep me on staff.
At one level, I felt aggrieved and victimized. It seemed
the work I had done was devalued, and I felt the sting
of realizing I was far from indispensable to the organi-
zation. These were simply blows to my ego. I could eas-

ily have wallowed in the seductions of feeling unjustly
dismissed, knowing that many of my colleagues were
shocked and dismayed by what had happened to me.
Their sympathy at times fueled my sense of entitlement
to resentment.

Thankfully, I was aware early on that these feelings
were ego-derived and ego-driven. When I was honest
with myself, a much larger picture held sway. God was
simply closing a door I had seriously pondered walking
through myself for more than two years. My soul was
no longer fully engaged with the position I had held for
more than a decade. I had known it was time to move on
but not had the courage to walk away from a good salary
with benefits in a weakening economy. In this larger pic-
ture, the Holy Spirit was pushing me out of my comfort-
able nest and into a freedom I had been craving for years.
That the decision was made for me rather than by my
own choice was simply part of the embarrassment I had
to come to terms with. Additionally, I was well aware
of the financial stress our organization was under and
knew my position would not have been cut if my boss
had seen a good alternative. There was no animosity
behind the decision, rather much agonizing and regret.

As long as I focused on “what they did to me” I placed
myself in the victim stance where resentment felt jus-
tified. But the moment I lifted my eyes to the divine
initiative that I could see clearly behind surface facts,
I no longer felt aggrieved but relieved! That put me in
a posture where forgiveness scarcely seemed relevant.
Painful as it was to be torn away from a community
of colleagues, and as anxiety-provoking as the loss of
steady income was, I could thank my boss for cutting
the strings of organizational constraint and setting me
loose to explore my calling afresh.

Perhaps my experience can raise questions of the larger
perspective from which we choose to see and respond
to life’s circumstances. How do we see a situation when
we step away from our egos? How broad or high is our
perspective, and what might God’s perception be? What
new possibilities lie within the pain of the moment?
What new life sleeps inside this form of death, waiting
to be wakened? Our capacity to explore such questions
will depend in part on the nature of the offense, the
depth of the wound experienced, and the level of our
own emotional and spiritual maturity.
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We begin to see that rage, grief,
and lust for retaliation can eas-
ily trap us in a self-imposed
prison of hate that corrodes our
soul’s energy and peace.

When | Can’t Yet Forgive

There are times when our truthful response to the call
to forgive is, “I can’t yet.” If my job loss had created a
serious financial crisis for our family, I might well have
needed more time to acknowledge and absorb the larger
positive picture. And had I not known my soul was
already seeking another horizon, forgiveness would no
doubt have proved more of a challenge. “I can’t yet” is a
perfectly honest and reasonable response and may even
be the healthiest response under some circumstances.

In situations, for example, where persons have expe-
rienced repeated abuse—physical or emotional—the
abuser can be forgiven too quickly to have any benefit
either to the abuser or the abused. Abusers routinely
show remorse and ask for forgiveness, only to repeat
their behavior the next time their need for control is
threatened. Forgiveness then becomes a meaningless
ritual, providing little more than psychological cover
for abusers to continue their destructive behavior. They
learn to assume that the abused will forgive them so
they can resume the cycle of violence from a “clean
slate.” Receiving forgiveness glibly, their attitude echoes
Voltaire’s reputed comment: “The world is admirably
arranged; God likes to forgive and I like to sin!”

Serious offenses against the humanity of a person involv-
ing physical or psychological trauma cannot be forgiven
quickly. When we are deeply wounded by betrayal or
violence, it will take time— perhaps a long time— before
sufficient inner healing prepares the soil of our hearts
to nurture the fruit of forgiveness. When a loss is irre-
versible, where trust has been shattered and the heart
battered, when fear is intense and grief overwhelming,
we should not expect ourselves to leap easily to forgive-
ness. In most cases there will be layers of psychological
excavation, inner healing, and the hard work of spiritual
practice before forgiveness can be authentic for us.

Stories of Forgiveness

On the other hand, there are countless stories of deeply
traumatized people who found it within their hearts to
extend forgiveness to brutal offenders. There was Kelly,
whose fiancé revealed shortly before their wedding that
he had been dishonest with her about his past and conse-
quently could not marry her. She was crushed. Yet thirty
years later, still single, she was well beyond bitterness
and self-pity. Though he never showed remorse, Kelly
fully forgave him and found fulfillment in serving oth-
ers. Then there was Chris. At age ten he was kidnapped,
stabbed, and shot by a man who was angry with Chris’s
father. Twenty-two years later, Chris encountered his
attacker, who was in a local nursing home— frail, blind,
and in ruined health. On learning the identity of his visi-
tor, the ailing man expressed his deep regret at what he
had done to Chris as a child. Chris responded by offer-
ing both forgiveness and friendship until the day the old
man died.

Stories like these are not as rare as we might imagine.
We are resilient creatures, capable of throwing off shack-
les of bitterness and discovering more about ourselves
and others over time. The impetus to forgive sometimes
comes from sheer fatigue at carrying the burden of anger
and resentment. We begin to see that rage, grief, and
lust for retaliation can easily trap us in a self-imposed
prison of hate that corrodes our soul’s energy and peace.
At some point, we discover the self-interest of renewed
personal well-being in the act of forgiving our offenders.
Choosing to forgive is one of the most freeing and heal-
ing choices we can make in life.

The therapeutic value of forgiving others is perhaps
good enough reason to strive for this virtue. But less self-
interested reasons surface in many stories we encounter.
The freedom to forgive often comes from discovering the
humanity of the offender, even violent offenders. Chris
could see the vulnerability of his childhood attacker, a
man without family or friends in his last years of life,
companioned only by regret. The young man found
his residual fear dissolving and his natural compas-
sion aroused. Ron, the brother of a victim of the infa-
mous “pickax murderer” Karla Faye Tucker, eventually
discovered the human being behind this dreadful act.
Karla’s drug-addicted prostitute mother introduced her
daughter to drugs, sex, and prostitution when Karla was
very young. She was high on drugs when she committed

Learning Forgiveness:
A Lenten Study, 5

Copyright © 2010 www.TheThoughtfulChristian.com
Permission given to the purchaser to copy this page for use in class.



the murders. Only in jail did someone introduce her to
the Bible and give her something to begin to live for. Ron
recognized aspects of his own difficult life in Karla’s, and
eventually, through a remarkable transformation of his
own heart, formed a prison friendship with his sister’s
killer. At the scene of Karla’s execution, Ron was not in
the witness room set up for victim’s families where he
could have been, but in the near-empty room for the
family of the condemned.?

Stories like these can give us courage and inspiration to
see that forgiveness is possible even in the direst situa-
tions. In most cases they involve a long period of struggle
and healing. Help from trained third parties can often
reduce the length of such struggle. Therapists and spiri-
tual directors may help a person move through phases of
anger and grief more effectively or to see a larger picture
of good coming from evil. Trained mediators can also
help people gain new perspective, especially where both
parties in a dispute feel wounded and aggrieved as is
often the case with troubled marriages. In some instances,
mediators can help a crime victim encounter the offender
in a way that keeps the victim safe and allows the offender
to express regret. Seeking such mediation early can help
reduce the period of trauma for the victim.

One remarkable story of mediation and the courage of
two men to engage it fully may help illustrate the value
of this kind of assistance. During a motel robbery, a
young man named Wayne shot Gary, the fellow work-
ing behind the front desk, at point-blank range. Gary
survived but suffered from physical and psychological
scars for many years. He finally decided the only way
to find healing from recurrent nightmares and post-
traumatic stress was to confront his attacker. So he
contacted a mediation program that arranged for a face-
to-face meeting between the two men with a mediator
present at the prison where Wayne was held.

Once the men were seated across a table from each other,
the mediator placed them on equal footing rather than
reinforcing language like “victim” and “perpetrator.” He
began by asking both men to look at each other and talk
to each other as “human beings, man to man.” Empow-

ered with trust in their basic humanity, the two men
proceeded. Gary politely, but with a shaky voice, asked
Wayne to explain why the robbery had gotten so violent.
He also described how his life had never been the same
and how his family and work had been affected by the
trauma of being shot. Wayne, faced directly with the
human impact of his actions, said repeatedly how sorry
he was for what he had done and how it had affected
Gary and his family. Each man was able to recognize
and acknowledge that the other had lost much in the
aftermath of this violence. Both were empowered with
new understanding of the other and of themselves. Gary
received Wayne’s apology and thanked him for it, which
helped Wayne feel accepted, inwardly freed, and taken
seriously as a person. The exchange was transforma-
tive. Gary came to Wayne’s parole hearing and asked for
his release. Since then, they have appeared many times

throughout New York State to speak of their experience.?

Did Gary forgive Wayne? The dialogue between them
does not explicitly contain forgiveness. Yet because the
conditions of reconciliation were met, Gary’s forgive-
ness of Wayne was strongly implied in their interaction
and subsequent relationship. Connections and distinc-
tions between forgiveness and reconciliation are well
worth clarifying. In our final week we will look at this
relationship and how it fits with our notions of “fair
play” and justice.
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| Scripture: Luke 7:36-47

Forgiveness and Reconciliation

The story of Gary and Wayne from last week raises some
interesting questions about the relationship between
forgiveness and reconciliation. Is it possible to be recon-
ciled to someone without forgiveness? Does forgiveness
lead naturally to reconciliation? Are we still obliged
by Christian principle to forgive if no reconciliation
seems possible?

The conversation between Gary and Wayne did not con-
tain the language of forgiveness directly. It was rich with
the language of apology in the best sense: Wayne took
full responsibility for what he did to Gary, did not try
to justify or rationalize his violent act, and apologized
with sincere feeling several times for the suffering and
loss it had caused Gary and his family over many years.
In turn, Gary treated Wayne respectfully, accepted his
apology with gratitude, and acknowledged that Wayne
had also sustained great loss from his act, namely, free-
dom and opportunity.

In this ritual of heartfelt apology offered and received, the
balance of shame and power was reversed (from attacker
having power and victim having shame, to attacker hav-
ing shame and victim having power). The moral order
of their human relationship was symbolically rebal-
anced, opening the door to reconciliation. Such rebalanc-
ing is one expression of justice. In the case of Gary and
Wayne, the process allowed them to achieve reconcilia-
tion. These two men, who had no previous relationship
except through the chance of random crime, came to a
sufficient understanding of each other that they chose to
share publicly with others their experience of mediation
and the healing it brought to each of their lives.

In Luke’s Gospel, Jesus for-
gives those who torture and kill
him unjustly, and clearly does
so before any of his accusers or
executioners give evidence of
repentance.

More ordinary instances of reconciliation without appar-
ent forgiveness can often be found in family life. My
mother-in-law grew up in a dysfunctional family and
was estranged from her younger sister for decades. Late
in life, circumstances brought the two sisters together
again and they had a very pleasant visit. My mother-in-
law said simply that they never talked about the past.
Their restored connection lasted until her sister’s death
at aripe old age. What happened here? I suspect the two
sisters were weary of old family feuds and, conscious
of the fragility of life, wanted nothing more than to
know one another as sisters again. They had no desire
to rehash the past and perhaps feared that raising old
issues would bring back bad feelings. No acknowledg-
ments or apologies were part of this reconciliation, only
a mutual desire to start the relationship anew.

I believe that forgiveness is implied wherever genu-
ine reconciliation occurs. It may not be spoken, but the
inner attitude allowing for reconciliation involves a cer-
tain letting go of the past, at least releasing how one has
chosen to perceive and relate to the other person in the
past. We might say that a forgiving heart is a necessary
part of any true reconciliation.
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Forgiveness does not, however, always lead to recon-
ciliation. We are complex creatures, full of illusions and
inward resistance to what could bring new life. Just as
an offended person may not accept the offender’s apol-
ogy, an offender may not take in the forgiveness given
by the offended. Suppose Wayne had offered his apol-
ogy and Gary had responded with a direct statement
of forgiveness; but Wayne, acutely uncomfortable with
such forgiveness, had retreated into a shell of shame.
Until Wayne can forgive himself and accept Gary’s gift,
no real reconciliation can occur between them.

Forgiveness and reconciliation are two steps along a con-
tinuum. Reconciliation is the larger goal, reflecting the
great divine aim for our relationships with others and
with God. But it is not always possible for us to achieve
reconciliation with others in this life. The offender may
be dead, in a coma, living in an undisclosed location,
or never even positively identified as the perpetrator.
Sometimes the culprit does not think anything needs to

” //Il

be forgiven: “That’s your problem not mine.” “I'm sorry
if you felt that what I did was a problem, but I don’t see

it that way.”

When reconciliation seems impossible, we are left with
a choice about whether or not to move forward with for-
giveness on our side. Forgiving can be, and often is, a
one-way street. But to accept our full freedom to forgive
unilaterally may mean navigating around the obstacle
of our felt need for the other’s repentance and our cher-
ished ideas of justice and fair play.

Repentance and Forgiveness

Many people believe that forgiveness is not possible with-
out repentance, and that to offer it before repentance is a
travesty of just, accountable relationships. This is the clas-
sic Jewish posture on forgiveness, and we see it reflected
in many biblical texts from both Hebrew and Christian
sources. The early legal codes of Israel are clear about
how to handle sins such as lying, robbery, and fraud:
first, guilt for specific sins must be acknowledged by the
person responsible; then restitution of equal value plus
one fifth (presumably a “punitive damage”) must be paid
to the person sinned against; and, finally, a guilt offering
(unblemished animal) must be given to the priest to make
atonement before God for sin (see Lev. 6:1-7 and Num.
5:5-7). Then, and only then, is forgiveness granted. Con-
fession and restitution are concrete signs of repentance.

The sequence of sin, repentance, and forgiveness is our
cultural norm. We relate to the basic pattern in Psalm
51, where the psalmist confesses his sin, acknowledges
his transgression, and begs God to create in him a clean
heart and restore him to the joy of salvation. The sacrifice
here is not an animal but “a broken and contrite heart.”
We understand Jesus” words in Luke 17:3—4: “If another
disciple sins, you must rebuke the offender, and if there
is repentance, you must forgive. And if the same per-
son sins against you seven times a day, and turns back
to you seven times and says, ‘I repent,” you must for-
give.” At least this makes more sense to us than Jesus’
response to Peter’s question about how often to forgive,
where “seventy-seven times” or “seven times seventy”
comes with no mention of repentance at all!

Making repentance a prerequisite to forgiveness satis-
fies our innate sense of justice. If as Christians we can-
not retaliate or satisfy our thirst for vengeance, at least
we can require repentance. The reason heartfelt apology
works effectively to set the stage for reconciliation is that
is expresses contrition and repentance. It can go a long
way toward restoring the moral harmony that has been
damaged by an offense. Adding some kind of restitution
to visible signals of shame and audible words of repen-
tance is likely to soften our hearts further toward recon-
ciliation. Repentance and restitution show that we are
holding one another accountable for our actions and that
there are tangible and painful consequences for break-
ing the laws that govern our life together. Both common
sense and stable social order support this understanding.

The only problem with our conventional ideas about
justice is the larger witness of Jesus’ life and death.
Luke 17:3—4 notwithstanding, Jesus in the main does
not seem to make repentance a prerequisite for God’s
forgiveness. In healing the paralytic (Mark 2:1-12), he
directly connects his healing to forgiveness of sins. Yet
it is given not in response to any apparent contrition or
repentance on the part of the paralytic, but in response
to the faith of those who brought him. Jesus calls Levi,
identified as a sinner (tax collector), to become one of
his disciples without first confessing or repenting (Mark
2:14, Luke 5:27-28). While forgiveness is not explicit in
the call to discipleship, divine grace is clearly extended.
And in one of the most intriguing stories in the Gospels,
Jesus essentially tells us how he himself understands the
relationship between forgiveness and repentance. This
story, told in Luke 7:36-50, deserves a closer look.
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“Retributive justice” is the norm
in societies shaped by Western
civilization. Our legal systems
depend on an understanding
of justice as punishment for the
offender.

==

Jesus is eating dinner at the home of a Pharisee when
a woman, known about town as “a sinner” (for women
this generally meant prostitution), enters the house with
an alabaster jar of ointment. She stands behind Jesus
weeping, her tears bathing his feet, which she wipes dry
with her hair; she kisses his feet and anoints them with
ointment. The disgusted host, Simon, questions in his
heart how Jesus could be a prophet if he doesn’t even
recognize what sort of woman this is. Jesus, reading his
heart, tells a little story about two debtors and a gener-
ous creditor who cancels both debts. The story bears
some parallels to the parable of the Unforgiving Ser-
vant in Matthew 18:23-35, but in this case, the difference
between the debts is only ten-fold. The point Jesus elicits
from Simon is that the one forgiven the greater debt (five
hundred denarii) will love the generous creditor more
than the one whose canceled debt was only fifty denarii.
Jesus then asks Simon to look at this woman, to see her
for who she is. He points out that she has been engaged
in acts of hospitality and signs of repentance since she
entered. The key to the story lies in this statement:
“Therefore, I tell you, her sins, which were many, have
been forgiven; hence she has shown great love” (v. 47).

I agree with Gregory Jones’s interpretation of this pas-
sage in his theologically rich book, Embodying Forgive-
ness.! It is not because the woman has shown repentance
with tears that Jesus forgives her sins; rather, she shows
repentance with tears because she has already known for-
giveness and thus has great love for Jesus. It is her faith
in his gift of pardon that saves her (v. 50).

Finally, we have the witness of the cross itself. In Luke’s
Gospel, Jesus forgives those who torture and kill him
unjustly and clearly does so before any of his accusers
or executioners give evidence of repentance. Indeed, the
reason he gives for asking his heavenly Father to forgive
them is that they don’t understand what they are doing.
They do not know to seek forgiveness, because they don’t
fully understand themselves and certainly don’t under-

stand Jesus. Christ’s words of forgiveness, from the place
of his greatest physical agony and spiritual anguish, are
the basis of a Christian understanding of God’s uncondi-
tional love. The theme is picked up in Paul’s letter to the
Romans: “Indeed, rarely will anyone die for a righteous
person. . . . But God proves [God’s] love for us in that
while we still were sinners Christ died for us” (5:7-8, ital-
ics mine). It is the unbelievable generosity of divine love
shown in Jesus’ sacrifice that reveals to us God’s love
without prior conditions. Such love by its very nature
calls forth from us a response of gratitude, repentance,
and love. As Paul puts it earlier in the epistle, “. .. do you
despise the riches of [God’s] kindness and forbearance
and patience? Do you not realize that God’s kindness is
meant to lead you to repentance?” (2:4, italics mine)

From these central texts we see that repentance is indeed
necessary to forgiveness but not in the order we had
assumed. It is not that unless we repent, God will refuse
to forgive; but, rather, it is that as we absorb the mag-
nitude of God’s undeserved gift of forgiveness, we can
only respond with heartfelt repentance and gratitude.
God’s appeal to our defended, fearful egos is the appeal
of love. “This is how the gospel, the good news, even-
tually delivers us from an unforgiving spirit. It doesn’t
work by admonishing us. ... It works by overwhelming
us with love.”?

Is this not what we find in the parable of the Prodigal
Son? God is represented in the figure of the father, who
throws dignity to the wind and rushes out to meet his
returning son. Filled with compassion, he embraces and
kisses his son before the son’s repentance speech begins
and interrupts this speech, calling for a robe and ring as
symbols of full restoration of his son’s place of dignity
in the family. The only fitting response of the son to this
generous welcome will be a life of humble gratitude,
loving service, and willingness to forgive others their
foolish and destructive choices.

Are we also hearing echoes of the Dakota Sioux tribe
story from our first week’s session? The Sioux murderer
was not asked to repent as a condition of the tribe’s
acceptance. By their costly and generous act of embrac-
ing this man as their own kin, he will surely— out of a
mix of pure shame and deep gratitude— repent and live
a very different kind of life among them. Surely it is the
power of moral and spiritual persuasion that transforms
and renews human life as God intends it to be.
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Rethinking the Nature of Justice

When we reverse the conventional relationship between
repentance and forgiveness—instead of repentance
yielding forgiveness, forgiveness yields repentance—
what does it do to our understanding of justice? It may
seem that justice as we have traditionally understood
it has no place in this new arrangement. Yet there are
two basic understandings of justice to consider as we
grapple with this important question: “retributive jus-
tice” and “restorative justice.” The retributive justice is
by far the better known.

Retributive justice is the norm in societies shaped by
Western civilization. Our legal systems depend on an
understanding of justice as punishment for the offender.
The way to balance the scales of justice according to this
norm is to impose penalties against the guilty— punish-
ments from community service to prison to execution.
It is sometimes called “the penal system,” reflecting the
assumption that penalties are the proper way to achieve
justice and give the victims satisfaction. Our sense of
“fairness” tends to be satisfied to a certain extent by this
form of justice. People should have to “pay” for their
transgressions, and this involves suffering the loss of
freedom if not life.

“Restorative justice” is more often the norm among
tribal peoples of the world. The value of community,
and desire to restore an offender to a sense of kinship
with community, results in a very different approach
to justice. For example, in New Zealand among the
Maori, four elements of Aboriginal society inform their
approach to modern-day teenage crime: (1) the form of
accountability required for these young people is to be
found by consensus involving the whole community;
(2) the desired outcome is reconciliation rather than
isolation and punishment of the offender; (3) the focus
is less on blaming one individual than exploring the
wider causes of wrongdoing; (4) concern for restoring
harmony in the community is greater than concern for
breach of the law.?

In general, indigenous societies see misbehavior as a dis-
tortion of communal harmony, calling for good teaching
and healing. In some cases this might involve revealing
publicly the offense within the offender’s community.
For the offender, this means the humiliation of facing
daily those who know him or her best. However, the
purpose is not to humiliate the person but the negative
behavior. The community affirms the worth and value of
the person, encouraging reform, but shames the misbe-
havior. In other cases it might mean removing offenders
from a stagnant, TV-centered environment and placing
them in a certain kind of isolation (not incarceration)
where they have no choice but to reflect inwardly. The
purpose here is to teach individuals their weakness alone
and their dependence on the good of the whole commu-
nity, in which they too have responsibility to uphold the
peace. Mediation and community councils are the pri-
mary means of practicing such restorative justice.

What, finally, is the purpose of justice? Is punishment the
goal, or restoration of a fully human life? God exercises
judgment in the service of salvation, grants mercy in
hopes of reclaiming us from the sad spectacle of our sin
and its consequences. God has designs for a future radi-
ant with renewal, harmony, and peace. That is what the
cross of Christ opens to all humanity if we will accept it.
What about us? To forgive is to say yes to God’s future,
creating a path into that hope. May we find freedom to
do so gladly!

About the Writer

Marjorie Thompson is an author, teacher, pastor, and retreat leader
in the ministry of spiritual formation.
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PA: Morehouse Publishing, 1998), 115.
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