Homily for 24th Ordinary, Cycle A

Sir. 27: 30-28:7
Ps. 103: 1-12
Rom. 14: 7-9
Mt. 18: 21-35
As I prepared this homily, having prayed over the readings, I was reminded that the church liturgists save the most demanding, the heaviest of Jesus’ teachings for the last few weeks of the church year. The happy readings help us to celebrate the major joyful feasts, but the demands of gospel discipleship are spelled out in all their complexity as the liturgical year winds down.

Today’s readings are about power and the perceived lack of power;  about the generous and forgiving nature of God, contrasted with the fearfulness and brokenness of the human being who is not in touch with that God.
The passages from Sirach and Psalm 103 emphasize the forgiving nature of God, and make the point that we must be imitators of that attitude of forgiveness if we hope to be forgiven. 

At first glance, the passage from Matthew also seems to be making the same point. “My Abba in heaven will treat you exactly the same way unless you forgive your sisters and brothers from your heart.  But there is a difference! While it is true that we are asked to forgive endlessly as our God does, Jesus actually subtly turns the emphasis of the story away from the master (God), and toward the duty of the servant - unmasking the servant’s ‘poor me’ attitude as a cop-out. Jesus holds him accountable – and speaks to what was in fact a fundamental principle of his message and a pervasive theme in his mission. He speaks of reconciliation in a way that includes everyone as a player. He points out that everyone has a powerful role and responsibility in the matter of reconciliation.

This passage is really not so much about the master as it is about the servants. The nature of the master is to forgive, but sometimes the attitudes and actions of the servant can serve as a powerful block to experiencing that forgiveness. The gracious nature of the master does not mitigate the responsibility of the servant for his or her own actions. In other words, Jesus is saying that God’s grace cannot operate if one is not open to it – if it is not embraced wholeheartedly! Jesus’ point is that the level of openness in the relationships between the servants sets the stage for the relationship of each one with God.

Let’s take a look at some attitudes which may exist in ourselves and in the systems in which we live that can block grace:

Biblical scholars tell us that the amount owed to the king mentioned in Jesus’ parable was an outrageous amount. It was worth a year’s salary in the economy of that time and place. While the amount owed to the servant by his fellow servant was very small.  We have to ask ourselves – “Can Jesus’ deliberate exaggeration help us to shine some light on how our society demonizes small offenders –petty thieves, drug users, etc, while simply allowing the practitioners of systemic greed to thrive?”
What about race and class discrepancies when it comes to solutions for what people owe (think prison terms)? How do we as church respond to the debt and mass incarceration crises? (When you think about it, incarceration actually prevents people from earning money to pay their debts, and also puts a huge burden on the taxpayers). Are we not called as followers of Christ to raise awareness about systemic injustice issues – to shine our light not only on the very rich, but also on ourselves? After all – everyone, not just the king – are called to be gracious.

Another related issue would be to raise our level of gratitude for all of the blessings given to us. There are people who depend on us. We need to be serious about using what power we have to make things better. As God has forgiven us, we are obliged to be abundant in our forgiveness too. We are called to have a Jubilee spirituality – a spirit of generosity and sharing!

At the same time, it is important to note that forgiveness and compassion do not imply the acceptance of bad behavior. We cannot simply encourage Holocaust victims to ‘get over it,’ African-Americans to let the bygones of slavery be bygones, or victims of abuse to “get on with their lives.’ We must forgive others and also forgive ourselves……and then find the courage to work together to do better! That would be Jesus’ way of reconciliation.

It is very important to realize that reconciliation is not easy – and is prophetic in nature – as in the case of 5-year-old Kai Leigh David of Boston, shot by a stray bullet from hardened street criminal, Anthony Warren, and causing permanent spinal injury.  Asked by a reporter why she, Kai Leigh, forgave the man who shot her, she responded, “I wanted him to tell the world the truth.” Warren, a hardened criminal, had up to the day of trial denied the shooting, but had changed his plea in the face of forgiveness, saying, “I was known in the street for all the wrong reasons, but now I want to be known for the right reasons.” In not unlike manner, Jesus, abruptly abandoned by his disciples at the time of his crucifixion, forgave them and reached out in reconciliation to them–returning as the Resurrected One to greet them with ‘peace be with you,’ and to share a meal with them. He wanted them to be able to “tell the world the truth!”

When all is said and done, forgiveness is a “wholeness package.” It is the gratuitous mercy of God that generates repentance and conversion, and solidarity in the struggle for justice. It is the acceptance that is forgiveness which adequately and wholly discloses the fact that we are sinners, and gives us the strength to acknowledge ourselves as such and to then change radically. The conversion demanded by Jesus is preceded by the offer of God’s love (which is often enunciated prophetically by the victim –the oppressed). The truth is that in order for God’s grace to enter in and operate, we must be open to it. In other words, true forgiveness by its very nature works toward reconciliation or the bringing together of what has come apart. We are forgiven as we forgive. Our forgiveness of others flows from our response to God’s forgiveness of us. Enjoying a gift as truly a gift means sharing that gift with others, and building something together. The preferential option for the poor, as liberation theologians tell us, is nothing other than the assertion that the crucified people of history are the privileged mediators of God’s mercy in the church and in the world; and in so embodying that mercy, the crucified people prophetically embody the Good News that there is another way to live!

On August 12, 2017, we had a fear and hate-inspired domestic terrorist attack in Charlottesville, VA. This was certainly not the first. We remember Sandy Hook, CT, Mother Emmanuel AME Church in Charleston, SC, the Amish school in eastern PA, the killings of unarmed young people in Ferguson, MO, in Columbine High School in CO, the unarmed young man shot dead by police in Minneapolis, MN, Freddie Gray in our own Sandtown-Winchester area of Baltimore, MD….and so many more tragic hate-inspired killings throughout the world! These bruising and horrific events beg for a response – not just from the families of the victims and from those in official positions, but from all of us- a response of forgiveness and reconciliation. One way we can faithfully respond is to go forth from here today pondering what may be the next steps we need to take in order for our own healing and empowerment to take place? 
