Gloria R. Carpeneto, Homily
24th Sunday in Ordinary Time, Cycle A
September 14, 2014
Sirach (Ecclesiasticus) 27:30-28:7, Romans 14:7-9; Matthew 18:21-35; Psalm 103

It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to understand that the message of our readings today is all about the nature of love and forgiveness.  
 In Sirach, we hear that wrath and anger are hateful things that sinners hold onto. We’re told to forgive our neighbor’s injustices toward us, to overlook faults and not to nurse our hatreds.  More than 2,000 years before Elsa the Ice Queen in Disney’s FROZEN sang these words, Sirach told us to Let it go, let it go! As hard as it might be – especially with those whom we’d just love to hate – our own salvation appears to hang on whether we can be forgiving of others. Once again, from Sirach, a pretty clear message – Forgive your neighbor’s injustice; then when you pray, your own sins will be forgiven. Otherwise, as they say in New Jersey, fuggetabattit.  
In Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus actually hearkens back to a Genesis story to make his point about forgiveness. In the Book of Genesis, Cain’s great-great-great-grandson, Lamech, was so evil that one day, when a young boy insulted him, Lamech said that he would seek vengeance for that insult  70 x 7 times – 70 x 7  being a symbolic number meaning that Lamech’s  revenge would be infinite …never-ending … he would never forget or forgive that one insult.  So in today’s Gospel, when Peter asks Jesus how many times he should forgive, Jesus turns Lamech’s curse upside down, and he tells Peter not 7, but 70 x 7 … or an infinite number of times. In other words, every single time you see a need to forgive someone, guess what? You forgive!

Then Jesus goes on to tell a parable that’s both comforting and disturbing. The parable is comforting because in the story, we hear about a king who’s compassionate; who  understands how a person can sink deeper and deeper in debt, until there’s no way out; and who’s willing to forgive the debt in the face of the one who asks for that forgiveness. But the parable is also disturbing  because (a) the person forgiven can’t extend that same compassion to another in the same situation as he, and (b) the compassionate king, we find, has it in him to turn the original debtor over to the torturers until the ten million dollar debt had been paid. And as if that’s not disturbing enough, Jesus then goes on to say, And that’s exactly how God is going to treat you if you don’t forgive your brothers and sisters from your heart. A little nerve-wracking, no?   
However, it might help us breathe a little easier here if we remember that many scripture scholars believe that the last verse in this parable was added by some anonymous author at some later time – maybe the evangelist or maybe someone else.  Whoever it was, they felt the need to point out the moral of the story by putting those frightening words in Jesus’ mouth. But it doesn’t appear that Jesus ever really said them. So take a breath on that one.

The parable stands on its own. We don’t need an explanation; it’s easy to understand. If we ask for forgiveness, God’s like a compassionate ruler who will always give us that forgiveness. But if we don’t forgive  others, there will be a torturer waiting for us all right. But whoever said that torturer had to be some big, hulking guy standing in the shadows ready to put us on the rack? Might not the torturer just be ourselves? And might not our torment be self-inflicted? 
Might not the message of today’s Gospel be that when we hold onto our anger … when we suck on our hurts and our insults like hard candy  … when we demand tit-for-tat justice for every piece of wrongdoing we’ve ever experienced,    when we refuse to let it go, we become our own torturers. We condemn ourselves to live in the very bottom of Circle of Hell, as Dante describes it in The Inferno, where there’s no fire – there’s only the ice that freezes any attempts we might make to move or to grow or to be part of the human race. When we cannot forgive and move on, clearly, we torture ourselves. 
Many of us were part of the Love & Forgiveness conversations held in the Northeast Interfaith Peace Garden several years ago, For four years, we talked about the nature of forgiveness. And if there was one thing we learned it was this – the call to forgive is not primarily for the benefit of the offender. No, forgiveness represents healing for the one offended. Forgiveness is God’s invitation to us to be human, to remember that we all mess up … that even good people are going to hurt and disappoint  one another … that we’re all going to fail in some way in our relationships … and that we can really only be as forgiving of ourselves as we can be forgiving of one another. 

The sign that we placed in the Garden of Forgiveness in 2008 reads as follows: 
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no one can put anything in your hand,
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We don’t need to worry about being punished by any torturers in the afterlife for our lack of forgiveness. When we hold onto our hurts and grievances with  a clenched fist and an unforgiving heart, we torture ourselves in this life, right here and now. So these are just a few reflections I share with you today on the readings we heard for this 24th Sunday in Ordinary Time. I’d like to wrap up by offering each of us a card with a quotation on the front, and a practice on the back that we can take with us today. These cards are from our Love & Forgiveness project. I invite you to hold the deck for a second or two as it comes around to you; around; take a card; and know that it is meant for you today. Then,  if you’d like to share your quote, and/or the practice on the back of the card, and/or any other reflections you might have on our readings for today, please do just that! Remember that in our second reading today, Paul says to the Romans and to us,  We do not live only for ourselves; in life and in death, we are part of the Body of Christ. So let’s be part of that Body as we share some thoughts on forgiveness.

To anyone reading this homily on-line, if you will contact me on gcarpeneto@comcast.net, I’ll send you a set of these Forgiveness cards.   
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