
Twenty Fourth Sunday in Ordinary Time: Cycle A 

St. Matthew’s Gospel 18: 21-35 

The Parable of the Unforgiving Servant: Forgive 77 Times 

You have a 30-year mortgage with the bank for your house and now in the sixth month of the first year 

of that loan, you inform the bank you will be a week late with that payment. The bank responds, “Forget 

about it. The loan is cancelled and the house is yours.” How likely is that to happen? But for God, it is exactly 

what happens in the parable. The debtor wants more time to pay off this huge debt, but the master forgives 

the entire debt and relieves him of any more obligations. That is how merciful God treats us. 

But the parable is not about God’s mercy toward us. Rather, the parable and this homily focus on how 

merciful we are to others, especially those in need of our forgiveness.  

The Scriptures’ focus on forgiveness presents a great challenge of the spiritual life. Perhaps of all the 

Lord’s moral commands, “forgiveness” and “love of enemies” are the most difficult and challenging. We are all 

happy to seek and receive God’s forgiveness for what we have done; and rightly express great gratitude for 

that forgiveness. But forgiving someone else is a different story. We can express our care for the poor with 

generosity, but generosity with forgiveness is a different story.  

Recognizing many in our congregation carry memories of deep pain, violation and betrayal, and 

recognizing everyone’s story of hurt or violation is different, there is no comparing someone’s story or ability 

to forgive with someone else. The homily will present conventional wisdom regarding forgiveness along with 

moral truths. 

Here is some conventional wisdom regarding forgiveness and reconciliation 

What is forgiveness? Forgiveness is a recognition of a hurt, violation, or offense and a choice from the 

heart to release the offending person from vengeance. Forgiveness frees the one forgiving, unburdens the one 

afflicted, and can transform a “victim” into a “survivor”. Lack of forgiveness can corrode the soul and bring 

spiritual death with bitterness and hostile cynicism. We are called to forgive so we can trade this bitterness for 

the peace of Christ. 

 Forgiveness opens us up to the reality of God’s love and the power of God’s mercy in our world. It 

breaks the cycles of violence that plague our world. Pope St. John Paul II once said it in these words, “Violence 

is short term gain with long term loss. Forgiveness is seemingly short term loss with long term gain.” 

Forgiveness makes the person and society more Christ like. Christ forgave his executioners from the cross. 

Forgiveness takes us and the human community into a more Christ like experience of life. 

What forgiveness does not mean? Forgiveness does not mean being set up to be abused or violated 

again. Forgiveness does not mean that nothing happened. Forgiveness means that something serious 

happened, needs to be acknowledged, and needs to be healed and let go. Forgiveness does not mean 

forgetting. Forgiveness does not mean releasing someone from justice. Justice can still be an essential process 

protecting all society and making a definitive statement of what activities will not be allowed. “Always forgive 

your enemies, but always remember their names.” John F Kennedy 

Forgiveness is a choice not an emotion.  Many people have said to me, “I don’t know if I have really 

forgiven. I still feel angry and sad.” Even if the choice to forgive has been made from the heart, sometimes it 

takes a long while for the rest of our humanity to get caught up to that choice. We may forgive even if we still 

have to work through all the pain and anger. The Lord’s words in the gospel help confirm this when he tells 



Peter, to “forgive your brother from your heart” (emphasis added). Choices are made in the heart regardless 

of one’s feelings or emotions.  

Forgiveness does not mean going backward. Forgiveness only looks into the future. An example such 

as adultery helps illustrate this. When adultery occurs, the marriage covenant is deeply violated. When the 

affair is discovered, the impact is devastating. A couple deciding to rebuild their marriage cannot go back to 

the way it was before the affair as though nothing happened. Rather, the power of forgiveness allows a new 

relationship to move forward rebuilding trust, respect and hope.  

“Forgiving does not erase the bitter past. A healed memory is not a deleted memory. Instead, forgiving what 

we cannot forget creates a new way to remember. We change the memory of our past into a hope for our 

future.” Lewis B. Smedes (Christian ethicist) 

 

             How does forgiveness differ from reconciliation? Reconciliation involves the actual healing of a broken 

relationship. Reconciliation always needs forgiveness as a first step. Reconciliation indicates the relationship 

has been healed and both people now have each other’s best interests at heart.  

But there are many times when forgiveness is possible but reconciliation is impossible. In those times, 

forgiveness can still happen even if reconciliation does not happen. This is especially true in cases of domestic 

violence with physical or emotional abuse. People living in a dangerous or abusive relationship need to 

remove themselves and be in a safe place. Often the abuser will use the spouse’s religious beliefs to set up for 

more abuse. “You are supposed to be such a good Catholic. You’re supposed to forgive and give me another 

chance to change. Doesn’t Jesus say forgive 70X7 times?” Guilt is a powerful tool cementing patterns of abuse.  

Forgiveness is still an essential part of our spiritual life but sometimes must be offered from a safe 

place. You can forgive someone from 1000 miles away in your own prayer and still be faithful to Jesus’ 

command.  

Forgiveness can be effective even if it is one-sided. That is, the person wounded has offered 

forgiveness even if the wrongful person is unaware or even rejecting of such forgiveness. Forgiveness is always 

a conversation with God whether or not the one forgiven is in the conversation. Sometimes the offended 

person can offer forgiveness but the offender refuses to accept it or even recognize his or her responsibility. 

The offered forgiveness is still important and is still powerfully effective at least for the offended person if not 

for the offender. Reconciliation may need to wait for later opportunities beyond this life. 

Forgiveness has its own timetable and should not be pushed too quickly, nor should it be delayed 

too long. When there has been a horrible crime and a life has been taken, or someone has been sexually 

assaulted, there is an extensive period of time needed to come to terms with the horrible event and deal with 

initial pain, outrage and fury. For a counselor or pastor to urge forgiveness at too early a stage can inhibit 

needed time to sort through the layers of pain and violation.  

At the same time, the topic of forgiveness must ultimately be raised in order for the violated one to 

begin integrating that into their prayer and healing. Everyone’s timetable will be different, and it takes great 

discernment and care to raise the issue.  

What to do when forgiveness becomes difficult and especially impossible? There is only one answer 

and response to this question. We go to Calvary where the Lord Jesus forgave those condemning and 

executing him from the cross. We go to the one crucified and ask for the strength and grace to forgive as he 

forgave. This is where we go to begin that journey from bitterness to the peace of Christ.  



And let us not forget the difficulty of forgiving our self when needed. We can be so good at beating 

ourselves up. After all we are Catholic! I wonder if we think that to keep God from beating us up, we beat our 

self-up and hope that God gets tired waiting for His turn. We can forgive others and still beat up our self over 

real or perceived sins. We often have a right and need to forgive our self as well.  

The Lord’s love for us will guide us to his own heart, the source of all peace. The Lord wants everyone, 

violated and violator, to come to his heart of peace. Everyone violated or wounded has both a right and need 

to move from victim to survivor and find great strength in the heart of the Lord Jesus Christ.  

“To forgive is to set a prisoner free and discover that the prisoner was you.” Lewis B. Smedes 

  


