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Forgiveness  

 
When they came to the place that is called The Skull, they crucified Jesus there with the criminals, one on 
his right and one on his left. Then Jesus said, "Father, forgive them; for they do not know what they are 
doing."  
Luke 23:33-34  
 
I once heard a professor of religion liken the core values that all world religions share to 
a set of cards. Each religion, he said, has the complete set of values. Where they differ 
is in the ordering of them, which values—or cards—they place on top in terms of priority 
and importance.  
 
Yet the uniqueness and strength of each spiritual path is revealed, in part, by the 
particular value it considers to be of greatest importance. In Buddhism, the central 
spiritual value is detachment, the acceptance of suffering as the path to enlightenment. 
In Judaism, it is the sacredness of all life, striving to be faithful to God in the details of 
everyday living. In Islam, the core value is surrender to will of God. And in many Native 
American traditions, it is reverence for the earth, seeing all creation as holy.  
 
On this, the last Sunday of the Christian calendar, the essence of Jesus’ ministry is 
revealed to us. From the cross, Jesus reveals Christianity’s core value and spiritual 
cornerstone: forgiveness. His words--Father, forgive them, for they don’t know what 
they are doing--underscore the primary message and the central metaphor of his life. 
He taught forgiveness in parables, most notably that of the Prodigal Son. When Peter 
asked him how many times he was expected to forgive, Jesus’ reply was, in essence, if 
you’re keeping track, you’ve missed the point. He himself forgave others, lavishly and 
often. Remember how he once stopped a crowd about to stone a woman caught in the 
act of adultery by saying, “Let the one who is without sin cast the first stone.” And when 
at dinner with a Pharisee who mocked a prostitute who had come to anoint Jesus’ head 
with oil, Jesus said, “they who are forgiven much, love much; they who are forgiven 
little, love little.”  
 
“Love one another as I have loved you,” Jesus said to his disciples the night before he 
died. He could just as easily have said, “Forgive one another as I have forgiven you.” It 
is one of the hardest things Jesus asks of us, and perhaps the most important.  
Forgiveness is a mystery, one that cuts to the heart of human relationship and history. 
As a parish priest, I used to ask couples in conversation prior to their marriage what 
they thought they would need to keep their relationship alive and strong over a lifetime. 
Rarely did they say forgiveness, which was understandable if they hadn’t yet hurt each 
other. Yet without forgiveness, no relationship can survive what we do to one another, 



consciously or not, by accident or with intention, in ignorance or malice. In the words of 
the psychologist Beverly Flanigan, “The singular characteristic that distinguishes human 
beings from other species is that we knowingly and often without legitimate reason 
cause one another to suffer. Even more peculiar, we do these hurtful things not only to 
our enemies, but to the people closest to us.”  1

 
But how do we forgive, exactly? What does it feel like? What if we can’t forgive, or be 
forgiven-what happens then? I am certainly no expert at forgiveness. I struggle with it as 
much as anyone, not merely how to go about it, but also understanding what 
forgiveness means. And I have at least a dozen books on my shelves on forgiveness, 
each one having something to say on the topic.  
 
Most begin by clarifying what forgiveness is not. Forgiveness is not, according to C.S. 
Lewis, the same as excusing. “There is all the difference in the world,” he writes, 
“between asking for forgiveness, which acknowledges responsibility, and asking to be 
excused, which absolves one from blame. What we call ‘asking for forgiveness’ often 
really consists of asking God or another person to accept our excuses.”  2

 
Nor is forgiveness the same as forgetting, acting as if the offense never occurred, with 
no accountability or lasting consequence. We know it doesn’t work that way. If we have 
been badly hurt by someone, the scars remain even if we forgive. And if we have hurt 
someone, we may be forgiven but we still see the effects of what we have done. 
Forgiving, whatever it means, is not some kind of erasure, nor would we want it to be. 
“To forgive and forget,” wrote the 19th century philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer, 
“would be to throw away dearly bought experience.”  3

 
Forgiveness does not come easily. It happens slowly, over time, and it can never be 
forced. “True forgiveness,” writes the Buddhist Jack Kornfield, “does not paper over 
what has happened in a superficial way. It is not a misguided effort to suppress or 
ignore our pain. It cannot be hurried.”  4

 
Forgiveness is not, therefore, for the faint-hearted. It requires courage, clarity, and 
sufficient internal strength to rebalance the scales of power and authority within one’s 
soul. Forgiveness doesn’t require that we stay in relationship with those who have done 
us harm, but it does involve letting go of anger and resentment. I will never forget an 
elderly woman of this parish who was assaulted by a younger man whom she had 
befriended. “I pray for him and I forgive him,” she told me later, her face bruised and 
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swollen. “But I never want to see him again.”  
 
So what is forgiveness? As the word itself implies, forgive ness is more like a gift we 
receive, than something we do. Indeed, the harder we try to forgive, the more 
resentment we may feel. What forgiveness requires is not effort, but openness. It feels 
like letting go, relinquishing control, and allowing the grace of God in. I’m told that in 
Alcoholics Anonymous, if a wounded person speaks of resentment and an inability to 
forgive another, the advice typically offered is, “pray for the s.o.b. that hurt you.” And to 
their amazement, it often works. Most people describe the experience of forgiving in 
terms of discovery, realizing in retrospect that they have, in fact, let go. 
 
Forgiveness releases the burden of pain and resentment that we carry. It accepts the 
past for what it is and people for who they are. In Rowan Williams’ words, “Real 
forgiveness is something that changes things, and so gives hope.”   It brings, in time, 5

serenity and acceptance, a renewed sense of humility and personal responsibility.  
For all his teachings on forgiveness, that’s the only thing Jesus says about how to go 
about it. It starts within you, he says, and the gift of forgiveness you are given every day 
by the God who loves you. When you know what it’s like to be forgiven, your heart will 
break open and expand, and you will receive the capacity to forgive another. A study on 
forgiveness conducted by the University of Seattle bore out what Jesus said: those who 
found within themselves the capacity to forgive another for a damaging wound had 
themselves experienced forgiveness for something they deeply regretted. They didn’t 
describe it in terms of a direct correlation: forgiveness was simply part of the mystery of 
their lives. When Jesus’ instructs us to pray, “forgive us our sins as we forgive those 
who sin against us,” he isn’t setting up a contractual arrangement with God, but merely 
describing how forgiveness works. “It’s a mystery of mutuality,” write the authors of a 
marvelous book entitled, The Spirituality of Imperfection. “We are forgiven only if we are 
open to forgiving, but we are able to forgive only in being forgiven.”  6

 
The poet and essayist David Whyte describes forgiveness as a heartache,  and that it is 
difficult to achieve “because it not only refuses to eliminate the original wound, but 
actually draws us closer to its source.” 
 

To approach forgiveness is to close in on the nature of the hurt itself, 
the only remedy being, as we approach its raw center, to reimagine 
our relation to it. It may be that the part of us that was struck and hurt 
can never forgive, and that strangely, forgiveness never arises from 
the part of us that was actually wounded. The wounded self may be 
the part of us incapable of forgetting, and perhaps, not actually meant 
to forget,  . . To forgive is to assume a larger identity than the person 
who was first hurt, to mature and bring to fruition an identity that can 

5  Williams, Rowan, “The Forgiveness of Sins,” in Ray of Darkness: Sermons and Reflections  (Cambridge: Cowley 
Publications, 1995) p.51 
6 The Spirituality of Imperfection,  pp.217-18 
 



put its arm, not only around the afflicted one within but also around 
the memories seared within us by the original blow and through a 
kind of psychological virtuosity, extend our understanding to one who 
first delivered it. At the end of life, the wish to be forgiven is ultimately 
the chief desire of almost every human being. In refusing to wait; in 
extending forgiveness to others now, we begin the long journey of 
becoming the person who will be large enough, able enough and 
generous enough to receive, at the very end, that absolution 
ourselves.  7

 
If forgiveness of any kind, in any way, is a struggle for you, then you’re in the right 
place. We’re all struggling here. Just because it’s the core value of our faith doesn’t 
mean that it’s easy for us. It isn’t.  But this is the place we come to practice being open 
to the gift of transformation, the gift of letting go, the gift of receiving what only God can 
give.  
 
One thing about Christian community: it affords lots of opportunity to practice 
forgiveness, as does every other relationship of our lives. And that’s a good thing: 
practicing forgiveness is what makes us Christians, marks us as followers of the One 
who lived and died and rose again so that all might know the compassionate 
forgiveness of God.  
 
So leave this place resolved to practice forgiveness. Begin with yourself, daring to 
believe the forgiveness of Jesus. Then join him, as best you can, forgiving others as you 
have been forgiven.  
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