Forgiveness to the injured doth belong – the poet, John Dryden
An essay dedicated to the Prodigal Son---------------
   A young boy by the name of Joe was visiting his grandparents. As a present he was given a brand, new slingshot. He had a lot of fun with his new toy. He shot at trees, telephone poles, and fence posts. One day he spotted his grandmother’s favorite pet duck. He could not resist. He took aim. The duck was killed immediately. The boy panicked. He peered around – no one saw him! He hid the duck under the wood pile.

   Unknown to him, his sister had watched the whole drama unfold. After dinner grandmother said, “who will help me with the dishes.”  Susie said, “Joe would love to do the dishes.”  She then whispered, “Remember the duck. I saw you kill it. I will tell.”  Joe did the dishes. The situation went on day after day, and each time his sister said, “Remember the duck.”

   Finally, Joe could not live with himself any longer. He went to his grandmother and confessed. He was in tears. His grandmother hugged him and said, “I know. I saw everything through the kitchen window. Because I love you, I forgave you. Knowing that I love you and would always forgive you, I wondered just how long you would let your sister make a slave of you.”

God’s Steadfast Love
   In Joel 2:13, we hear a beautiful and powerful phrase which is used a dozen times in the Old Testament: “Let your hearts be broken, not your garments be torn, turn to Yahweh your God again, for he is all tenderness and compassion, slow to anger, rich in graciousness, and ready to forgive.”  In other words, God says to us, “Turn around and come as far as you can, and I will come the rest of the way.” 

   Israel sees its history from the exile on as a history of the forgiving activity of God. Israel discovers God’s readiness to forgive in Isaiah 55:6-13, we read: ”…let him turn back to Yahweh who will take pity on him, to our God who is rich in forgiving; for my thoughts are not your thoughts, my ways are not your ways – it is Yahweh who speaks.”  Thus, the qualities of graciousness, mercifulness, steadfast love, faithfulness, and forgiveness belong to the very nature of God and his Covenant. 
Jesus as Mediator and Reconciler
   Graham Greene, author of The Power and the Glory, tells the story of Collette, a woman of ill-repute who had a stormy relationship with the Roman Catholic hierarchy, specifically the Archbishop of Paris, Cardinal Maurice Feltin. When Collette, a famous French writer died in 1954, the Cardinal refused her Catholic burial because of her questionable relationships with many men. With candor and hope, Greene wrote to the Cardinal: “In our faith the dead are never abandoned…. No one can say what passes through a mind trained in habits of lucidity when it is confronted with the imminent face of death. You have made your condemnation on insufficient evidence, for you were not with her then, nor were any of your ministers, your Eminence. Through such a strict interpretation of the rule, you deny the hope of that final intervention of grace upon which surely your Eminence, and each one of us will depend on the last hour.”

   Jesus’ attitude is clear: it is one of compassion towards so-called notorious sinners, such as Zacchaeus (Luke 19:1-10), and the woman who washes Jesus’ feet (Luke 7:36-50). Jesus makes no account of the sin committed in the story of the woman caught in adultery (John 8:11). In the story of the prodigal son, there is unconditional acceptance of the sinner (Luke 15:20).

   Forgiveness is continually needed. We are told not to place limits on our forgiveness of others (Matthew 18:18-21). John the Baptist proclaimed, “There is the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world” (John 1:29). In the Eucharist we experience the reconciling effects of Jesus’ death, “…blood of the covenant…poured out…for the forgiveness of sins” (Matthew 26:28).

    Jesus’ death on the cross was for the ransom of all. By it, Paul writes, we are delivered from the power of sin and restored to the fellowship with God. In Jesus Christ we are pardoned sinners and new creatures (1 Timothy 2:5; Romans 5:10ff; 2 Corinthians 5:18ff; Ephesians 2:16ff; and Colossians 1:20ff).

Ministers of Reconciliation
   A man bought a farm and was walking the boundaries of his property when he met his next-door neighbor. “Don’t look now,” said the neighbor, “but when you bought this piece of land, you also bought a lawsuit with me. Your fence is ten feet over on my land.”  The new owner smiled and said, “I thought I would find some friendly neighbors here, and I am going to. And you are going to help me. Move the fence where you want it and send me the bill. You will be satisfied and happy.” Of course, the fence was never moved, and the potential nasty neighbor was never the same person again.
   Love quenches the fires of hatred. There are no strangers here, only friends who have not yet met – which is a sign I once saw in a local tavern. We are called to holiness, perfection, and to be ministers of reconciliation.

   Paul reminds us that we are to be architects of peace (2 Corinthians 6:4-13) and ambassadors for Christ (2 Corinthians 5:19ff). We are to be an integral part of the ongoing process of conversion and reconciliation (Mark 1:15).

   The poet, Alexander Pope’s familiar phrase, “To err is human, to forgive is divine” along with John Dryden’s “Forgiveness to the injured, doth belong” are memorable phrases that challenge us to live the Gospel. There are essential ingredients in the process of forgiveness:

1. We need to acknowledge our dependence on a wider circle of humanity and on God. It is because we human beings depend upon relationships for our physical, psychological, emotional, and spiritual health that a process of forgiveness is important – note the word process – it takes time and effort. When our relationships are fractured, our well-being is threatened at every level.

2. We need to be sensitive to the other person’s readiness to forgive or to be forgiven. Respecting another’s emotional needs of the moment is also important in the forgiving process.

3. We need to realize that human relationships are complex, messy, and multidimensional. All the people involved bear a responsibility for the success or failure of a relationship.
4. Forgiveness entails a change of perspective. This change in perspective is necessary if one is to avoid the prison of the past. Many new beginnings can occur with forgiveness. When I forgive, I no longer need to judge another’s motives. I only take responsibility for the quality of my own life.

5. Forgiveness involves a commitment to live in the light of one’s changed perspective, and a commitment to restore what has been lost in the act of hurting. This commitment and this redefinition may even mean the termination of a relationship.

6. Part of forgiving is acknowledging the difficulty and complexity of life, refusing “quick” fixes, and being willing to undertake the sometimes-difficult task of reconciliation and restoration. We have been forgiven by God who has promised never to leave us or forsake us. This is a faithful, loving, and forgiving God who will remain steadfast on the sometimes-long road to restoration, reconciliation, and healing.

  Simon Wiesenthal, a prisoner, and survivor of the Nazi concentration camp told the story of a Nazi who made him listen while the man confessed the atrocities he had committed. Wiesenthal turned and walked away. Later he wrote, “Forgetting is something that time alone takes care of, but forgiveness is an act of volition, and only the sufferer is qualified to make the decision.”

As the poet, John Dryden reminds us so very well, “Forgiveness to the injured doth belong.”
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