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There are some things in life that are easy to forgive.
Someone cuts you off in traffic—you take a deep breath and say, “It’s okay.”
Someone accidentally steps on your foot—you let it go.
Someone forgets your birthday—you might forgive them… eventually!
But then there are other hurts. The ones that go much deeper. The betrayal. The harsh words. The broken promise. The person who hurt us and never even apologized.
Those are much harder to forgive.
And that is why today’s Gospel is so challenging.
Peter comes to Jesus with what he probably thinks is a generous question:
“Lord, if my brother sins against me, how often must I forgive him? As many as seven times?”
Peter probably thinks he is being very spiritual. Seven times! That sounds like a lot.
But Jesus responds:
“Not seven times but seventy-seven times.”
In other words, Jesus isn't giving Peter a number to keep track of. He is saying: Forgiveness isn't something we count. It is something we live.
And then Jesus tells the parable of the unforgiving servant.
A servant owes his master an enormous debt. The amount is so large that there is absolutely no realistic way he could ever repay it. The master, moved with compassion, forgives the entire debt.
The servant walks out free.
But then he encounters another servant who owes him a much smaller amount. And instead of extending the mercy he has just received, he grabs the man and demands payment.
That is the contradiction Jesus wants us to see.
We can be very grateful for God's forgiveness and yet sometimes very stingy about giving forgiveness to others.
We say, “Lord, forgive me.”
And then, sometimes, we turn around and say, “But Lord, don't ask me to forgive that person!”
We love the mercy of God when it is directed toward us.
We just aren't always as enthusiastic when God wants us to extend that mercy to someone else.
Forgiveness Does Not Mean Pretending It Didn't Happen
Now, we need to understand what Christian forgiveness actually means.
Forgiving someone does not mean saying that what happened was okay.
It doesn't mean pretending that we weren't hurt.
It doesn't mean that trust is automatically restored.
And it certainly doesn't mean that we should put ourselves back into situations where someone continues to harm us.
Forgiveness means that we refuse to allow the hurt to have the final word.
We place the person—and the situation—in God's hands.
Sometimes forgiveness is a process.
Sometimes we have to pray:
“Lord, I want to forgive this person, but I'm not there yet. Help me get there.”
And that can be a very honest prayer.
Sometimes we have to forgive the same person more than once—not because Jesus' forgiveness wasn't enough, but because our hearts sometimes need time to catch up with our decision.
The Dangerous Weight of Resentment
There is another reason Jesus calls us to forgive.
Resentment is heavy.
When we refuse to forgive, we often think we are punishing the other person.
But many times, we're the ones carrying the burden.
We replay the conversation.
We remember what they said.
We imagine what we should have said.
We tell somebody else.
Then we tell another person.
And eventually, we have told the story so many times that we have become the permanent caretaker of the wound.
The other person may not even be thinking about it anymore.
And we're still carrying it.
Forgiveness doesn't change the past.
But it can change our relationship with the past.
It can set us free.
Remember What God Has Forgiven
The heart of Jesus' teaching is this:
We forgive because we have first been forgiven.
Every one of us comes before God carrying a debt we could never repay.
And what does God do?
He doesn't say, “Pay me back first.”
He doesn't say, “Clean yourself up and then come to me.”
He comes to us with mercy.
That is the Gospel.
We are not saved because we have perfectly lived the Christian life.
We are saved because Christ has loved us, forgiven us, and given Himself for us.
And once we truly understand how much God has forgiven us, it becomes harder to hold someone else's debt over their head.
That doesn't make forgiveness easy.
But it makes forgiveness possible.
“Seventy-Seven Times”
Perhaps Jesus' command to forgive “seventy-seven times” is really an invitation to develop a forgiving heart.
Not a heart that keeps score.
Not a heart that says, “I've forgiven you three times, and you've used up your quota.”
Not a heart that says, “I'll forgive you, but I'll never forget what you did.”
Jesus invites us to become people who increasingly look like the Father.
And the Father is merciful.
Think about the people in our lives.
Maybe there is someone we have avoided.
Maybe there is someone whose name still makes our blood pressure rise.
Maybe there is someone we haven't spoken to in years.
Maybe there is someone sitting at this very Mass who needs our forgiveness—or perhaps someone we need to ask forgiveness from.
Today's Gospel gives us a simple but difficult invitation:
Let go.
Not because the other person deserves it.
But because we have received mercy ourselves.
A Final Thought
There is an old saying:
“Refusing to forgive is like drinking poison and expecting the other person to die.”
That's exactly what Jesus is warning us about.
Forgiveness is not weakness.
Forgiveness is not surrender.
Forgiveness is one of the greatest acts of Christian strength because it means we refuse to let hatred, anger, or resentment control our hearts.
And sometimes the most important prayer we can pray is simply:
“Lord, I forgive them.”
And sometimes, when we're not quite ready for that, we can begin with:
“Lord, help me to want to forgive them.”
That prayer is enough to begin.
Because forgiveness is rarely a single moment. It is often a journey.
And every step toward forgiveness is a step toward freedom.
Today, as we come forward to receive the Eucharist, we receive the Body and Blood of the One who said, even from the cross:
“Father, forgive them.”
Perhaps before we leave this church, we might quietly bring one person to mind.
Someone who hurt us.
Someone we struggle to forgive.
And then simply say:
“Jesus, You have forgiven me more than I can ever understand. Give me the grace to forgive.”
Because ultimately, the question isn't simply:
“How many times must I forgive?”
The question is:
“How much mercy have I received—and how much mercy am I willing to give?”
May God give us the grace to forgive as we have been forgiven, to love as we have been loved, and to leave behind the burdens of resentment so that we can walk freely in the mercy of Christ.
Amen.

