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Proper 19, Year A 

Sermon 

Sunday, September 17, 2023 

 

Lord... how often should I forgive? 
 

 

Good morning, St. Dustan’s! 

 

See this stone? 

Did everyone receive a stone?  

Who needs a stone? 

Here are your instruc�ons: 

For the remainder of my sermon, I would like for you to place the stone in your non-dominant hand. If your 

right-handed, place it in your le� hand. If your le�-handed, place the stone in your right hand. If your 

ambidextrous, then you have free choice. 

Now, li� your arm just a litle. Then try to hold it there. 

I’ll give further instruc�ons, in a few moments. I promise I won’t forget.  

Hold your stone right there un�l further no�ce. 

 

 

Our gospel reading today has us thinking about something we all need to think about 

 yet so o�en fail to consider... forgiving. 

Forgiveness. Such a loaded word.  

I truly love the intersec�on of all lec�onary readings for today.  

 

Today’s gospel passage opens with Peter’s mind churning from our reading last week on the discussion of 

conflicts and conflict resolu�ons. Peter asks a very prac�cal ques�on. 

 In light of Jesus’ words on repairing rela�onships with someone who has hurts you, 

 Peter asks this ques�on:  

How many �mes should a person extend forgiveness?  

Thinking he was being somewhat generous Peter suggests to Jesus the number of ‘7 �mes’. 
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 The Talmud which was Law Review for that day, mandated that a person be forgiven only three �mes. 

 

Certain numbers in the Bible have symbolic meaning.  

Seven, for example. could represent completeness and perfec�on,  

as seen in the 7 days of crea�on with the ul�mate day being the Sabbath. 

It’s understandable why Peter would choose the number 7. 

 

Jesus comes back with NOPE.  

In verse 22 “Not seven times, but I tell you, seventy-seven times or  

some versions say “seventy times seven.” 

 

Jesus’ numerical response is not to be taken literally.  

This is a wonderful example of the way numbers can have an emo�onal value in Judaism as much as a 

numerical value as we will see a litle later on in this story.  

A good paraphrase of Jesus “numerical answer”. might be,  

“More �mes than you can possibly imagine.”  

Let’s reset the stage: 

Peter asks, “How often should I forgive?” 

With the answer, “More �mes than you can possibly imagine.”  

 

Jesus makes sure that a lesson on forgiveness is not to be missed. 

Jesus provides a parable to make his point. 

Set in the framework of the kingdom of heaven, v. 23. 

 Jesus wants his listeners, then as well as now, not to miss the context. 

He begins his story, 

 

“A servant owed an impossible large amount to a king.  

ten thousand talents are equal to sixty million days’ worth of wages.  

 Again, the number ‘ten thousand talents’ has an emo�onal value.  

Certainly, it would be humanly impossible for such a debt to ever be repaid. 

 It is a bigger debt than Peter could possibly imagine. 
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Within the Greco-Roman world, a man and his wife and children, the en�re family, could be sold into slavery to 

repay the debt.  

This servant begs the king for more �me to pay the insurmountable debt.  

Imagine working for sixty zillion days. The gracious King, saw the hopelessness of the situa�on. 

Then 

He does the unimaginable: the king decides to cancel the en�re debt. The servant is no longer bound. 

 The king has exercised his privilege and used his authority to forgive the servant. 

How wonderful if the story ended there with a fabulous ending on forgiveness.  

But the story does not end there. We get to hear the rest of the story... 

 

Once the servant was set free, the servant finds one of his fellow servants who owes him a rela�vely small 

debt of one hundred days’ work. The first servant then violently atacks the man and demands to be repaid 

immediately. This first servant inflicts on his fellow servant the punishment on which he had been threatened 

with.  

What happens? That ungrateful servant has the man thrown into prison. 

 

Peter, who like us, is unaware of the weight of the consequences of his choices. 

How typical of Jesus to leave the story rather open-ended. 

It allows Peter, and us, the freedom to make the realiza�on and figure out who we represent in the story: the 

forgiving King or the unforgiving servant. 

 

S�ll holding the stone? Just checking.  

 

In our Old Testament reading, we read the story of Joseph who was tragically wronged by his own brothers yet 

Joseph chooses to forgive them. Joseph throughout his �me of suffering, and he knew suffering, was able to 

have an incredible perspec�ve. Genesis 50: 20 says, 

“Even though you intended to do harm to me, God intended it for good.” 

 

 But what about us? 

How do we navigate forgiveness? 
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I’ve been reading, The Book of Forgiveness by Archbishop Desmond Tutu and his daughter.  

They know a thing or two about forgiveness. 

 

In order to recognize what forgiveness is, 

let’s understand what forgiveness is NOT: 

Forgiveness is not easy;  

it requires hard work and a consistent willingness. 

 

Forgiveness does not mean forge�ng. It requires a fearless remembering of the hurt. 

 It does not mean denying the pain or the harm that was done  

or pretending the harm did not happen or was as bad as it really was.  

Forgiveness is not quick. It can take several journeys through the cycles of remembering and grief before one 

can truly forgive and be free. 

 

Tutu offers a Fourfold path to Forgiveness. 

1.-Telling the story:  

Speak the truth, start with the facts, tell your story to a trusted person. Accept that whatever has happened 

cannot be changed or undone. 

2. Name the hurt 

-try to iden�fy the feelings within the facts...  

Forgiving requires giving voice and naming the pain. 

Find someone who will listen and not try to fix your feelings. 

Then move forward when you are ready. 

3.Grant forgiveness- 

Forgiveness is a choice. 

Forgiving is how we move from being the vic�m to becoming the hero in our own story. 

4. Renew or release the rela�onship 

-Reconcilia�on is the preference unless the ques�on of safety is involved. 

By renewing or releasing a rela�onship, you free yourself from trauma. 
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Remember this: Forgiving yourself is just as important as forgiving others. 

We become imprisoned in the past when we do not forgive ourselves for past mistakes. 

 

Our Psalmist today teaches us,  

God forgives all your sins  
12As far as the east is from the west,  

  so far has he removed our sins from us. 

 

Jesus wants us to know the importance of forgiveness. 

 

Forgiveness can be extremely healthy. 

It heals families and communi�es. We are all interconnected and live in community.  

In forgiveness, we find a release from anger and resentment.  

It offers us freedom from the past. 

 

Forgiveness is a GIFT we give to ourselves. 

 

Okay, back to this stone: 

Put your arm down, (keep your stone as a reminder or put it back in the basket)  

 

What did you no�ce about holding the stone? 

Was holding to it useful? Annoying? Uncomfortable? 

It makes life difficult. Imagine trying to type or text, grab a cup of coffee holding a stone in your hand. It’s 

doable but awkward and cumbersome. 

Holding this stone is like holding onto an unforgiven hurt. 

It’s always there, reminding you of a past pain. It’s a difficult to maneuver holding onto it. 

Holding this stone is like holding onto unforgiveness.  

Just as you release this stone, 

 I pray you will get to a point where you may release, with God’s help, 

any unforgiveness you may have.... 

Amen 


