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Several weeks ago, as political and even theological discourse began to rise in our own nation 

around social justice, one of our young adults reached out to me to see if I might have time for a 

conversation about some “theological considerations” that he’d had going on in his mind. I 

always love the opportunity to put both a Bachelor’s degree in religion as well as a seminary 

degree to good use. After having to reschedule a couple of times, Tyler Bouque and I finally had 

the chance to sit outside this past week in one of the church gardens. 

 

After catching up with one another I little bit, I asked, “So, what questions did you have? What’s 

been on your mind?” 

 

Tyler looked at me and asked something to the effect of, “You pastor this large membership, 

diverse church at Birmingham First with people who think across political and theological 

spectrums. How is it that progressives and conservatives can read the same passages of scripture 

so differently? How is it that we come to such different places in understanding matters of faith 

and how we live out that faith in our lives?” 

 

Suddenly I found myself wanting to go back and teach one of our elementary Sunday School 

classes. Young United Methodists know that the answer to the question is always “Jesus” or 

“John Wesley.” But Tyler, those answers would not suffice for your question. 

 

When I asked him to say more, he said, “I have come to read the Scriptures and understand them 

through lens of God’s radical love and forgiveness. It’s what motivates me to act in the world 

today. It moves me to engage in social action for others. But how can some not end up in that 

same place?” 

 

Radical love and forgiveness. Hmmm. What does that look like in our lives? How do we live that 

out? 

 

In our beatitude for today, Jesus said, “Blessed are the merciful, for they will receive mercy.” 

 

“Mercy!” A quick Google search defines it as “compassion or forgiveness shown toward 

someone whom it is within one’s power to punish or harm.”1 
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When I was younger, the boys in our family would play a game that we called “Mercy.” We’d 

link fingers and hands, palm to palm, and push back and forth against one another until one of 

the two of us cried out “Mercy,” at which time the other one was to let go. That seemed more 

like a power struggle and a show of force rather than mercy. We just wanted to prove who was 

stronger or weaker. Mercy was really about reminding one another who had more power. A 

definition of mercy that includes establishing power and dominance over one another doesn’t 

seem to fit with the scriptures. 

 

On the other hand, in Matthew 18, after Jesus talks about how to work out differences among 

ourselves, Peter asks a question about continued forgiveness. More specifically, he asks Jesus, 

“Lord, how many times shall I forgive my brother or sister who sins against me? Up to seven 

times?” In other words, “What’s the limit of forgiveness, Jesus?” Surely seven times would be 

generous enough. Seven is a number of complete fulfillment. Theologically, it makes sense that 

it’s enough! 

 

Yet, Jesus says, “Not simply seven times but seventy-seven times.” Jesus’ exceedingly generous 

invitation to extend forgiveness causes most of us to ask, “At what point do we simply become 

gullible victims of those who seek to continue to take advantage of a generous mercy like this?” 

 

In the classic Peanuts comic strip, how many times does poor Charlie Brown have to put himself 

out there to kick the football only to have Lucy van Pelt pull it out from under him at the last 

moment and send him flying head over heels yet again? Each time, Charlie Brown questions 

what in the world he is doing. Yet each time, he goes at it again. Is that what it means to forgive; 

to be merciful? 

 

“Three strikes and you’re out,” say our baseball friends. Others might say, “Fool me once, shame 

on you. Fool me twice, shame on me.” Peter’s “seven times” offering of forgiveness feels like 

challenge enough in our world, but Jesus’ invitation is just too much for most of us, isn’t it? At 

what point does mercy and forgiveness display “weakness” on our part when we have been 

offended? Is there to be no accountability for those who are intentionally abusive? 

 

It didn’t take long following the election the other week for the pejorative words to begin to fly 

this week among the political elite, did it? How quickly did we all participate in the slinging of 

mud at one another? The campaign season is set to swing into full gear, and it’s that time where 

we “show no mercy” because mercy doesn’t win an election, or a role, or you name it. When 

you’re out to win, mercy is not an option. 

 

What does mercy and forgiveness and radical love look like in our present day? And how do we 

end up in such different places as we read the scriptures? 

 

The Franciscan priest and mystic, Richard Rohr, in his book, The Universal Christ, challenges us 

to think about the place at which we begin to think about humanity. When we think back to the 

creation story, each day of creation ended with God proclaiming that which had been created on 

each day was “good.” When human beings were created in the very image of God, God referred 

to us as “good,” too.  We are part of God’s “good” creation, created in the divine image which 

can never be taken away from us.2 
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Often, however, we find the definition of who we are as those stained by “original sin,” the sin 

and brokenness that entered the world in the Garden of Eden when Adam and Eve ate of the 

forbidden fruit. Rohr reminds us that we were created in “goodness” or “blessing.” He reframes 

our story, reminding us that we were created in “original goodness,” bearing the image of God.  

There is nothing greater than that image of divine love in which we were created. “The Christian 

life,” says Rohr, “is simply a matter of becoming who we already are.”3 

 

When we are open to seeing the possibility of the divine image in ourselves and one another, it 

changes how we see those around us, including those who have who have harmed us. 

 

This is why baptism is such a sacred moment for us. When we gather for the sacrament of 

baptism, we remind those being baptized and one another that we are created in the image of 

God.  God is with and is at work in our lives as we celebrate those sacred moments. We look into 

the innocent eyes of an infant and we see God’s very presence. We look into the eyes of adults 

who are baptized and we see God’s very presence there, as well, as people profess their faith 

openly for themselves. Yet, somewhere along the way, we forget that we have seen that image in 

one another and even in ourselves. 

 

Being created in the divine image and named as beloved children of God, seems to ground so 

much of the writings of Archbishop Desmond Tutu and his work with the Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission following the ending of apartheid in South Africa, as well. He often 

reflects on the African notion of ubuntu, or “humanity.” For him, to have ubuntu reminds us that 

“a person is a person through other persons.”4 We are a part of a “common fabric” and are 

interconnected.  When one of us is not whole, we are not whole.5 

 

In The Book of Joy, which Archbishop Desmond Tutu wrote together with the Dalai Lama and 

Douglas Abrams, Desmond Tutu tells of a time during the Truth and Reconciliation Commission 

following the dismantling of apartheid in South Africa when the mothers of some young men 

who had been trapped and then killed as they were dragged through the streets were hearing the 

stories of what had happened to their children as the perpetrators were seeking forgiveness.6 

 

He notes that at one point, “the mother of a young man who had been dragged through the street” 

saw the very man who killed her son. Tutu says that she took her shoe off and “threw it at him.” 

In fact, it was so powerful that they had to adjourn for a moment, but eventually came back. 

 

When they did, through their spokesperson, one of the women said, “My child, we forgive you.”  

Tutu and the commission asked why they would grant amnesty to this young man. She replied, 

“What is it going to help us if he were to go to prison? It won’t bring back our children.” Tutu 

goes on to say how powerful it was to witness the one who had lost her own child at the hands of 

this man call that very one “my child.” Her words forever changed their relationship.7 

 

In his book, The Book of Forgiving: The Four-fold Path for Healing Ourselves and Our World, 

the archbishop writes along with his daughter Mpho that the path to healing and forgiveness in 

our lives involves telling the story, naming the hurt, granting forgiveness, and renewing or 

releasing the relationship.8 
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Forgiveness and mercy are not so much about the offender as they are about each of us. It is 

about our freeing ourselves from the “bitterness” and “pain,” that we might move on. 

 

How will we ever get through the days that are ahead? How do we find the path to radical love 

and forgiveness? Might we look harder for the image of the One in whom each of us was 

created? As we do, we discover that image anew in ourselves at the waters of our baptism. We 

discover it anew in those around us when we realize how much mercy we have received 

ourselves. 
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aqs=chrome.0.69i59j0l7.1824j1j4&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8 
2 Rohr, Richard. The Universal Christ: How a Forgotten Reality Can Change 
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7 Ibid. 
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