
Sermon: The Bridges of Forgiveness, September 13, 2020
Years ago I worked with a Session member and one of his favorite tag lines in any 
discussion was, “It’s a lot worse than you think”. He said it so often that I started to try 
and one-up him by saying it first, saying, it is even worse than you think. In these days 
of Covid, raging fires, and a societal pandemic including racial violence and extensive 
voter suppression efforts, it is hard to think of something worse. But there is, it is un-
forgiveness. Because without forgiveness we cannot navigate the dark challenges of 
today or of any day. We will be isolated on the island of the past, unable to build a 
bridge to the future.  That is why Jesus speaks so sharply here because he knows 
what is at stake. 
It begins by Peter asking Jesus if forgiving 7 times is enough; Peter thought that was 
quite a generous estimate. Jesus said, no 7 times 70, or 490 times. Why? Because 
being unforgiving is much, much worse than you think.
Jesus explains it in this parable in which the master forgives a slave who owes him the 
equivalent of over a billion dollars. This debt is so big that he is about to lose 
everything and go to jail. He begs for forgiveness and the master is “touched in the 
guts”, a metaphor for deep compassion used often of Jesus but only here in this 
scripture of a mere mortal. The freed debtor then uses his freedom to wring money out 
of another slave who owes him about 75 dollars. He begs for mercy, but the servant 
who was forgiven tosses him in jail. Well, there is no such thing as a secret, so the 
other slaves, in fear for their lives, tell the King about it. The King is furious, revokes the 
guy’s privilege and throws him in jail with the torturers until he has paid the last penny. 
Then Jesus said, “So will it be with your heavenly father.” To not forgive is to be locked 
in a prison of self, to be locked in a prison of the past, to be locked in a prison of the 
soul, and a prison of suffering.
Wow, it is far, far worse than you think. The Lord’s prayer says “Forgive us our debts as 
we forgive our debtors”. In the old testament Psalms, like Psalm 32 and 51, there is 
physical suffering and sickness for those who do not forgive. If we forget to forgive we 
are turned over to the torturers of despair, hopelessness, a lack of faith, a dread of the 
future, and paralysis of action. 
Why?  Because when we don’t forgive we hem ourselves in on an island of self.  Think 
about it. Why do people not go to church, give up on relationships, or build walls 
around their emotions? Because someone did them dirty and they don’t want to 
experience that again. If Jesus was not the forgiving type he certainly would not have 
come back to earth after the resurrection. 
To hold grudges paralyzes us and makes us prisoners of the past, of what happened 
before. It means that we will never try again because we might get hurt, we are 
paralyzed mentally and spiritually by holding a grudge. It will eat us up, weaken us and 
then finally defeat us. We cannot cross the bridge into the future unless we forgive. 



Can you imagine, there must have been someone who stayed behind when the Red 
Sea parted because “If you think I am going to walk through the mud with my fellow 
Israelites after what they did to me, you have to be kidding”.
True, they did not take the risk of going out into the sea, but they condemned 
themselves to living in the past and losing any future in the promised land. We are in 
the wilderness right now. Can we cut trails through that wilderness and move from 
nightmares of today to the dreams of tomorrow? 
This weekend is near an anniversary of another wilderness, the 911 terrorist attacks. 
On the tenth anniversary of those attacks I took an extension class in Berkeley on the 
use of power point in worship. There were 10 clergy in the class besides me and the 
teacher. Our assignment was to plan a worship service that fell on the 911 anniversary 
weekend. There were pastors, priests and even one Rabbi, from Catholic, Methodist, 
Presbyterian, Congregational and seemingly every denomination under the sun. When 
each of us unveiled our projects there was a lot of lurid, poignant and sometimes 
twisted emotion encapsulated as we attempted 911 anniversary sermons. All of us 
were working through the nightmares of the past, with one exception.
Father Mike Madigan handled it with such a light touch. I was beginning to think he 
was not taking it seriously. I was so wrong.
He was very happy and had a good sense of humor. He said he had a busy schedule 
of services and often had to do four masses in a day.
I said, isn’t there a rule against that? He replied, yes, according to the Vatican twice is 
duplicating, three times is triplicating and four times is fornicating. I said, so you don’t 
do four? He said, no I do what I have to do.
 I asked him about his church and he said it was in New York City. I asked where, and 
he said right at Ground Zero!  I did find out that he did what he had to do. His church 
became a command center during that time and all the pews were moved outside and 
wrecked in a rainstorm, and they had to close due to all the damage during the crisis.  
One of the articles on his church mentioned that attendance was down after 911 
because so many parishioners had died. His church had the most deaths of any 
religious group in New York. Yet he had one of the healthiest and happiest attitudes in 
the class.  
Tragedy can make you or break you. The tragedies of today, and they are endless, will 
either make us or break us. It depends on our ability to forgive. The greatest tragedy in 
history is the rejection of God by the human heart that resulted in the death of Christ. 
But God got through that by forgiving us so the cross could become not a symbol of 
death but of life. The cross is the bridge that crosses the canyon of despair and leads 
us to the future, if we let it.


