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“Now, p'rest give us your blessing.” came the sneer
from thé wanton commander. - The martyr lifted his
.armsina frnal blessrngr Calvary had returned: “Father,
] forglve them for they do not know what they are
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In sealson and i’outl ‘frre-and-bnmstoné Clmstrans
; keep re rndrn us’that vengeance- belengs 10 the
Lord. Olll? selfwrghteousness often ‘obscurés the ‘more
evident truth that forgiveness belongs tothe Lord. Not
only is He the Lord" bl ‘mercy, He is forever at work
removing the obstacles that separate humans from
His presence. His interest first, last and foremost is to
open the way to reconciliation and union.
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Sound psychology reminds us that sin is a basic
distortion | of human ' personality. Sound theology
equally ne;ninds us that God has no pleasure in the

ition of priestly

- the dissident J° death ofia sinner: Indeed; divine forgiveness is the
lyexl;?f.ﬁelﬁ‘e’l, pulse—beat of salvation history in all of its_phases:
e than 1000 covenant Eulf'and cantrition.
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celebrte the for himself a people. God's s coyenant, loye not only set

E Israel free, it created a pedple'tha fwould be call&éd by
his name ,and forever be marked by signs of his
' ‘ predilection. By the second the genuine worshipper
-discriminati j celebratedl by sacrifice and symbol, thé gracious
:ﬂ '&:::ﬁl 4 action’ of ‘God towards him. By the third the ex-

1 schools the 3 perience of conversron (I like the term “heart-
s for admission * change’) liberated one from self-centeredness and
admitted ilnf A urged restitution and rlgl‘\t relat:onshrp ‘toward God
it in the adm- - and toward others. A
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:f';‘éf‘m;’l - - The Old Testament| has too often been charac-
irector, sent a i terrzed as |a dispensation highlighting God'’s justice
lion to supporl and anger. ll'hrs caricature ignores God's repeated self-
wrch in their fmamfestatrons Anrong others “I desire steadfast love
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bonds of wickedness...to share your bread with the.
hungry, 'to bring the homeless poor into yorlr house?”
(Isaiah ﬁB 6-7) Dozens of other texts could be added

" God tllrd not withold the mystery of forgrvmg love

until' the Christian era. His assurances of love are
fT]requent and fervent throughout the pages of the old
estament. One. of my favorite texts speaks of the
mercy of God 'reaching down to the thousand h
generation-a concrete way of stating that. hrstory is
too short to measure the length and the human hedrt
;s too small to grasp 'the breadth of God’s forgrvmg
ove.

- At the onset of the New Testament, fbhn the Baptist

. emerges .as the powerful -voice callidg all to ex-

i

perience forgiveness. As a revivor of the prophetic
trlh'dition,_‘ he preaches a stirring campaign of
repentence. Even more, he proclaimed a baptism of
repentance leading to the remission of sins, taking
care to point beyond himself to the one who:would
‘come with the baptism of the Holy Spirit (Mark 1:4,8).
it shouldbe noted that john is more than a preacher
of judgment and hell-fire, he offers the hope. and
‘promise of forgiveness of sins. For all of his austerity
of rnanner and dress, John witnesses to the reality. of
response to God’s love.

The highpoint in the salvation history of forgiveness

1 is, of course, Jesus. While the richness of his life and

 teaching  offer many approaches to understanding

him, he is probably best understood as the em-
bodiment of the mercy of God.. The Gospels surely
leave no doubt that the Savior is the persomfrcatron
of the Father’s forgiving love.

Whe‘n Peter, in an obvious gesture of reaching
beyond the bounds of reasonableriess, offers to
forgive his offending brother up to seven times, Jesus
shocked the irrepréssible apostle. “Not seven, | tell
you, but seventy-times seven.” (Matthew 18:22) Even
those translators who have “seventy-seven times” in\
‘this passage clearly underscore Jesus’ intent.

When the woman caught in adultery is brought to
Jesus by his adversaries tb entrap him, he offers them, A
too, a never—to—be—forgotlen lesson. jesus ingeniously
cuts through the web of intrigue, and challenges,
according to the requirements of the law, that those
who have accused her (and are themselves without
sin) should be the first to move towards stoning her.
The Lord’s words of gentle-assurance of forgiveness to
her at the end complete the series of psychological
touches which enrich this beautiful, but often
misEnderstood incident . . . misunderstood, because

he early period when the Gospels were being
copied by hand more than one scribe omitted the

"sfory, shcoked ‘that Jesus could have acted so
.generously in the case of so evident a smner (See

John 8:1-11)
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Nearly 10 years ago, our en-
cyclical Populorum Progressro on
the development of rleoples was
like a “cry of anguish, lin the name

zongregation . of tlle Lord,” addressed to the
Ghrlstran ‘communities and to all people of good will.
'I[oday, as the liturgical season of Lent| begins, we .
would | ike to renew thatisoléemn appeal. Qur. gaze and
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Of course, we find it hard to share our possessions
in order to contrrbute to the disappearance of the
inequalities of ia world that has grown unjust. Yet
statements of pnncrples are not enough. That is why it
is necessary and salutary for us to remember that we
are stewards of God’s gifts, and that “during Lent,

‘penance should not be only internal and individual

but also external and social” (Second Vatican
Council, Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy). "

We ask you to go out to meet poor Lazallus in his
hunger and misery. Make yourself his nerghbor SO
that he can recognize in your eyes the eyes of Christ
welcoming him, and in your hands the hands of the
Lord sharing his; gifts. And respond generously to the
appeals that will be made to you in your own local
Churches,,so that you can relieve those who are most
disinherited, and‘share in the progress of the peoples

: who are most deprived.
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Wé remmd you of the words of the Lord Jesus on

“helping the weak, words’ happily preserved for us by

stle Paul‘ It is more blessed to give than to
e . t you all.to. purrfv your _hearts in

i lmle for the betrayer When Jesus knelt at Judas’ feet

. “Love one another, as 1 have loved you.” (John 13:34,

- Christian experience.

. opportunity by Jesus to-
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lWhenever religious people sere their common
walues one of their assumptions is ‘that the worship of

God in_a more or less formal setting is a supreme
experrence “And while Jesus never challenges the view
directly, fhe does point out that even here somre-
priorities.are to be observed. “If you are bringing your &
offering to fthe altar and there remember that your
brother has something against you, leave your of-
fermg there before the altar, go and be reconcile

with your brother first, and then come back an .
_present your offering.” (Matthew 5:23-24) Whatever
other meanings one can draw from this rmgmb
challenge, Jesus is clearly saying that love for God
expressed through worship presupposes that one’s
heart is right with one’s fellow human beings.

would propose to those who see the double
commandment of love of God and love of neighbor.as '
either twol commandments or love of God necessarily
precedes’ love of nerghb ls/ghat they carefully reflect
on the passage before us Jesus does not appear to
support the:position so often taken by those who %
separate, |distinguish or unequally rate the dual
command; iof love. | have often thought that tlpe best
way to understand Jesus’ position is to see him calling |
us to “the un-restricted love of others.” And the list of |
“others” begins with 'the Other (with a capital “O"). To
state the same insight a bit more darjngly, is it too
much to consider God as “neighbor,” since neighbor
means one who is close to, concerned with and shares
the same fundamental experiences of life? Or are we
not ready to pursue vigorously somelof the finest
“implications of incarnation?

When Jesus reached beyond teachrr%g about love,
his example was né less striking than his words. The
dimensions of Jesus’ willingness to forgive are not
fully understood until one sees his final hours with
Judas as a concerted campaign to win back the heart
of 'the disaffected dpostle. At the Last Supper Jesus,
following .a near Eastern custom,. offers the host's
chorce morsel, not to any of the other followers, but

Judas. This gesture is a remarkable sign of Jesus’

a

to wash them, should we not assume that the apostle
recalled that he had been the most vocal critic of the
woman, who some days earlier, had offered this
generous service to Jesus? Now the Savior was, in the

capacity of a menial, offering this setvice to the
disciple. And, finally, should we not try to fathom why

Jasatttone o

and how jesus allowed judas’in the garden to offer
that extraordinary sign of affection? As one reads the ,
events of those final hours, itibecomes clearer than 4
ever that the first word)on the €ross was already
welling up as an inner experience of forgiving love

even before it crossed thellips of Jesus as a prayer on
Calvary.

And, of course, 1 will forego the opportunity of
revrewmxg the great lesson of forgjving love which
Jesus wove into the Lord’s prayer, where one of our
petitions to the Father is to be worthy celebrants of .
forgiveness, both actively and passively.

By way of closing, here are some thoughts we might
ponder during this holy season of forgiveness:

The new commandment of Jesus is clear enough,

15:12) Jesus never offered this imperj'tive to us as an
option. He set it before.us as a touchstone of our
discipleship. Forgiveness is an essentlal quality of the

ho denied the Savior three trmes was given
repent and experience
forgiveness by the threefold questron' “Simon Peter,
do you love me?’ Repentance and|forgiveness go
together, they point to moments of vl/eakness in our
lives, they highlight moments of our enriching and
being enriched. Let us celebrate them — . indeed,
sacramentalize them well. '

Peter

if we find great dlffrculty“ perhaps even expenence
deep embarrassment, in forgiving others, we need to
recall that we do not do this alone. This is the work of
grace supporting our will, and we should pray for the
presence and power of the Spirit to assist us.
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A forgrvmg love breaks the cycle of violence and
agression and hatred. Turning the other cheek is
never easy, but then the call to follow Jesus was never.
meant to be wrthout its moments of difficulty, doubt
even herorsm

How well are ‘'we measuring up? May thrs Lent
deepenyour relaﬂonshrpto(:hnst NER |
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