TO MR KEVIN FLAHERTY, EDITOR, CATHOLIC TIMES, CREDO FOR SUNDAY XXIV(A), 12TH SEPTEMBER 1999    FROM FR FRANCIS MARSDEN


In the days of the Roman persecutions, Sulpicius, a priest of Antioch, had refused to sacrifice to the pagan gods, even under torture. He was being led away to be beheaded, when a Christian called Nicephorus, with whom he had quarrelled bitterly, ran up and on his knees begged forgiveness: “Martyr of Christ! Forgive me, for I have wronged thee.” 

However, Sulpicius refused to forgive Nicephorus, even a few moments before his death. And when the moment came to kneel under the executioner’s sword, he turned pale, and cried out: “No, no! I will obey the Emperor. I will sacrifice to the gods.”


Nicephorus ran up to him and begged him in vain not to abandon the martyr’s crown at this final moment. Sulpicius went off to sacrifice to the pagan gods. Nicephorus declared himself a Christian, and was executed in the other’s place, All the Christians believed that Sulpicius had turned coward and apostasised from the Faith, as a result of his refusal to forgive his brother (recounted in Canon Drinkwater’s Catechism Stories).

This week the parable of the unforgiving debtor (Matthew 18:21-35), teaches us the same less, the necessity of forgiving those who offend us.

St Peter provides the occasion for the parable. He thinks he is being magnanimous when he asks Our Lord, “How often must I forgive my brother? . . . As many as seven times?” No doubt he expects Jesus’ whole hearted approval for this wave of generous mercy.


As usual, Peter has blundered:  “Not seven, I tell you, but seventy-seven times.” In other words, the disciple of Jesus must always be willing to forgive a repentant brother or sister.


Jesus knows how difficult it is to overcome bad habits and the results of a damaged upbringing. We all need a long time to grow to Christian maturity. We all stumble time and time again. God is patient with us, and we must show similar forbearance and charity to one another.


The steward in the parable of the unforgiving debtor owes 10,000 talents  i.e.100 million denarii. To the mentality of Jesus’ day, the sum is immense – trillions of dollars, we might say. The talent was the highest currency unit in the ancient Near East, and 10,000 was the highest number used in reckoning. The King’s steward may be, for example, the satrap of an entire province, whose taxes have gone missing.


The King is a figure for God at the judgement, the time of “settling accounts with his servants.” The satrap is brought out of gaol. The story is in a Gentile setting: Jewish law absolutely prohibited the sale of wife or children into slavery, and later, as we shall see, torture. The sale of the family would in any case do little to diminish the debt: the price from the sale of a slave was usually 500-2000 denarii. It is more an expression of the King’s wrath.


The satrap throws himself prostrate on the ground before the King, entirely dependent upon his mercy. Filled with tenderness and compassion – moved to the depths of his being -  the King releases him and cancels the debt.


Having received mercy himself, the satrap now displays remarkable hardness of heart. Before he has even returned home, he meets a minor official who owes him 100 denarii, the equivalent of 100 days’ wages. He seizes him by the throat, preventing his escape. If he does not pay on the spot, he will be thrown into prison. The man makes almost exactly the same plea as the satrap had made to the King: “Have patience with me, and I will pay you.” The difference on this occasion is that, given a few months, he will indeed be able to repay the sum owed, whereas for the satrap it was impossible by any reckoning.


To no avail. The satrap flings him into the debtors’ prison. But the fellow servants, ”exceedingly grieved” at this unfairness, complain to the King who takes the matter in hand: You wicked servant! I forgave you all your debt because you besought me: and should you not have had mercy upon your fellow-servant, as I had mercy on you?”


We who have been forgiven so much by Almighty God, must be prepared to forgive one another, if we wish to be assured of that Divine Mercy. We recall this stipulation in the only conditional request of the Our Father: “Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us.”


If not, what will happen?  “In anger his Lord delivered him to the torturers until he should repay his entire debt. Thus also my heavenly Father will do to you, unless you each forgive your brother from your heart.”  If we refuse to forgive others, we can expect an extended sojourn amidst the purifying punishments of purgatory – if not an infinitely longer one somewhere more unpleasant.


The Divine Mercy is powerless before those who refuse to acknowledge that they have sinned, and who refuse to forgive others. God cannot forgive the soul which considers it has no need of forgiveness. Only the Divine Justice remains to deal with it. This is why pride – presuming that I am right and that God and His Church are wrong – is the most dangerous of all sins. The proud man would rather go to hell than admit he has been mistaken. 


Why is forgiveness so important? 

The book of Ecclesiasticus tells us: “Resentment and anger, these are foul things.” . . If a man nurses anger against his brother, can he then demand compassion from the Lord.”


Here is a fundamental spiritual law. If our fist is clenched to exact vengeance against our neighbour for the wrong he has truly inflicted upon us, how can we receive with open hands compassion and absolution from the Father who is “rich in mercy”.


Anger and resentment are like a hangman’s noose, strangling the spiritual life of the one who refuses to forgive another.


Forgiveness is not feelings: it is an act of the will, a decision. When I decide to forgive someone who has injured me, that does not mean that my emotions automatically go along with my decision. Every so often, anger and bitterness will resurface. What is important is what I choose to do with these negative and disordered emotions. Either I can nurse the grievance and hatred, and go back on my decision to forgive. Or I can pray to God for grace to heal my emotions, to harmonise them with my intention to forgive. The test is this: can I pray to God for the good – yes, maybe the conversion - of the person who has injured me?


Many sorts of forgiveness are humanly impossible. Remember the British soldiers who protested against the visit of the Japanese Emperor. They endured years of hell in the jungle labour camps and saw many of their friends die, tortured or shot. There are wounds so deep that time will not heal them – the wound of being betrayed and divorced in marriage is another common experience. Only the Divine Grace and Love – primarily communicated through the Sacraments - can heal and bring the freedom to forgive.

