Ctime542  Forgiveness

TO THE EDITOR, MR KEVIN FLAHERTY, CATHOLIC TIMES

CREDO BY FR FRANCIS MARSDEN

FOR 15TH SEPTEMBER 2002


“And unforgiving, unforgiven dies” (On the Death of Queen Caroline). Which of us would desire to enter eternity in that plight?

The only petition in the Our Father with a condition attached is: “Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us.” God’s forgiveness is offered us to the extent that we pardon those who have injured us. St Matthew’s Gospel emphasises: “Yes, if you forgive others their failings, your heavenly Father will forgive you yours; but if you do not forgive others, your Father will not forgive your failings either.” 

God’s great plan of mercy, holds no place for unforgiveness, resentments, hardness of heart or vengeance. “This outpouring of mercy cannot penetrate our hearts as long as we have not forgiven those who have trespassed against us.”  (CCC2840). As the fifth Beatitude reads, “Blessed are the merciful, for they shall obtain mercy.”

Forgiveness is the fundamental condition for the Divine Communion, the reconciliation of the children of God with their Father, and of men with one another. The unity of forgiveness requires our “forgiving one another, as God in Christ forgave us.”  (Eph 4:32)

The clenching of fists renders us impervious to the Father’s merciful love. If we do not love our visible brothers or sisters, how can we love the invisible God? 

“To err is human, to forgive - divine” wrote Alexander Pope. Humanly speaking, it is natural to hate those who maltreat us, but as Christians we are summoned to share the divine life, not to remain upon the merely natural “human” plane. 

Yet how difficult it is to forgive those who grievously wound or disappoint us! So many today experience the pain of betrayal in marriage: the spouse who takes a new lover, petitions for divorce, and obtains custody of the children and the family home. 


It is difficult to forgive those who betray Holy Church, claiming the name of Christian but play Judas: from the pro-abortion front organisation “Catholics for a Free Choice”, to groups promoting gay sin and clerical child-abusers. 

In second place rank those elitist movements like We are Church, or Catholics for a Changing Church, who propose to refashion Christ’s Holy Church into something more congenial to their liberal agenda.

It is hard to go round a medieval ruined monastery or Anglicanised ancient cathedral, and suffer the pain of seeing the universal Catholic Faith usurped by its nationalist Reformation derivative. It is hard to be unjustly deprived of one’s heritage.

It is hard to forgive disappointing leadership. It is hard to forgive catechetical “experts” and modernist theologians. They have ruined the handing on of the faith and unwittingly prescribed a euthanasia treatment for the western Church. 

It is hard to forgive the sheer negligence and indifference of so many laity, who have become strangers to the House of God. It is hard to forgive oneself for one’s own failures too.

In all these, we undergo the pain of Christ Himself. As Blessed Francisco of Fatima said, our greatest privilege is to be with Jesus, to suffer with Him and to console Him.

Forgiveness is no mere lip service to God’s commands, but a “vital participation coming from the depths of the heart, in the holiness and the mercy and the love of our God.” (CCC 2542) For “You therefore, must be perfect, even as your heavenly Father is perfect.” (Matt 6:14-15) 


This weekend Jesus’ Discourse on the Church in Matt. 18 reaches its climax in the parable of the Unforgiving Debtor, aka the merciless servant.  (18:23-35)

This servant (allegorically you and I) owes his Master (God) an immense and unrepayable sum, the equivalent of a billion pounds (the eternal separation from God due to sin). He pleads for clemency. His Master lets him off the debt (by the blood of Jesus). However, he fails to spare others as he has been spared. He goes out and nearly strangles a man who owes him a modest 100 denarii  - one denarius was a labourer’s daily pay. 

Cruelly, he throws this minor debtor into prison. When the Master hears about the servant’s hard-heartedness, he revokes his indulgence and hands him over to the torturers.

“So also, my heavenly Father will do to each one of you, if you do not forgive your brother from the heart.”

”It is there, in the depths of the heart, that everything is bound and loosed. It is not in our power not to feel, or to forget an offence; but the heart that offers itself to the Holy Spirit turns injury into compassion and purifies the memory in transforming the hurt into intercession.” (CCC 2843)

Forgiveness is often beyond our unaided human resources. In our pain and bitterness, all we can do is to offer our hearts to the Holy Spirit for Him to make them feel as Jesus feels. Forgiveness is, after all, a decision of the will. Our emotions are injured and disordered. It takes some time for them to be healed, and to come into alignment with our wills. Anyway, hatred is bad for the health of the body as well as for the soul.

The Hungarian psychiatrist, Thomas Szasz, commented: “The stupid neither forgive nor forget; the naïve forgive and forget; the wise forgive, but do not forget.” 

Grace can transform painful memories into intercession. We are required to pray for those who persecute or misunderstand us. 

Forgiveness bears witness that love is stronger than sin. In contrast, the thirst for vengeance yields to that evil prompting to wreak more evil for the evil suffered. It is no coincidence that the exaction of vengeance is one tenet of the satanic sects in US prisons.

Who are the torturers in Jesus’ parable? Presumably they are the demons, who act in this respect as ministers of divine justice, by punishing the wicked and the unmerciful. God will hand over to the demons for torture all those who do not forgive others “from the heart.” It is a sharp warning. 

This may represent a purgatory, from which the unmerciful will not escape “until you have paid the last penny.” “The fuel Justice layeth on, And mercy blows the coals; The metal in this furnace wrought, Are men’s defiled souls” (Robert Southwell). Or it may be eternal hell. 

We each need to pray for the grace to forgive hurts and not to hold grudges. The more deeply we have been wounded, the harder it is to forgive. Yet the more Christ-like such forgiveness can ultimately become, and the deeper will be the merciful person’s sharing in the love of Christ, because he has become configured to the Divine Victim, who interceded for his murderers.

“The quality of mercy is not strained, 

It droppeth as the gentle rain from heaven

Upon the place beneath: it is twice blessed;

It blesseth him that gives and him that takes.

‘Tis mightiest in the mightiest. It becomes

The crowned monarch better than his crown. . .  

It is an attribute to God Himself

And earthly power doth then show likest God’s 

When mercy seasons justice.” (Shakespeare)

In comparison, the pagan world can be a nasty arena of bloodthirsty crowds howling for revenge, as the mob outside the Peterborough courthouse screamed for retribution against Maxine Carr from Soham, and the Paulsgrove vigilantes smashed up the houses of people mistakenly identified as paedophiles. 

Are those who join the mob projecting the subconscious guilt of their own sins? Are they relieved to find a scapegoat who is worse than them, for whose blood they can howl? Thus they measure their own righteousness by the fury of their hatred for alleged child-murderers? 

The world of the mob is the world of the unforgiving tabloids and chat shows, ever in hot pursuit of the sins of celebrities, lusting to serve up a titillating daily diet of vice for the salivation of their readers. This is the world of hell, already constructed here on earth.

 “Never trust those who say: “Vox populi, vox Dei” [the voice of the people is the voice of God] for the riotousness of the mob is seldom far from madness” (Alcuin of York)

Meanwhile the worst outrage, the babycaust, goes entirely unremarked. The soil of Britain is soaked in children’s blood crying to heaven for vengeance, the blood of the aborted, the blood of embryos sacrificed for experimentation and infertility treatments. Our blind Government ministers prate on about being a moral force for good in the world, and – ever so reluctantly, of course – hurling missiles against Iraq. 

We pray God that this will not continue much longer. Kyrie eleison.

