
Proper 19 A 2014 

 

Exodus 14:19-31 

Psalm 114 

Romans 14:1-12 

Matthew 18:21-35 

 

After 19 year old Conor shot Ann in the face, 

He went in tears to the police, confessed, 

And gave them the keys to his parents’ house, 

Where Ann, his fiancée, lay bleeding.  

 

That night Ann’s father sat beside her hospital bed, 

Listening in the silence for any hints that she could live. 

He felt her voice, saying, over and over, 

Forgive him, forgive him. 

 

No way, he said to the silence. 

That’s impossible. 

And in the silence, he felt Ann’s voice. 

Forgive him. Forgive him.  

 

We are made in the image and likeness 

Of the living God. 

We were born that way, 

And we remain that way, 

No matter what we do, 

No matter what happens to us.  

 

We are made in the image and likeness of God. 

And yet – 

 

There are so many ways we are unlike God, 

So many ways we are limited, 

So many ways we fall short.  

 

Not that you probably need any help  

Thinking of ways we’re not like God, 

But if you did – 

This morning’s lessons 

Give ample evidence of the many ways  

We fall short. 

 

The first lesson: 

We think of the parting of the Red Sea 

And the deliverance of the children of Israel 
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And the destruction of Pharaoh’s army 

As a triumph. 

 

But the rabbis tell a story, 

A midrash, 

Where after the triumph at the Red Sea, 

The angels of God are dancing before the heavenly throne, 

Until one look up and sees that God is weeping. 

Why are you weeping, 

The angels ask, 

When we are celebrating your power and might? 

 

How could I not weep, says God, 

When so many of my children have perished? 

 

We are unlike God, 

Because we believe God is on our side, 

When in fact God has no sides. 

 

The second lesson: 

If we think of it at all – 

And most of us do not – 

We think of the argument 

Among the Christians in Rome – 

An argument about whether it’s ok 

For Christians to eat meat 

That has been sacrificed to pagan idols – 

We think of it as a quarrel over things 

That are obsolete now 

And were petty then. 

 

But we forget that the Roman church 

Was diverse in religious tradition, 

And knew enormous economic disparity. 

A question that is utterly irrelevant for us 

Was of the essence for them. 

What signaled virtue to some 

Meant hunger for others. 

And the community could not see that, 

But instead despised and judged one another.  

 

How do we live into the image 

Of the God of abundance,   

The God of welcome and acceptance, 

When we despise some for their piety 

And judge others for their license? 
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So the first and second lessons 

Give us a few clues – 

Not that we need them – 

About who we are, 

We who are made in the image and likeness of God 

And who fall so short of that image. 

 

And then, in case we need more help, 

We have the good news of the gospel, 

Good news of the forgiveness and mercy of God – 

And the other news that’s no news 

of our inability to forgive, 

And to accept forgiveness.  

 

This is another hard gospel story. 

Maybe the story of the king and his slaves 

Began with Jesus,  

But parts of it,  

Especially the ending,  

Are later additions that obscure and confuse the good news. 

 

We need to dismiss the final verses of this passage. 

 

Because they reveal 

One more way we are unlike God: 

We try to suggest the unthinkable. 

It is impossible to believe 

That a forgiving God would torture us 

For not forgiving.  

 

Certainly, when we withhold forgiveness 

It can be torture. 

But we do that to ourselves. 

 

A forgiving God 

Does just that: 

Forgives.  

Again and again and again.  

 

That’s too hard for us, 

Because we are unlike God. 

 

And yet – 

Because we are made in the image and likeness of God, 

We long to forgive, 
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We try to be forgiving, 

We thrive on forgiveness. 

 

When we forgive, 

We become what we receive, 

The forgiveness that is a sure sign 

Of the presence of the holy in our midst.  

 

The truth is, 

We don’t know how to forgive, 

And it’s hard work. 

Costly work.  

 

Forgiveness is one of the practices of faith 

That we hold out to each other, 

Practices that require commitment, 

And discipline, 

And the support of a community. 

 

Because without commitment, 

And discipline, 

And support, 

It’s too hard. 

Too unlike us, 

Too unlike what we hear and see all around us. 

 

We have to learn how to forgive, 

If we want to become ourselves, 

Fully human, fully alive, 

Free to live into the image and likeness of God, 

The God who gives feely 

And offers infinite promise. 

 

God knows how to forgive,  

Because forgiveness is part of God’s essential being. 

But we don’t. 

We have too much we think we have to hold onto: 

Our claims on each other, 

and our expectations; 

The stories of past hurt and harm and wrong.  

 

One contemporary writer says this: 

Forgiveness works through our ongoing willingness 

To give up certain claims against each other  . . . 

And to give gifts of ourselves 

By making innovative gestures  
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That offer a future not bound by the past.  

 

A future  

Not bound by the past.  

 

That’s the story of forgiveness. 

That’s the good news.  

 

We cannot change the past. 

We cannot pay all our debts, 

Or ever expect to be repaid.  

 

Instead, we practice our faith, 

And seek the renewal of the world, 

By letting go our claims, 

Letting go our need to be right, 

To be vindicated, 

To be paid back. 

 

The gospel tells us to let all those go, 

But the story doesn’t tell us how to begin 

The hard work of forgiveness. 

 

But Ann’s parents began that work 

In the days before she died. 

 

Ann’s father remained beside Ann’s hospital bed, 

Feeling her voice saying, 

Forgive him. 

And he saw in his daughter an image  

Of the wounded head and hands of Christ.  

 

In the end, he says now, 

“I realized it was not just Ann asking me to forgive Conor, 

It was Jesus Christ. 

And I hadn’t said no to him before, 

And I wasn’t going to start then. 

It was just a wave of joy,  

And I told Ann, 

I will, I will.”  

 

Conor asked Ann’s mother to visit him in jail, 

And at first she was hesitant. 

 

“Before this happened, I loved Conor, 

she says. 
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“I knew that if I defined Conor by that one moment – 

as a murderer – 

I was defining my daughter  

As a murder victim. 

And I could not allow that to happen.” 

 

There was a cost. 

She goes on, 

“Conor owed us a debt he could never repay. 

And releasing him from that debt 

Would release us from expecting 

That anything in this world could satisfy us.” 

 

Ann’s parents, working together with Conor’s parents, 

Eventually participated with Conor  

in a long and painful process of restorative justice 

aimed at truth-telling and making amends. 

 

In one, long, agonizing session, 

Each person told their story, 

Of the years that led up to the shooting, 

The moment when it happened, 

The aftermath. 

Ann was present in a picture  

And a few possessions. 

The stories were almost too much to bear, 

Too much for Ann’s parents, 

Too much for Conor’s parents, 

For Conor, 

For the lawyer, 

For the judge. 

 

In the end, 

When she was asked what restitution could be made, 

Ann’s mother told Conor  

he would have to do the good works of two people, 

Because Ann was not here to do hers.  

 

Conor is in prison now,  

Not for life, as he would have been, 

But for 20 years.  

When he gets out, 

A long time from now 

He wants to work with animals, 

Because Ann loved animals.  

In the meanwhile, 
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He has his visits with his family, 

And with Ann’s. 

 

Ann’s parents wonder, sometimes, 

If they still forgive him. 

“Have I released that debt?” 

his mother asks. 

“My daughter was shot, and she died. 

I walk by her empty bedroom at least twice a day.” 

 

And still,  

The answer is yes.  

They forgave, and they still forgive.  

Seven times,  

Seventy seven times a day, 

For the rest of their lives.  

 

 

                                                 

 Paul Tullis, www.nytimes.com/2013/01/06/magazine/can-forgiveness-play-a-role-in-

criminal-justice? 

 

 L. Gregory Jones, www.practicingourfaith.org/forgiveness 
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