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Several years ago, Patti and I were thinking about a vacation, and we were wanting to do 

something different. We like the seashore, but felt the need for a different destination than what 

we were used to. So I looked at a map, and focused on a stretch of ocean in the southernmost 

part of Maine. About 75 miles north of Boston, I found a Maine shore town called Ogunquit. I 

liked the name, so we booked a week at a seaside hotel there.  

I researched some things to do, and found the Ogunquit Theater. We got tickets for the show -- 

“Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat”. It starred Clay Aiken as Joseph. He had 

achieved some notoriety by finishing 2nd in the TV show American Idol a few years earlier.  

When we got to the theater, we were surprised to see a large throng of teenagers waiting to get 

in. They called themselves ‘Claymates” and they brought a nice element excitement to the 

audience. Clay Aiken was okay, but the real showstoppers were the eleven young men who 

played Joseph’s brothers. The production was a lot of fun, and we were glad we went. 

In today’s 1st reading, we get just a small taste of the bible’s story of Joseph and his brothers, 

the sons of Jacob. These 12 brothers are destined to be the forebears of the 12 tribes of Israel. 

This is one of the longest narratives in the Hebrew Bible, spanning 15 chapters. Today’s reading 

is from the fiftieth and final chapter of Genesis. It is the culmination of a remarkable story of 

forgiveness by Joseph, whose brothers had sold him into slavery.  

In today’s gospel, when Peter asks Jesus how many times we should forgive, he’s getting it all 

wrong. He’s viewing forgiveness as a transactional human action, a zero sum game, one where 

we keep score. Jesus tells his parable in an effort to show Peter and us that forgiveness is not 

something that we do, but rather something that we are. Forgiveness is a way of living, an act of 

love. 

Forgiveness is central not just to our life of faith but also to our life together in this world. Without 

forgiveness, how could we possibly stay in relationship with each other? In fact, the absence of 

forgiveness plays a huge role in the bitter, divided nation that we’ve become.  

You see, forgiveness isn’t something that just restores and frees the one forgiven. Forgiveness 

also restores and frees the one who forgives. Forgiveness creates possibility, keeps the future 

open; offers us a path forward that we thought was not imaginable. Forgiveness breaks the 

chain of relentless cause-and-effect mentality and serves to create something new. Forgiveness 

is life. 

This is why Jesus doesn’t just stretch Peter’s imagination about forgiveness, but breaks it wide 

open. “Seven times,” Peter asks. “Try seventy-seven times, Jesus responds. That is, Jesus is 

saying, way more than you thought, Peter. Way more than you imagined, way more than seems 

possible, way more than you can actually count and keep track of. Because to forgive is to live 

free in the present and hopeful about the future, while to not forgive is to be dragged down and 

kept captive by the past. Forgiveness is life. 

That’s all well and good, but just saying it doesn’t make it happen. It’s part of what makes this 

parable so challenging. It’s easy to get stuck on the enormity of the first servant’s failure. How 

can the one who is forgiven so much refuse to forgive another? That’s a fair question. Yet each 

of us has probably also struggled to forgive, failed to notice where we have been forgiven or 

blessed or loved beyond imagination, beyond deserving -- yet still not able to extend the same 
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to another. Even the benevolent king in the parable, having just forgiven a debt beyond 

imagination seems unable to forgive the first servant’s inability to forgive. 

So… is today’s parable a warning? Forgive… or else! Is it a lesson?  Is it encouragement? Don’t 

be like the unforgiving servant who was so preoccupied by the debts of others he missed the 

remission of debt that he experienced. 

Or… is it simply an accurate description of just how hard forgiveness can be? Because… yes, 

it’s hard. Hard to let go of grievances that have not simply left their mark on us but have become 

part of our identity, part of the story we tell ourselves about ourselves. Hard to let go of the habit 

of keeping track, of counting, of always assessing to make sure we’re getting what we think we 

deserve. Or even more importantly, keeping track of what others get, making sure they don’t 

get any more than what we think they deserve! 

I read some commentary this week from Kathryn Schifferdecker, a Lutheran Pastor. She tells a 

story of forgiveness in our bitterly divided world. It moved me, and I’d like to share a part of it 

with you. 

It was an astonishing thing to see! A young black man sat in the witness stand of a 

courtroom in Dallas, speaking to the white woman on trial, Amber Guyger, an ex-police 

officer who had just been convicted of murdering his beloved older brother, Botham 

Jean, in his own apartment. She had entered Botham’s apartment by mistake, thinking it 

was hers, mistook him for an intruder, and shot him in the chest. 

At her trial a year later, Botham’s heartbroken younger brother Brandt took the stand and 

told Amber that he forgave her, that he wanted only the best for her, and that he wanted 

her to give her life to Christ, something that he said Botham would have wanted as well. 

And then, after asking permission from the judge and to the astonishment of all present, 

Brandt walked across the courtroom and embraced the woman who killed his brother. 

She clung to him, sobbing. It was an incredibly moving and courageous example of 

forgiveness. 

Being able to forgive means repentance! And in the end, there is much that we need to repent 

of. That’s the Law. The Law says I am more sinful and flawed than I ever imagined. But the 

Gospel says I am more loved and forgiven than I ever dared to hope. And we must always be 

mindful that it is God who ultimately does the forgiving. And nowhere is God’s forgiveness more 

evident than in the Holy meal we share.  

Jesus tells us that the cup he gives, the blood of the covenant he pours out with his life, is for 

the “forgiveness of sin.” These words are spoken on the evening when his disciples will betray, 

deny, and abandon him. These words stand as a promise that even when we fail to live into the 

grace Jesus offers, even when we fall short of extending to others the forgiveness we have 

received, yet God is still there, forgiving, loving and calling us home. 

God’s forgiveness and blessing are pure gift! Fortunately, we worship a God who absolutely 

loves to give us incredible gifts. And so, forgiven and set free, we thank this living God with all 

our heart! Amen. 


