
Twenty-Fourth Sunday in Ordinary Time             September 17, 2017 

 

 
Welcome to the second week of our series, “Who do you think you are?” Through 

the course of this series we are evaluating our identity. The definition of identity 

we’re using is: everything that you think makes you "you". And how you define 

your identity has huge implications for your life. We said last week that:  

Your sense of identity matters because it will DRIVE your actions.  

 

We also said that: Your sense of identity matters because it will DETERMINE 

the health of your relationships. And lastly we said that:Your sense of identity                                                                              

will also DECIDE what you value.  

 

Whatever defines you is ultimately where you find value and meaning for your 

life. Last week, we said that as much as we might look to our stuff or the roles we 

play or responsibilities or groups we belong to - to define us. Ultimately we are to 

look to God and who he says we are.  

 

We have been chosen by God to be part of his Church. We look to our creator to 

tell us who we are.  

 

Today we are going to turn to a famous scripture passage  and take a closer look at 

how this passage  may help us to understand our identity. It is a hard passage to 

hear  and probably one of the most difficult to live.  And if we could actually grasp 

it, not understand it, but take hold of it and use it, it could change our thinking 

it could transform our view of ourselves. 

 
 
Peter approached Jesus and asked him,"Lord, if my brother sins 
against me,how often must I forgive?As many as seven times?"  
Jesus answered, "I say to you, not seven times but seventy-seven 
times. 
 

How many of us here have used the words: Never forget.We hear those words a lot 

these days, don’t we?  Sometimes we say those words (or something similar)               

or feel them in our hearts, in regard to something good --- usually for a loved one 

who is no longer with us.   

 



We want to remember our spouses and our parents and our siblings and our friends                                                            

and sometimes, sadly, our children.  We don’t want to ever forget what they 

meant to us, the love they showed us, and the deep love we still have for them.   

We want to never forget all the good times, the fun times, the meaningful times we 

shared with that person. Never forget.  It just wouldn’t be right. Of course, often 

those words are spoken not in regard to something good, but rather in regard to 

something bad, something painful, something tragic.   

 

People in Houston Texas will never forget Hurricane Harvey. People all over the 

world still remember the maiden voyage of the Titanic and plane crashes of all 

sorts.  The Chicago Fire, The San Francisco Earthquake, --- the list could go on 

and on.  Never forget.   

 

How could we? But as you know, usually those two words are reserved for a very 

particular type of event  --- one in which we have been harmed through                                     

the deliberate actions of others. Each generation has its particular “never forget” 

events.   

 

In colonial times it was the atrocities  at the hands of the British   --- the Boston 

Massacre for example, or the burning of the White House  during the War of 1812.   

Later, Americans on both sides could “never forget” the brutality of the Civil War -

-- death and disease and destruction on a scale unimaginable.  For the “Greatest 

Generation” it would be Dec. 7, 1941 --- the day the Japanese bombed Pearl 

Harbor.  And understandably, the assassinations of our Presidents  shook the very 

fabric of our society.  Lincoln’s and Kennedy’s (in particular) are brought up and 

discussed again and again and again.   

 

And this particular era, of course, has   Sept. 11 as its tragic benchmark                       

--- as a clear example of what incredible  harm at the hands of others looks like.   

 

Never forget.  Why would we ever think we should? 

“Forgive your neighbor’s injustice; then when you pray,  

your own sins will be forgiven.”   Sirach 

 

Nothing in the life of a Christian seems to be more difficult than forgiveness.  

Yet forgiveness clearly defines us. And I don’t mean forgiveness for the little 

things.  That’s relatively easy.  No, I’m talking about the things that really hurt,                             

the wrongs that have really harmed us,   the actions of others that drive us crazy                                                             

and make us furious.   

 



Forgive your neighbors’ injustice?  (As we heard in the reading from the Book 

of Sirach.)  

 

Forgive seventy-seven times? (As we heard in the Gospel passage from 

Matthew.) 

 

I know what you’re thinking.  Forgiveness and forgetting are really not the same 

thing.  Our loving God asks us to forgive, not forget.  And you may be right.   

 

I know I’ve felt that way before in my heart  when I’ve wanted to justify my hurt 

feelings. I’ve spoken those very words to others when they’ve asked me about 

this topic. I’ve even made that argument in my mind (regrettably) to make me 

feel better about holding a grudge.   

 

Can I truly forgive completely and yet not forget?  Maybe.  Probably.  I really 

don’t know. And sometimes when we say those simple two words “Never forget,” 

or feel them in our hearts  our motives are really quite admirable.   

 

And yet, when I look deep into my heart, when I take an honest assessment                                                         

of my true emotions and attitudes,  my unwillingness to forget  is really not about 

any lofty goals. No --- when I claim to be forgiving another, yet can’t stop thinking 

about what happened,  or what was said, or who did what to whom, or who 

started it, or who was at fault --- I’m simply deluding myself, “tricking” myself 

into believing that I am somehow being faithful  to God’s command that I 

forgive --- a command that demands that I forgive  not once in a while, but 

always, not just when it is easy  but also when it is difficult, not simply forgive 

those I want to befriend, but my enemies too.   

 

The sad truth is, often when I say that I can forgive  and yet never forget, what I’m 

really trying to hold onto is not a memory at all, but rather something much darker                            

--- anger, resentment, bitterness, and  hatred.What I really want is to not really 

forgive at all   --- and yet convince myself that I have. 

 

Many things are difficult (if not impossible) to forget.  We know that. And maybe 

God doesn’t really expect that from us, provided we harbor only the best of 

motives, and don’t allow ourselves to be consumed by attitudes which aren’t God-

like.  But there is one thing that we seem                                                               to 

have no problem forgetting.   

 

The servant in today’s Gospel passage seems to have forgotten this same thing too.   



 

You see, what we often forget  are things we should remember   every moment 

of every day, things that put everything into perspective.  What are these things we 

have a hard time remembering?  

 

One --- All that God has done for us  (and continues to do), and  

 

Two --- Our profound need for his mercy and forgiveness. 

 

That’s the difference-maker in all of this.   

 

You see, if we can always be mindful of our own faults and failings and 

weaknesses, of our own sin  

--- and believe in our hearts that God   has forgiven us completely  

--- we will find it much easier to shower others with that same kind of love and 

mercy and understanding. 

 

But if we can’t  

--- if we are convinced that others are the problem, that others are the “bad people” 

messing up this world, that we don’t really need forgiveness  

--- then we’re likely to act like the servant   in the Gospel story who, a minute after 

having had his debt forgiven, could not do the same for someone who owed him. 

 

Is that us?My friends forgiveness defines us as Christians.Forgiveness does not 

originate in us.   

It begins with God.  It’s about God.  

 

The bad stuff, the bad feelings?   Well, we should probably try to let that go.   

All the wonderful things God does for us? You guessed it.  Never forget.  


