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Probably all of us take it for granted that there are seven days in a week. Yet no one knows precisely why. There are theories, of course, but none of them are certain. In the Bible the number seven is about totality. It is seen as a holy number representing wholeness. In the Old Testament, the creation takes place in seven days. In the last book of the New Testament, the Apocalypse, or the Book of Revelation, the message is to the seven churches, because seven represents all the churches.

In today’s Gospel reading when Peter suggests that we should forgive people as many as ‘seven times,’ he thinks he is being righteous. That was the maximum times the Jewish Law expected a person to forgive. But that was not good enough for Jesus. He told Peter, “Not seven, but seventy-times seven.” In other words, Jesus was telling Peter that there must be no limit to your forgiveness.

One Sunday, during his homily at Mass, a priest asked his congregation how many of them were willing to forgive their enemies? Being a saintly church, they all raised their hands, that is, except for one elderly lady sitting at the back of the church. The priest noticed, and asked her, “Mrs Jones, why aren’t you willing to forgive your enemies?” She replied, “Well, I don’t have any.” To which the priest said, “Mrs. Jones, you’re 93 years old, surely you have some enemies? How is that possible?” The old lady replied, “It’s easy, I have simply outlived all of them!”

In today’s first reading from the Old Testament, we are told that it is sinful to hold on to anger. If we seek God’s forgiveness for our sins, we must forgive others the wrongs they have done to us. We must show mercy if we want God’s mercy.

At the Mass last Thursday, I shared how we are tempted to get our revenge over those people who have hurt us. The thought of getting even with those who hurt us can be attractive. Revenge may be ‘sweet’, but it is a sweetness that soon wares off into bitterness. It makes them brood even more on what people have done to them. In the end people are no happier for getting their own back. They get stuck in the past, because they have allowed the wrongdoer to take up residence in their head.

Revenge was enshrined in Jewish Law, from which we get the phrase, “An eye for an eye, and a tooth for a tooth.” By this, the Law taught that there has to be a limit to revenge. Such revenge had to be caried out by the community, and not by the individual who has been wronged. But as Mahatma Ghandi said, “If you take this saying literally, the whole world would be blind.”

Jealousy and revenge are responsible for a great deal of misery in people’s lives. Even in our ordinary everyday lives we can find it a struggle to always get along with one another. Even within our own families, making or accepting an apology is not always easy. Husbands and wives are often under stress. Sibling rivalry can be a very real source of friction. There is rarely an easy solution to the problem of hurt and feelings of betrayal.

Alden Nowlan put it well when he said:
“The day the child realizes that all adults are imperfect, he becomes and adolescent; 
· the day he forgives them; he becomes an adult;
· the day he forgives himself he becomes wise.”
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When we say the Lord’s Prayer, do we really think about the words: “Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us.” All too often we speak these words thoughtlessly, without thinking of their true meaning. Truly, we must ask forgiveness for our own failings, but in return we must forgive the failings of others, whatever they may be.

Every one of us gets annoyed from time to time. Anger is natural, but it need not trigger insults, or even violence. After the flaring up, comes the irritation, and then comes the choice. Either to refuse to retaliate and stand back, or we add fuel to the fire by our behaviour. It’s all too easy for us to be judgemental, but as you know, if you read those agony columns in our newspapers or magazines, blame and animosity lead to the same from others too. We end up in a downward spiral.


Here is a story I told some time ago, but is very telling for many of us and worth repeating.

Ernest Hemingway once wrote a short story set in Spain, in which a father and a son fell out with one another. The boy ran away to Madrid, and consequently the father disowned him in disgust, and said that he didn’t want anything more to do with him. Years later, the father realised that he had been too harsh, and how much he missed his son. He wanted to put things right, and see his boy again. So he put an advert in a Madrid newspaper which said: “Paco, meet me at the Hotel Montana at noon on Tuesday. All is forgiven. Papa.” But Paco is a common name in Spain, and when the father turned up at the hotel at noon on the Tuesday, hoping his son would be there. To his surprise he had to force his way through the crowd of young men waiting outside the hotel, all named Paco, and all longing to be reconciled with their fathers.

Confession, or the sacrament of reconciliation, is the most wonderful gift where we meet the mercy of the Father, and begin the hard journey to receive the grace to forgive others. It might be easy to forgive once, but it’s only by God’s grace that can help us to forgive seventy times seven.

By praying for your enemy, it is a way of recognising them as a person with all their strengths and weaknesses, and, in reality, we are no different to them if we are to be honest with ourselves.

Sheila Cassidy, an Oxford graduate, went to practise medicine in Chile. But in 1975 she was caught up under the violence of the Pinochet regime, and was arrested by the Chilean secret police for giving medical care to a political opponent. She was severely tortured to disclose information about her patient’s details and other contacts. On release she returned to the Uk and publicised the human rights abuses that were occurring at that time in Chile.

She wrote this about her imprisonment:
“I can only say: however much we have been wronged, however justified our hatred, if we cherish it, it will poison us.  Hatred is a devil to be cast out, and we must pray for the power to forgive, for it is in forgiving our enemies that we are healed.”
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I began by saying that the number seven is about completeness.  For Jesus, this completeness means the forgiving of others who have wronged us there has to be no limits. For us, it is not an optional extra. We cannot let our pride dominate our behaviour. Learning to forgive and let go is one of the hard truths about living out the Christian life. But it is by this teaching that we are be freed to live fully in the present without hanging on to the past that only destroys lives. By this, we enjoy for ourselves the merciful forgiving love of our Father in heaven.

Prayer:
God of love and mercy, forgive the hardness of heart that can prevent us from forgiving others. Help us to see others as your beloved children, and give us a spirit of forgiveness that will enable us to forgive others as you have forgiven us. We ask this through Jesus Christ our risen Saviour. Amen.




