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Grace and peace to you, beloved siblings in Christ, in the name of our God who forgives us.  
 
So, this is one of those gospel readings that is a little bit puzzling to me.  It begins with 
Peter asking kind of an immature question, a “looking for a loophole” question. “Okay, I 
know I’m supposed to forgive - but how many times?  Because I’m willing to be generous - 
I’ll forgive once, twice, even three times, heck, I’ll forgive seven times! But there’s got to be 
a limit on this thing, right?  How many times do I have to forgive?” 
 
And Jesus says, I tell you not seven times, but seventy-seven times! Oof.   
 
But, after setting that impossible standard, Jesus goes and tells a parable where there are 
not 77 acts of forgiveness and there aren’t even seven!  There’s exactly one act of 
forgiveness. And then straight to the torturers! And this seems kind of inconsistent and 
puzzling to me! 
 
Parables are stories about unusual situations, that’s what makes them memorable.  And 
they aren’t exact patterns for us to follow. They are thought-provoking scenarios that invite 
us to see the world from new angles–to see it the way that God sees it. And this parable 
invites us to think more deeply about forgiveness.  
 
You know, whole, entire books are written about forgiveness. And I don’t have time in one 
sermon to talk about everything there is to say about it.  Forgiveness is one of the central 
concepts of our faith. It is a huge part of what Jesus’ death means for us. When Jesus holds 
up the cup during the last supper, he says, this cup is the new covenant in my blood, shed 
for you and for all people for the FORGIVENESS of sins. And all of us in this room would 
agree that forgiveness is a good thing. It’s a radical blessing. It is comfort, it is healing, and 
it is reason to follow Christ.  
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And, I think we would also all agree that forgiveness is really hard. And it’s really 
complicated.  And many of us, as we try to practice it, come up against difficulties that 
make us, like Peter, look for a loophole, an easier way out.  
 
In our first reading, God led the Israelites through the Red Sea, on a path with walls of 
water on either side.  And as I was thinking about forgiveness this week, I kept thinking 
about the walls of water on our right and our left as we try to walk the path of forgiveness.  
 
Walls of water that are dangerous - stray into them and you might drown.  
 
On one side is the wall that drowns us when we refuse to forgive.  It is the wall of 
bitterness and division, of coldness of heart.  In the parable, it is the choice of the slave 
who refuses to forgive his fellow slave a pittance, even after his enormous debt had been 
forgiven.   
 
It is the refusal to let go.  The Greek word for “forgiveness” literally means to let something 
go, to open your hands and to drop it.  It’s easy to see how we use our hands for God’s 
service - when we are serving food or raking leaves or fixing something that is broken. But 
we can also use our hands for other kinds of God’s work - like forgiveness. When we open 
our hands and let go.   
 
We release our grip on the pain, the hurt, the anger. And we let them fall to the floor.  
When we forgive.  
 
But how do we do that? Well it’s hard.  
 
But a good place to start is by remembering how much God has forgiven us.  That sum that 
the slave owed the king in the parable, 10,000 talents, in today’s money something like 
half a billion dollars- that’s billion with a b!  That’s what the king forgave.  100s of 
millions. Enormous and costly sum.  
 
And we stand in those same shoes - all of our sin, all the debt we have wracked up: debts 
of failing to love, of not keeping the peace, of disrupting joy, of hiding the truth, and of 
hoarding grace.  100s of millions. Enormous and costly.  All forgiven, simply because we 
ask.  

2 



September 13, 2026 
Year A, Lect. 24  

 
 
And the point of the parable is that that should be enough by itself. That God’s forgiveness 
of our sins should be enough to make us generous and merciful too. Seventy-seven times! 
 
But the other point of the parable is that it doesn’t always.  That experiencing the 
outrageous forgiveness of God doesn’t always set us on the path of forgiveness.  That we 
often stray into the wall of water that threatens to drown us of not forgiving.  
 
So, we also need to remember that forgiveness takes patience.  “Have patience with me,” is 
what both of the slaves plead in the parable. Forgiveness takes time.  Seventy-seven times 
longer than it feels like it should, sometimes.   
 
In my experience, forgiveness is kind of like falling asleep.  You can’t really force yourself 
to do it. The harder you try to fall asleep, the longer you stay awake. But with patience and 
calm you slowly start to drift off, until all at once, it’s easy and you fall asleep.  
 
Forgiveness can be like that too.  When you patiently relax into God’s love and forgiveness, 
and then your grip starts to loosen, and then all at once, forgiveness is easy. You’ve let go.  
 
That wall of water that threatened to drown you, that held you down and kept you from 
breathing - you step out of it, back onto the path.  
 
But of course in that parable, the slave wouldn’t let it go.  And when he is brought back to 
the king who has forgiven him once - this time it seems like there isn’t any forgiveness.  
 
And that brings us to the other wall of water, the other danger on the path of forgiveness. 
When we do embrace forgiveness, but neglect accountability.  
 
It’s sad to witness it, but sometimes the beautiful grace-filled ideal of Christian forgiveness 
has been weaponized and used to protect abusers. We must offer our forgiveness (even if it 
takes a while) - but that does not mean we must keep ourselves in harm's way or neglect 
to set boundaries with those that have hurt us or others.  
 
Letting it go does not mean letting it slide. 
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And I think that’s why the king in the parable reacts so severely. His act of enormous mercy 
and forgiveness was not license for the slave to go out and hurt other people. Forgiveness, 
even forgiveness times seventy-seven, does not erase consequences or accountability.  
 
And, I think, that’s why the parable ends the way that it does - harsh as it seems. And that’s 
why all the Egyptians end up drowned in the sea and washed up on the shore.  Not 
because God’s forgiveness is limited, but because God’s justice will not allow violence or 
abuse to fester forever.  It means putting a hand up to stop the harm.  
 
This story from Exodus teaches us that God’s love is universal - but it is not neutral. God 
picks sides, and picks the side with the weak and abused over the side of the powerful 
oppressors.  And God calls us to do the same.  God calls us to forgive, to reach out in love 
to everyone, but not to turn a blind eye to injustice or hatred or cruelty.  
 
When we walk the path of forgiveness with the walls of water on either side, that means 
gathering up the courage to say to one another “I forgive you” and “You need to change 
your behavior.” It will mean opening your hand to let go, while putting up the other one to 
stop the cycle of abuse.  
 
It is the only way to the other side, to the promised land.  The only way to get to 
reconciliation.  This is the way we do God’s most holy work with our hands. When we 
forgive. 
 
Thanks be to God.  
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