
 

ON FORGIVENESS 
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L E N T 	 C O U L D 	 B E 	 S A I D 	 T O 	 B E 	 A 	
K I N D 	 O F 	 S C H OO L .  Each Sunday, and 
every day, we are offered lessons that may be 
vital for our life with God. At the very least, the 

season is a time for improvement. We should be better 
persons for our effort, more attuned to the requirements 
of holiness, for holiness is a condition of entering into 
God’s presence. Happily, there are many programs that 
can help us, available in booklets (The Word Among Us, 
Magni icat) or on your mobile device (Hallow, Amen, 
Formed). An abundance of Catholic podcasts are out there 
“in the cloud.” Our Lifelong Ministry is compiling a list to 
be shared here. But nothing matches an attention to the 
daily readings at Mass.  
     This past week (the 3rd Tuesday in Lent), the Gospel of 
the Mass (from Matthew 18:21-35) contained the dialogue 
between Peter and Jesus about the necessity of 
forgiveness. The apostle asks, “Lord, if my brother sins 
against me, how often must I forgive him? As many as 
seven times?” Jesus replies, “Not seven times, but seventy-
seven times seven.” He goes on with a familiar parable 
about a debtor who is forgiven a vast sum, only to refuse 
the same forgiveness toward someone who owed him 
much less. 
     Priests often hear penitents confess an inability to 
forgive another person for an injury. The confessor will 
often ask a penitent to make a distinction between anger 
and hatred. To hate someone is to wish the most serious 
kind of suffering upon him/her, including the wish that 
he/she be condemned eternally. This temptation is 
dangerous to the soul and does not permit absolution in 
the Sacrament of Reconciliation. The penitent confessing 
the sin (it’s usually done grudgingly) endangers his or her 
own soul and risks one’s own condemnation if nothing is 
done to address the hatred.   
     Very few people I’ve met in the confessional are guilty 
of hatred. More often than not, what they experience is 
anger. An injury or harm is hard to forget and looks like 
hatred. A quick self-examination - “Can I at least pray for 
the person?” - will help us make the distinction.  
     Since anger is merely an emotion, an indication of how 
someone may experience wrongdoing, it does not, in and 

of itself, represent an intention to sin. Like a salacious 
thought, anger demands an immediate response from our 
better side. A person with a well-formed conscience 
should perceive it as harmful to his or her relationship 
with God; a saintly soul will see it as an opportunity to 
grow in virtue. St. Therese of Lisieux shows that such a 
disposition is not unobtainable, when she related (in her 
autobiography, Story	of	a	Soul) how she came to 
understand that another nun’s annoying habits in the 
chapel were either an enticement to anger or an 
opportunity to show her friendship.   
     Sadly, when it comes to anger, we usually make 
rationalizations about the state of our conscience and 
assumptions about our spiritual life. A culture steeped in 
psychological insights, both profound and popular, makes 
us ever alert to any disharmony in our personal 
constitution. We think we are being smart when it comes 
to “bracketing” any emotions that cause disruption to our 
lives. Without taking account of the consequences of 
repressing deeply held feelings, we may dismiss an injury 
to our pride or to a friendship as not worth the effort. The 
forgiveness we claim to grant is really not forgiveness at 
all because it does not accomplish any kind of 
reconciliation.   
     The late scripture scholar Father Francis Martin used to 
tell the story of two men at a cocktail party, smiling at one 
another and shaking hands. Without knowing the 
circumstances of their meeting, one might take hardly any 
notice of the event. But if you were told that these men had 
not spoken after twenty years of enmity, you would likely 
marvel at this sudden goodwill. Thus, every act of 
forgiveness (even when the other party seems not to care) 
is the occasion of something wonderful, the restoration of 
the image and likeness of God - and therefore Christ - in us, 
and a sign of his sacred presence. Forgiveness, like any 
other undertaking at Lent, should make us, and things, 
better. That is why Jesus tells us that forgiveness must be 
attempted “seventy-seven times seven.” We have to keep 
at it until we get it right, until we get it perfectly. For we 
must be, He told us, as perfect as our heavenly Father, who 
forgave us in his Son, is perfect. 


