
St. Bartholomew’s Episcopal Church sermon for the fifteenth 
Sunday after Pentecost 2020: “Freedom through forgiveness” 

“Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.”  These 
are, of course, Jesus’ famous words as a cohort of Roman 
soldiers nail him to the Cross. 

“Lord, do not hold this sin against them.”  St. Stephen’s last words 
as he is stoned to death. 

And did you know that Martin Luther King famously postponed 
one of the biggest marches he led by a day so as not to conflict 
with his archenemy, Sheriff Bull Connor’s, wedding anniversary? 
Many have said that this was just a big political and publicity 
stunt, and there’s probably some truth to that, but I believe there 
was also something more genuine going on. 

It’s all too easy to look at these moments as example of how 
extraordinarily saintly figures behave but to say that for the rest of 
us hanging on to anger and resentment is just one of life’s 
inevitabilities.  But in today’s Gospel Jesus tells us that we had all 
better get our act together and be like these saintly ones.  So my 
heavenly Father will do to every one of you if you do not forgive 
your brother or sister from your heart. 

Now this is a tough read to put it mildly.  The parable he tells ends 
with a slave being thrown into prison and tortured until he pays an 
impossibly large debt because he himself refused to forgive the 
debt of a fellow slave.  It’s hard to reconcile this image with that of 



a God full of grace and love who doles out forgiveness and 
countless other gifts to us creatures with absurd generosity. 

 

  

It becomes much easier to reconcile, though, if we take a moment 
to examine what it’s like to be in a state of unforgiveness.  It’s 
torture!  When Jesus says that our heavenly Father will torture us 
until we forgive, he’s not threatening, he’s simply diagnosing. 

Holding on to a grudge is such a weird thing.  It seems to be a 
strong tendency in us humans, and I think we justify it to 
ourselves by saying that people who have done great wrong to us 
or to others don’t deserve to be forgiven.  But this justification 
misses a simple but key fact.  The person from whom we’re 
withholding forgiveness isn’t hurt at all by this.  He or she surely 
has plenty of issues to resolve, but someone else holding a 
grudge doesn’t do any direct harm.  It does, however, do 
tremendous direct harm to the person holding the grudge. 

Modern psychology demonstrates clearly that a state of 
unforgiveness eats away like a cancer at our minds and souls, 
and perhaps even our bodies.  So it is indeed torture!  It just 
happens to be a sort of torture that is inflicted from within, not 
someplace outside of ourselves. 

So I recognize that I’ve done a good job of pinpointing the 
problem thus far, but that’s not the same as identifying a solution. 
I definitely recognize and honor that when we feel deeply hurt by 
someone or something, it may not be as simple as just deciding to 



forgive.  This is definitely not a sermon about beating yourself up 
until you decide to forgive. 

In fact, this is not a sermon that’s so much about giving anything 
up but rather finding something.  Please bear with me for a short 
discussion of human nature as the Bible presents it. 

 

  

This may come as a surprise to some, but Judeo-Christian 
tradition teaches that human nature is unequivocally good.  Not 
just good, in fact, but truly divine.  And this comes straight out of 
the Bible’s creation stories.  God made man and woman in God’s 
own image and likeness, and after this sixth and final stage of 
creation, God rested, declaring it all to be very good.  And human 
nature is immutable.  It is the eternal, unchangeable kernel of who 
we are. 

Now human condition is something else.  This is what we often 
call the shadow side of ourselves.  It is the ways in which we 
express ourselves that fall short of the divine glory for which we 
were made.  It is what St. Paul calls the flesh and what throughout 
the Bible is referred to as sinful.  But our condition, our shadow 
side, is just that: a shadow.  It’s not the real thing, and ultimately 
it’s a temporary paper tiger. 

When Jesus says, as he did in last week’s Gospel, that we are to 
deny ourselves, take up our cross, and follow him, what he means 
is that we are to deny our condition.  We are to refuse to let our 
shadow side gain the upper hand.  Never in a million years, 



however, does he mean that we are to deny our true nature. 
Entirely the opposite!  His entire point in coming was to expose 
human nature for the perfect and divinely beautiful thing that it is 
and to invite us to revel in the wonder of that. 

So back to forgiveness.  If our freedom from hurt and pain 
requires that we forgive, and it does, doing so entails not denying 
our true nature but tapping into it.  Being creatures made in the 
image and likeness of God, we are forgiving and generous by 
nature.  It is only our condition that harbors pettiness and 
grudges. 

 

  

So how do we get past our condition and back to our true nature? 
By engaging in the very practices I have been encouraging for the 
past several sermons.  Dr. King didn’t simply get up one morning 
and decide to be forgiving enough that he could treat Sheriff 
Connor as a brother even while the Sheriff treated him like a dog. 
He had to fast and pray for days before his angry and vindictive 
condition gave way to his divine and forgiving nature. 

And it’s the same with all of us.  I’m convinced that some of the 
surest signs we get that our condition is in the driver’s seat are 
the physical ones.  Elevated heart rate, shallow breath, a 
desperate sense of need to talk or to move are often telltale signs 
that we’re in the “fight or flight” mode in which we are least likely 
to be able to forgive. 



When that happens, unless there is really immediately physical 
danger to you or to others, I encourage you to make it a practice 
to stop every single time, and pray.  Pray for as long as it takes 
your body and your mind to return to ground state.  This might be 
seconds, minutes, hours, days, or even years.  I am well aware 
that in such a moment your mind might be angrily saying back “I 
can’t stop and pray, I don’t have time for that!”  But I maintain that 
you can’t afford the time not to do this. 

And I suggest you pray for something very specific.  You don’t 
need to pray for the other person or for forgiveness.  Simply pray 
that God will reveal your own true nature to you and allow you to 
delight in it.  This might sound like a very self-serving prayer, but I 
am convinced it’s the best one.  When God answers it, all else will 
be taken care of.  Forgiveness will come easily. 

 

  

Beloved, today’s Gospel is not a threat, it is simply a diagnosis. 
When we believe we have been wronged by others, if we let our 
conditioned response of holding onto the hurt take over, we will 
indeed wind up in a place of unending torture.  But it’s torture of 
our own design!  If, however, we can take just the first step to 
letting go, the simple step of praying for God to restore us to our 
true nature, the trap is broken and the prison doors swing wide 
open.  You were made for freedom.  Ask for it with all your heart. 

 


