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Learning to Forgive 

Good Friday 2018 

I have entitled my Good Friday homily  

“Learning to Forgive”. 

For as you well know forgiveness does not just happen but is something that we need to learn. 

The harbouring of resentment and choosing not to forgive; this is what comes much more 

naturally to us. 

When Narvaez, the Spanish patriot, lay dying, his father-confessor asked him whether he had 

forgiven all his enemies. Narvaez looked astonished and said: 

"Father, I have no enemies, I have shot them all." 

There was a button in a tourist shop that read:  

to err is human, to forgive is out of the question. 

Learning to forgive, is according to Jesus, so important for us but contrary to our fallen nature. 

Only those who are learning the way of forgiveness will in turn know deeply the forgiveness of 

our heavenly Father.  

This is why at the end of the Lord’s Prayer in Matthew’s Gospel Jesus highlights the importance 

of forgiveness:  

For if you forgive men their trespasses, your heavenly Father also will forgive you; 15 but if 

you do not forgive men their trespasses, neither will your Father forgive your trespasses. 

A Catechist had just concluded her lesson about the Sacrament of Reconciliation and wanted to 

make sure she had made her point. She said, "Can anyone tell me what you must do before you 

can obtain forgiveness of sin?" There was a short pause and then, from the back of the room, a 

small boy spoke up. "Sin," 

Why is forgiveness so important?  This limerick playfully states the answer.  

“Forgiveness is a funny thing; it warms the heart and cools the sting”. 

There is nothing like forgiveness to bring about that change in our souls. This is made clear when 

we better understand Jesus’ teaching on forgiveness as taught in the Lord’s Prayer.  

In the Lord’s Prayer Jesus teaches us about three dimensions of the Christian life: 

• Attachment 

• Detachment  

• So we can be properly dispatched to serve the Lord.  

Let me explain what I mean by this.  
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In the Lord’s Prayer we learned that we are to be attached to God and so we pray: “Our Father 

who art in heaven hallowed by the name”. The honouring of God is to be at the very heart of 

how we live each day. Mary prayed in the Magnificat: “My Soul magnifies the Lord and my 

Spirit rejoices in God my saviour”. Jesus said in the Garden of Gethsemane: “Father not my will 

but yours be done”. In John’s Gospel Jesus said: “I only do what I see the Father doing”. St. Paul 

repeatedly referred to himself as the “Slave of Christ”.  In each of these examples we see what it 

is to be truly attached to God. There is a deep desire to so hallow the name of God so as to be 

totally connected to him and with him. 

The Lord’s Prayer also teaches us what we are to be detached from: “Give us this day our daily 

bread and forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us”. To pray for our 

daily bread means that we are to be detached from a life that is preoccupied with the acquisition 

of material things and are to learn the way of daily simplicity. The other main area where we 

practice detachment is in learning how to forgive. When we attach ourselves to resentment and 

choose not to forgive we become consumed by hatred and our souls are embittered. This makes 

it so difficult to hallow the Father’s name and be rightly attached to him.  It is only those who are 

learning the way of mercy, who can in turn, experience the merciful Father’s presence in their 

own souls. Forgiveness is like a coin. It does have two sides. Those who experience the 

forgiveness of God are learning the way to forgive others.  

Why does the prayer end with these words? “Lead us not into temptation but deliver us from 

evil?” We need to be daily delivered from the power that would have us be inordinately attached 

to material things and unforgivness so that we can be rightly attached to the things of God. So 

much of our struggle in daily life is that we attach ourselves to the quest for material prosperity 

and the harbouring of a resentful heart where we are attached to memories and the feelings 

associated with not forgiving or not being forgiven.  

As we learn the way of proper attachment and detachment we can then be dispatched by God so 

we can pray:  

“For the kingdom, the power and the glory are yours now and forever.” 

God wants to use us for his kingdom purposes. We are more able to be used by him when we 

know what it is to be attached to the Father by lives of simplicity and forgiveness.  

We see how Jesus, in his life, embodies so vividly the way of proper attachmnent and 

detachment so that he could fully serve the will of his Father and thereby bring the kingdom of 

heaven to earth.  

Look at this especially in relation to the Lord’s detachment from resentment and the harbouring 

of un-forgiveness. On the Cross Jesus speaks Seven Words. For today, I want to make reference 

to the first three words.  The first is directed toward his enemies: “Father Forgive Them”. The 

second is directed towards a thief who has been converted by looking to Jesus and hearing his 

prayer. By the way, this is the only person in the Gospels who addresses Jesus by his given 

name, without the title Lord or Christ. He simply says: “Jesus remember me when you come into 

your kingdom”. To which Jesus replies: “I tell you today, you will be with me in paradise.” The 
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third word is directed towards his mother and the disciple John: “Woman behold your son, son 

behold your mother.   

Do you see what is happening here?  From enemies, to converts, to his family. Jesus forgives his 

enemies because he wants them to come to conversion and to then be members of his family. 

Earlier on Good Friday this thief had also been ridiculing Jesus. St. Mark tells us:  

Those who were crucified with him also reviled him. 

Both men at the beginning of the day joined the scornful mob assembled at the foot of the Cross. 

Now this one turns from mockery to petition. Jesus shows us the power of forgiveness. Because 

he is fully attached to the Father, he is able to pray “Father forgive them, they do not know what 

they are doing”.  This so gets the attention of the one criminal that he calls out to Jesus by name 

and is welcomed into the family of Jesus.  

Now please notice this about our Lord. He is choosing to forgive in the midst of experiencing the 

excruciating pain of crucifixion in his body and the pain of taking into his soul the sin of the 

world. What does the Lord feel? Deep and intense suffering. However the Lord does not allow 

the pain define his petition to the Father or attitude towards his enemies.  Jesus did not just ask us 

to forgive so that we might be forgiven. He leads the way on the Cross so that we get the 

perspective of Jesus on forgiveness.  

In the Office of Readings for the first Friday in Lent there is this beautiful reflection on the 

Lord’s forgiveness called  

“The Perfection of Brotherly Love.” 

The perfection of brotherly love lies in the love of one’s enemies. We can find no greater 

inspiration for this than grateful remembrance of the wonderful patience of Christ. He who is 

more fair than all the sons of men offered his fair face to be spat upon by sinful men; he allowed 

those eyes that rule the universe to be blindfolded by wicked men; he bared his back to the 

scourges; he submitted that head which strikes terror in principalities and powers to the 

sharpness of the thorns; he gave himself up to be mocked and reviled, and at the end endured the 

cross, the nails, the lance, the gall, the vinegar, remaining always gentle, meek and full of peace. 

In short, he was led like a sheep to the slaughter, and like a lamb before the shearers he kept 

silent, and did not open his mouth. Who could listen to that wonderful prayer, so full of warmth, 

of love, of unshakeable serenity—Father, forgive them—and hesitate to embrace his enemies 

with overflowing love? Father, he says, forgive them. Is any gentleness, any love, lacking in this 

prayer? 

Yet he put into it something more. It was not enough to pray for them: he wanted also to make 

excuses for them. Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing. They are great 

sinners, yes, but they have little judgment; therefore, Father, forgive them. They are nailing me 

to the cross, but they do not know who it is that they are nailing to the cross: if they had known, 

they would never have crucified the Lord of glory; therefore, Father, forgive them. They think it 

is a lawbreaker, an impostor claiming to be God, a seducer of the people. I have hidden my face 
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from them, and they do not recognize my glory; therefore, Father, forgive them, for they do not 

know what they are doing. 

If someone wishes to love himself he must not allow himself to be corrupted by indulging his 

sinful nature. If he wishes to resist the promptings of his sinful nature he must enlarge the whole 

horizon of his love to contemplate the loving gentleness of the humanity of the Lord. Further, if 

he wishes to savor the joy of brotherly love with greater perfection and delight, he must extend 

even to his enemies the embrace of true love. 

But if he wishes to prevent this fire of divine love from growing cold because of injuries 

received, let him keep the eyes of his soul always fixed on the serene patience of his beloved 

Lord and Savior. 

( From the “Mirror of Love” by Saint Aelred, abbott, Second Reading, Liturgy of the Hours, 

Office of Readings for Friday of the First Week of Lent). 

Here is the heart of the Lord, expressed with such detachment from resentment and attachment to 

the Father and the fulfilling of his will. It means that even when in the throes of suffering 

resulting from having been sinned against, we are to learn this way of forgiving prayer.  

From Jesus’ perspective we learn:  

“Forgiveness is a funny thing; it warms the heart and cools the sting”. 

The way of forgiveness is something we are always needing to learn for it will only be beyond 

the grave that we will be perfected in love so and so able to forgive completely. But it is here 

while on earth that Good Friday reminds us that if our greatest need had been information, God 

would have sent us an educator; If our greatest need had been technology, God would have sent 

us a scientist; If our greatest need had been money, God would have sent us an economist; If our 

greatest need had been pleasure, God would have sent us an entertainer; But our greatest need 

was forgiveness, so God sent us the Savior. 

 

 


