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 The Craft of Forgiveness 
 

Grace to you and peace from our loving God, and from our Lord and Savior 
Jesus Christ. Amen. 
 

In many ways, the entire gospel reading this morning is about forgiveness. 
Certainly, if we do as the first set of exhortations instruct, forgiveness is required: 
 

Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, 
pray for those who abuse you. 

 
The same can be said for each successive phrase and the explanation that follows. 
 

When Jesus declares, "Love your enemies," it is just the beginning formulation of 
a general principle--a principle that is immediately made specific and active. 
 

The "love" Jesus calls for is not an emotional or sentimental attachment. This 
love is actively oriented—it is "love" only because it is actively pursuing good for the 
enemy. "Do good," Jesus commands. He doesn't say "think good thoughts or have 
good feelings," but actually "do good to those who hate you." Just as we read in the 
preceding verses last week about the four blessings and four woes, today's detail 
another four-way command: love the enemy; do good; bless; pray. Calling us to bless 
and pray for the enemy is an even more difficult task, for blessing and praying are 
motivated from the inside. Cosmetic "goodness" is easier to fake than even a simple 
blessing. 
 

If anyone strikes you on the cheek, offer the other also; and from anyone who 
takes away your coat do not withhold even your shirt. Give to everyone who begs 
from you; and if anyone takes away your goods, do not ask for them again. Do to 
others as you would have them do to you. 

 
Taken together, these verses provide examples of how Jesus' mandate to love the 
enemy might be expressed. Love in action means turning the other cheek. It means 
allowing not only your best garment, your coat, to be taken wrongfully from you, but 
everything else—even the shirt off your back—to be taken as well. 
 

But it is the last portion of the gospel that sums up the message of Jesus. These 
are the words that give all that precedes a proper context: 
 

Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful. Do not judge, and you will not be 
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judged; do not condemn, and you will not be condemned. Forgive, and you will 
be forgiven; give, and it will be given to you. 

 
Love and mercy are meaningless without the ineffable power to reconcile and to make 
whole that comes alone through forgiveness. 
 

After that profundity, let me tell a story or two. 
 

I remember an altercation involving two of the children in the after school 
program we ran in the congregation I served in Indianapolis. One was about 10, the 
other about 8 years old. They were hitting a child much smaller than they on the way 
from school to the Jump Start program. I found them standing against opposite walls in 
the fellowship hall, having their "time out" for reflection on their behavior. 
 

I decided to have a conversation with them; I was, after all, a sort of principal. 
Raleigh and Demarcus showed absolutely no remorse for their behavior. I questioned 
them about what they had done. I asked them how it got started; each of them told me 
that the boy had thrown the first punch. I asked them whether they thought they 
shouldn't be setting an example for the younger boy; they responded by repeating: "But 
he started it!" I told them that it is never okay to hit; they told me—each in turn—that 
their mothers told them, "If someone hits you, hit them back." I asked them where they 
thought the violence will end if people keep hitting people back; they looked sheepish. I 
asked them if they knew anyone who had been killed on the streets; they didn't know 
what to say and laughed nervously. I know that the answer was “Yes”. 
 

I honestly don't think they had ever heard anyone suggest to them that perhaps 
violence is not the best way. It was easy to judge them and their parents. 
 

But then, not long afterwards on my way to a visit, this guy pulls up next to me in 
traffic. I’m in the left lane; he's in the right—the turning lane. It's obvious to me that he's 
not turning right, which means that he has the culpable audacity to imagine that he is 
going to beat me across the intersection, where a car is parked in his lane. When the 
light turns, I figure I'll give him a run for his money and press a bit harder on the 
accelerator. The wheels actually squealed, and, yes, he had to slow down and take 
what was clearly his rightful place—behind me! 
 

But then, on a narrow two-lane street with a double-yellow line down the middle, 
at a time when busses are dropping off children, he roars past me in the lane for traffic 
going the other way. That just plain scared me—and angered me a bit. He could easily 
have run over a child at the speed he was travelling, or into a car turning onto the street 
from any of the alleys or side-streets. I could have been party to a serious accident. I 
was ashamed of myself. 
 

How rude of God to confront me and us with this particular reading today! This—
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one of the principle passages that led to the creation of the idea of active non-violence 
through Gandhi and Martin Luther King, Jr.—hits me (and, I suspect, many of us) right 
between the eyes and in the conscience. I am no better than those boys I was 
preaching so self-righteously. I fall as far short as a child or a teenager. 
 

Jesus is calling us here not only to forgive our enemies (and our friends and 
neighbors), not only to bless those who curse us, not only to pray for those who are 
abusive to us, not only to be non-violent. Jesus appeals to us, for the sake of the 
kingdom, to go far further than such passivity. Jesus tells us plainly that we are to treat 
others with the same gentleness, the same lack of judgment, the same love, the same 
goodness, that we use when rationalizing our own behavior. 
 

Forgiveness isn't something we do just when people in our families or our friends 
do things to upset us. It is attitude, disposition, and act. It is a way of being in the world 
that takes seriously what Christ has done for us and how God treats us. It is a way of 
life. 
 

Here's one more story, not my own, about an encounter with a bully: My father 
always taught me not to fight but to turn the other cheek. After numerous fights, I 
decided to try it. The bully hit me, and I offered my face up for the next blow. He got 
mad but couldn't hit me again. He finally walked away. It was the only time it ever 
worked. Yet, I wonder how I could have gone the next step and made that enemy my 
friend (Philip Schroeder). 
 

There's the struggle of a Christ-like life, lived in love, mercy, and full forgiveness. 
Not to escalate violence, but to turn it around. Not to accept other peoples' definitions of 
themselves or you as enemy, but to see all fellow creatures as full sisters and brothers 
in Christ—to see them as friends. 
 

Forgive, and you will be forgiven; give, and it will be given to you. A good 
measure, pressed down, shaken together, running over, will be put into your lap; 
for the measure you give will be the measure you get back. 

 
The "good measure" of God's grace we may normally expect is not what God 

wants to offer. In an agricultural marketplace economy, the fairness of weights and 
measures was a deadly serious matter. No merchants would dare to be caught 
doctoring their scales. But neither would they "press down" or "shake together" a 
measurement in order to assure customers a maximum amount for their money. 
 

In God's extravagance, the "good measure" is poured out until it is "running 
over"—spilling over the sides of the measuring device and filling the lap of the receiver. 
And perhaps spilling over onto enemies-become-friends. This is what God wants to 
pour out upon us, Jesus declares, even as we offer the same to others. 
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God has granted us mercy and forgiveness. Now that we have received it, what 
will we do with it? We will, of course, be merciful and forgiving; we will pass on what we 
have been given. We will let it overflow from us. 
 

Other words from this gospel come to mind: Then [Jesus] took a loaf of bread, 
and when he had given thanks, he broke it and gave it to them, saying, "This is my 
body, which is given for you. Do this in remembrance of me." Christ gave and continues 
to give himself to us, even when we don't deserve it. God is merciful to the ungrateful 
and evil. That is the measure by which God measures out, and by which we are to try 
and live our lives. 
 

We live out the craft of forgiveness in many ways as a Christian community. 
Every time we gather for worship, we offer signs of peace to one another, giving 
expression to the forgiveness we experience in the confession and absolution. We 
commune together and are reconciled both to Christ and to one another. We hear God's 
Word and, at the end of the service, hear the admonition, "Go in peace. Serve the 
Lord." or some version thereof. 
 

Hear a modern rendition of the gospel: 
 

"To you who are ready for the truth, I say this: Love your enemies. Let them bring 
out the best in you, not the worst. When someone gives you a hard time, respond with 
the energies of prayer for that person. If someone slaps you in the face, stand there and 
take it. If someone grabs your shirt, giftwrap your best coat and make a present of it. If 
someone takes unfair advantage of you, use the occasion to practice the servant life. 
No more tit-for-tat stuff. Live generously. 
 

"Here is a simple rule of thumb for behavior: ask yourself what you want people 
to do for you; then grab the initiative and do it for them! If you only love the lovable, do 
you expect a pat on the back? Run-of-the-mill sinners do that. If you only help those 
who help you, do you expect a medal? Garden-variety sinners do that. If you only give 
for what you hope to get out of it, do you think that's charity? The stingiest of 
pawnbrokers does that. 
 

"I tell you, love your enemies. Help and give without expecting a return. You'll 
never—I promise—regret it. Live out this God-created identity the way our Father lives 
toward us, generously and graciously, even when we're at our worst. Our Father is kind; 
you be kind. 
 

"Don't pick on people, jump on their failures, criticize their faults—unless, of 
course, you want the same treatment. Don't condemn those who are down; that 
hardness can boomerang. Be easy on people; forgive them. You'll find life a lot easier. 
Give away your life; you'll find life given back, but not merely given back—given back 
with bonus and blessing. Giving, not getting, is the way. Generosity begets generosity." 
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Perhaps each of us will behave a bit more this week as if we were residents of 

God's kingdom—being the forgiven who practice the craft of forgiveness. May it be so 
among us. Amen. 
 

May the peace of God, which passes all understanding, keep our hearts and 
minds through faith in Christ Jesus our Lord, unto abundant and eternal life. Amen. 


