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Matthew 18:15-20 

 

I saw the film “Philomena” a few years ago. It is the true story of a woman who was sent 

to a convent as a young girl when she became pregnant with a child. She and other girls 

were made to work very hard. And, they were able to bond with their new babies, just in 

time for the children to be adopted, or in reality, sold.  

 

Decades later, when Philomena is an old woman, she tries to find her son with the help 

of a journalist.  In the last scene of the movie, Philomena and the journalist confront the 

now quite elderly and frail nun who was responsible for much of the pain Philomena had 

suffered. Philomena turned to the nun. “Sister, I forgive you.”  The journalist was 

stunned. He said, “Just like that, you forgive her.”  Philomena shot back, “No, not just 

like that.  This was hard for me.”   “Well,” the journalist said, “I won’t forgive her.  I’m 

angry.”  Philomena looked at him. “That must be exhausting,” she said. 

 

We know she’s right.  There is a cost to holding on to anger, to bitterness, to past hurt.  It’s 

exhausting. It eats at our insides.   Anne Lamott wrote that the inability to forgive, “feels 

like drinking rat poison, and then waiting around for the rat to die.” 

 

 “If another member of the church sins against you, go and point out the fault when the 

two of you are alone. If the member listens to you, you have regained that one.” Jesus 

says that forgiveness begins with telling the truth. We need a direct encounter to shed 

light on the matter. You feel hurt. You want things to change. You want the gnarly, 

rough bits to be put right.  

 

What holds us back is that it is so emotionally satisfying to repeat the tale, over and 

over, about how we have been harmed. An injustice has taken place. Do you see and 

feel its awfulness too? Are you on my side in knowing that the perpetrator is so deeply 

flawed and wrong, and I am so right?  We’ve been hurt! We want revenge!  

So, we avoid our enemy — just like Jonah avoided preaching God’s grace and 

forgiveness to the city of Nineveh. Jonah fled to Tarshish and landed in the belly of a 
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whale. He was furious “I knew you were sheer grace and mercy, not easily angered, 

rich in love and ready at the drop of a hat to turn your plans of punishment into a 

program of forgiveness!” (The Message, p. 1667) Jonah didn’t want to mend a darn 

thing. He wanted the Ninevites to be punished. 

 

Our motivation should be to maintain relationship, but our temptation is to get revenge. 

Jesus offers a better way. Start with confronting the person directly, tell the truth. 

Confess that you feel hurt, work towards reconciliation. This is what it means to love 

your enemies and to love your neighbor as yourself. 

 

Jesus says, “But if you are not listened to, take one or two others along with you, so that 

every word may be confirmed by the evidence of two or three witnesses.” If confronting 

the person individually doesn’t work, Jesus instructs us to ask a few others to help 

make a second attempt at holding the person accountable. 

 

I feel uneasy about this call for reinforcements. I know few people who can be arm-

wrestled or bullied into change. There needs to be clearer criteria perhaps of the 

character needed by the two or three witnesses. They need to be committed to the 

wholeness of the community, of sinned against and sinner, I think. They need to have 

enough compassion to feel pain and enough discernment to see light. 

 

But the text gives no more details on this list of qualities for the witnesses. What might 

be more important for us to notice is how the need to offer forgiveness repeatedly. This is 

the larger theme that runs deep in Christian history. In Leviticus we hear, “You shall 

reprove your neighbor, or you will incur guilt yourself. You shall not take vengeance or 

bear a grudge against any of your people, but you shall love your neighbor as yourself.” 

(Leviticus 19:17-18) In 1 Thessalonians 5, Paul says, “admonish the idlers, encourage the 

fainthearted, help the weak, be patient with all of them.  See that none of you repays 

evil for evil, but always seek to do good to one another….”  

 

Christianity has a long history of truth-telling and forgiveness. God has forgiven us, so 

we forgive one another.  Christians around the world pray about this daily as part of 

the Lord’s Prayer: “Forgive us our sins, as we forgive those who have sinned against us” 

(Matthew 6:12). 

 

I invite you to go to Google and type “The Forgiveness Project.” It is an organization 

that collects and shares stories from both victims/survivors and perpetrators of crime 

and conflict who have rebuilt their lives. 
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Richard McCann tells one story. In 1975, one week before his sixth birthday, Richard 

McCann’s mother became the first victim of Peter Sutcliffe, the Yorkshire Ripper. In 

subsequent years Richard’s life went into a downward spiral.  He say; 

 

In 2010 I was invited to a lecture on Forgiveness given by Desmond Tutu, which turned 

out to be a life-changing experience. I have always known I could never turn back the 

clock but hearing Desmond Tutu’s words showed me I had the capacity to change the 

situation by changing how I felt about what had occurred. 

 

I am no longer carrying around remorse or bitterness; Desmond Tutu’s words about 

forgiveness helped me forgive the person who killed my mother. At the same time 

forgiveness fluctuates in my experience; it’s not a decision you come to. 

 

I don’t believe forgiveness is a one-off act; it’s rather something that enters and leaves our 

consciousness like the tide and it requires working through continually.” 

 

Our tradition says we must forgive over and over again. Jesus tells Peter that the 

number is not “seven,” which, in fact is a rather generous number. The number of times 

to engage in forgiveness is “seventy times seven”—a shorthand for infinity. Because our 

minds are like rubber bands that are always ready to bounce back into the familiar old 

and warped shape. 

 

Jesus closing words in Matthews passage are these: “If the member refuses to listen 

even to the church as a whole, then, let such a one be to you as a Gentile and a tax 

collector.” This appears to be permission to excommunicate, shun or push the offender 

out of the community. You’ve taken all the courses of remedial action. You’ve tried a 

face-to-face meeting with the person, you’ve brokered a small group conversation, and 

you’ve repeatedly held them accountable.  So Jesus says, “Let that one be to you as a 

Gentile and tax collector.” 

 

“Let that one be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector.” There are no better examples of 

people who do not act like part of the forgiven community. Yet, Jesus repeatedly invites 

them back into the community and circle of grace. 

 

Zacchaeus is a great example. He was one of the worst abusers of all the tax collectors, 

but Jesus went with him to his house to eat (Luke 19:1-10). Zacchaeus, in particular, 

shows that the burden of forgiveness is not just on Christians who must repeatedly 

extend an offer of invitation. There are consequences to being forgiven as well. Zacchaeus 

does more than say “I’m sorry.”  He radically changes his daily life. He begins by 

offering concrete steps--practical reparations. 
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The Dutch priest Henri J.M. Nouwen says “Forgiveness is the name of love practiced 

among people who love poorly. The hard truth is that all people love poorly. We need 

to forgive and be forgiven every day, every hour increasingly. That is the great work of 

love among the fellowship of the weak that is the human family.” 

 

May we turn our backs on ancient grudges. May we let God shape ourselves into a new 

creation.  May each of us take time and work to forgive and to repair in order to 

understand the true cost and the true blessing of living in the forgiven community. 

 


