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                    Renewing fraternity 




   through correction and forgiveness
(Mt 18,15-20.21-35)

“Holiness and mission pass through the community because the risen Lord makes himself present in it and through  it ... brothers and sisters become sacraments of Jesus and of the encounter with God, a concrete possibility of being able to live the commandment of mutual love. In this way the path of holiness becomes a way that all members of the community follow together …; in the reciprocal welcoming; in the sharing of gifts, above all the gift of love, of pardon, and of fraternal correction; in the common search for the will of the Lord rich in grace and mercy; in the willingness of each one to bear one another's burdens.”


As a realist, Matthew is concerned about the fraternal life of the community. He acknowledges sin as an undeniable fact in the life of the community but he does not excuse it, nor condone a cover-up.  He does not connive at any attempt at concealment. The Christian community knows it is not free from sin and needs to be able to deal with the brother who sins. The fact that sin in the community cannot be avoided, does not remove the need to address the sinner with correction and forgiveness. Matthew draws our attention to the way Jesus deals with correction (Mt 18,15-20) before forgiveness (Mt18,21-35).  We should show mercy to our brother after we have tried to bring him to conversion. It is the brother who has been corrected who should be forgiven. 


I.  Correction should always be offered

In Matthew 18,15-20 Jesus demands fraternal correction for those who live in common and also indicates a precise methodology for putting it into practice. This practice of community correction is so important to him that he does not hesitate to support his demand with amazing promises.


1. Understand the text

This text brings together eight sentences, divided into two blocks. Brother is the key word in a paragraph that establishes the rules to be followed in the treatment of the offence within the community (Mt 18,15-17) .


 
· The first five sentences (Mt 18,15-17) are all formulated in the same way:  an example is given, stated in the conditional , and a solution is offered, always in the imperative . They form a short unit on their own, with a markedly legalistic tone.  In the cases referred to, you must act in the manner specified. There is no possible loophole: these are norms of the divine law.
· The following three (Mt 18.18-20) serve as motivation. The distinction is evident in the change from you to they or them, and also in the emphatic introduction (Mt 18,18.19) and  above all, in the content. What the community decides will be confirmed by God, but only if it is requested by a community in prayer.

The establishment of a disciplinary procedure not only admits the reality of sin, but presupposes tensions within the community.  Precise norms are given to turn the sinner away from his offence.  The process of correction is given in detail so there can be no excuse: if we know what we must do, then failure to correct the offender becomes unpardonable.

           15
"If your brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault, between you and him alone. If he listens to you, you have gained your brother.

         16
But if he does not listen, take one or two others along with you, that every word may be confirmed by the evidence of two or three witnesses.

        17
If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church; and if he refuses to listen even to the church, let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector.

       18
Truly, I say to you, whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.

      19
Again I say to you, if two of you agree on earth about anything they ask, it will be done for them by my Father in heaven.

    20
For where two or three are gathered in my name, there am I in the midst of them."



Seek the correction of the offender (Mt 18,15-17a)

 
Jesus wants the community of his disciples to practise fraternal correction.  In fact, he establishes rules that are not directed at those who exercise authority in the church, but at those who have been wronged by a brother.  Correction is not the task of one in authority.  It is a fundamental task of brothers. Notice: "it is not the offender, but the one who was offended, who should seek reconciliation." (John Chrysostom).

In the life of the community we must not abandon a brother to his fate, even if he has mistreated us. In fact, the first reaction expected from one who has been offended is not an offer of forgiveness to the one who has sinned (Mt 18,15: against you!), but an effort to correct him or her.  Revenge is forbidden but that does not mean the offence should be ignored. Taking refuge in indifference does not diminish the fault.  It is precisely because he takes account of the sin between brothers and because he takes it seriously, that Jesus indicates a way of correcting the offender, indicating carefully the steps to be taken.  His concern is to correct the offender so as to ensure that the offence will not be repeated. By telling us how we must correct and who should correct, Jesus lets us see how important it is to him that we care for the good of those who do us wrong.

In the first place, publicity is to be avoided: the offender must be dealt with in private (Mt 18:15 b, cf. Lev 19:17). It should be a correction rather than a reprimand. The intention is to convince, not to humiliate, to seek agreement and not to shame. The offended disciple must therefore persuade the offender of his sin in private, so that not only the offence but also the correction remains hidden and the honour of the offender is safeguarded. Certainly, the correction is aimed at individual reconciliation but it is much more than that, since it involves the reintegration of the offender into the fraternal community. The correction is intended to win back the offender and restore him to the community as a brother. The Christian who has been offended is not content to claim justice and to re-establish his own honour – his intention is to restore community life.

Jesus is realistic. He recognizes that the first attempt may fail, and offers a second step to be taken. If the private correction does obtain conversion, then the offence is to be made public and witnesses are needed. The witnesses are not responsible for correcting the offence nor do they support the reasons of the person who calls publicly for correction. Their presence makes the fraternal correction public and therefore more reliable. Now the one who was offended is not the only one expecting a change of conduct.  Others are aware of the offence, apart from the offender and the one offended. In this way the invitation to rectify one’s ways becomes more urgent with less room for excuse.

If he or she does not accept the correction, the offender is to be brought before the community – the third and final stage. The believer who has been offended has no higher authority to appeal to.  The role of the community is not to condemn but to support the injured party in his attempt to persuade the wrongdoer. The consequence of possible failure is the rupture of communion, which makes this third attempt particularly important.  It is the last chance – there is no other opportunity to win back the offending brother. If this fails, he is to be treated like a pagan or gentile. In other words, he is to be denied life in the community. Nothing more can be done to reunite him to the community.  The one who has been offended is not expected to consider the unrepentant offender as his brother.  He is excommunicated, if not from the church, at least from the brother he has offended (Mt 18,17  let him be to you as a Gentile).   One who offends me and does not change his ways is not my brother...  if I have done everything possible to obtain his conversion.  It is not out of revenge that I exclude the offender from my life, but out of obedience to the  Lord !

The limit of community life (Mt 18,17 b )

Sin that is not corrected puts the sinner outside the fraternal community. If someone has wronged his brother and refuses correction, he is persisting in the offence. His behaviour – the offence first of all and then his refusal to accept correction – places him outside the life of the community. This measure, imposed after the failure of the attempt at reconciliation, reveals the malice of an offence against a brother. Sinning against a brother cannot be left without consequences. 
And let’s not forget, it is the person offended who ought to seek the salvation of his offender, through a precise process. Instead of complaining of the hurt and exaggerating the harm done, he or she ought to take care of the offender. Definitely more is asked of the one who has been offended than of the offender.  Jesus does not ask if the offended brother wants to correct his brother or not, or even if he is able to. He simply sets out the details and stages of the process.
Moreover, and this is even more serious, just as the injured party must try to correct the offender, in the same way he or she cannot avoid breaking off the relationship with someone who does not accept the correction. The sinner who persists in damaging the relationship of fraternity exiles himself from community life. He does not deserve to live as a brother among brothers if he does not accept correction in the community.


The promise of Jesus

The refusal of communion is an extreme measure, but that does not mean it has to be definitive (cf. Mt 13, 37-38.41).  As long as he remains incorrigible, the offender cannot be considered as a brother to the one he has offended. The exclusion of one who refuses correction is inevitable, but it need not be permanent. What is definite is the promise of Jesus which guarantees the success of the decisions and requests of a community that is interested in the welfare of a brother.
Heaven and earth in unison (Mt 18,18)

Binding and loosing is a technical biblical formula. It means the ability to decide, prohibit or permit, by obliging or freeing one from an obligation. This power, which has already been granted to Peter (Mt 16,19), is now conferred also on the local community (Mt 18,3.10.12.13 ) . In the case of Peter the award was personal, though universal in scope. Now the award is given to a group and its range is limited to the members of the group.  In both cases, the Lord is the source of this authority and its legitimacy. Jesus here confirms that the decision of the community is valid also in heaven and will be ratified there.

Even before the community takes a decision to exclude one who has ruptured the fraternal community and remains unrepentant, Jesus assures the community that God will support their serious decision. They can be sure  – Jesus says  –  that God will accept the decision made by an obedient community, if it remains united in prayer. Because, we should not forget, treating such a brother as a pagan and a sinner is a duty of the community, the result of obedience to the Lord. Breaking off the relationship with one who does not amend his ways is a command of Christ, not a mere whim of the Christian.    
Power of Prayer (Mt 18,19) 


Disciplinary interventions in the community are not simple acts of human administration, however right or appropriate they may be in the situation.  They take place in the context of common prayer:  they are not acts of revenge against the offender but acts of piety towards God. They can count on God’s approval, if they are carried out in obedience to God and in his presence. Concern for the sinner and commitment to his conversion remain anchored to fraternal prayer.
Prayer of petition is a recurring theme in Matthew (Mt 6,8; 7,7-11; 21,22). Jesus insists that it must be the prayer of the community, not just of an individual, and he promises that this prayer will be all-powerful.  A land united by the prayer of some of its members will be the object of God’s attention. Rebuilding the community, or at least trying to rebuild it, is a requirement for prayer to be heard. 


The power of the prayer of the community presupposes harmony, a peace which necessarily involves the practice of forgiveness (cf. Mt 18, 21-35). Before we can count on God we have to count on our brother.  It is pointless trying to earn God's favour if we cannot find at least one brother to pray with.  The community becomes all powerful when it prays together, even if the reason for prayer happens to be the tensions in the community. It is to this context – asking for forgiveness – that the gospel passage refers and the power to bind and loose is given.

The presence of the Lord (Mt 18,20)


The ultimate motivation includes the promise of the presence of the Risen Lord in our midst (cf. Mt 28,20).
 The communion of life between Christians ensures the presence of Christ.  Until he returns, the Christian community, no matter how small it may be, is the abode of the Lord, the place where he resides in the world. What makes the Christian presence in the world significant is the presence of Christ in his community, not the power nor the number of Christians (two or three, cf. Acts 4,32).
  It is not the number of those gathered together, even though they may be few, but the reason for their meeting (in the Lord’s name), that gives power to the life of prayer of the community. If Christ is the reason for their living in community, then Christ is among them.


The Risen Jesus, the glory of the Father (Heb 1,3; Jn 1:14), the image of the invisible God (Col 1,15), is the place of God's presence (Mt 1,23). The sacred, where God is present, is not linked to places or activities, but to the person of Christ, who is present in the midst of his disciples. They must be believers in full accord either because they have won back the brother who has sinned or have excluded him if he is unrepentant: the Christian community is the place where God dwells, if its members are reconciled to one another. 

But we must not forget that this presence is assured to a community that judges the unrepentant sinner and denies him communion, because this is the norm given by the Lord. Those who want to have the Lord in their midst should not be indulgent with the sinner in their midst and they must pray and live in communion. Only those who do all they can to win back their brother, correcting him if he has fallen, and maintaining the unity of the community life by refusing to recognize one who persists in his sin as a brother, can count on having the Lord present among them and on God’s power in answer to their prayer. This is not left to our discretion – it is an injunction of the Lord.

1.2 Apply it to life

What attitude do I take when I am offended by my brothers or confreres?  Do I feel saddened and offended or do I prefer to exonerate and forget the affront?  What matters more to me – the offence or the brother who has offended me?  How do I see the brother who has offended me – as an enemy to be resisted, a stranger to be forgotten, or a brother to be won back?  Do I accept that Jesus has imposed on the offended one the duty of correcting the offender? Why do not I have the courage to correct those who offend me?  Why do I settle for not feeling aggrieved without worrying about the person who did me wrong?

When I correct someone, how do I do it ​– with self-indulgence and bad manners or with sensitivity and patience? What motivates me to correct – personal resentment and the re-establishment of my right,or the correction of the offender and winning him back as a brother?  Do I care more about the good of those who have offended me or the hurt they caused me? Do I resort to correction, even if I have not been offended?

Do I have recourse to others, when my attempts to correct the offender fail?  If I do, what am I trying to achieve by doing so – support for my case and sympathy for my hurt, or help in correcting the one who has offended me? What I am looking for – his conversion or his humiliation? And when I encounter resistance, do I entrust the matter to my community and accept its opinion?

If someone proves incorrigible, do I treat him as a stranger? It is not true that I prefer to feign indifference, living as if the offender did not exist for me, rather than treat him as a stranger?                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         If he does not accept fraternal correction, is it not true that I am afraid to deny him the communion that he does not deserve, no matter how much he may have offended me? What is my intention in not disowning the brother who proves incorrigible? Does my community life gain if I do not break off the relationship with the offender who does not recognize his sin? In that case, what should I obey – my own feelings or Christ’s command?
Do I accept that Jesus has promised to confirm the decision taken by a community that, after attempting to correct a sinner, ends up by excluding him on account of his stubbornness?  Just as the person offended should seek to win back the brother who has offended him through fraternal correction, so the community cannot accept as a member one who does not repent of his transgression.  Do I want my community to be as Christ wants it?

 
Do I take seriously the promise of Christ to answer the prayer of the community even if they are only a few (if two of you agree about anything they ask, it will be done for them), and assures his presence in the midst of them if they remain united? What are the implications for my prayer life of having to correct the one who offends me? Do I prepare well for prayer? God accepts the decision of the community and its desires, if they have done everything possible to regain their brother and even if they have to lose him as a brother.  Those who obey Christ, instead of doing what suits them and following their own feelings, are deemed worthy of the Lord’s presence and can expect to have their needs answered.

1.3
Praying the Word
It surprises me, Lord, that before you ask me to forgive without limit, you insist that I correct the one who has offended me.    I did not expect you to attach so much importance to the conversion of my offender.  I certainly did not think that way.  I must admit, I am uncomfortable with having to correct. You know very well, I would rather pay no attention to the wrong my brother does; and if he does me wrong I try at best to ensure that I do not suffer too much harm from it. For this reason, I still cannot believe that you expect the person offended to correct the offender. You leave me no time to feel sorry for the offence I have suffered and the ill-will someone has shown towards me. You have a fine way of healing wounds and restoring justice!  You put yourself on the side of those who offend – at least that’s how it seems – when you care so much about the one who does wrong that the first thing you look for is his conversion. 


I do not hide my confusion.  You are so respectful, even sensitive, towards my offender that you insist that I try privately to win him back as a brother.  I think you are asking too much in demanding that I should consider him a stranger and deny him a place in the community if he refuses to amend his ways. The problem is that if I find it painful to have to correct someone, and it seems extremely hard to have to exclude someone from my life. Who can understand you, Lord? Why do you ask such painful things? Why do you ask me to obey commands that are so hard and uncomfortable? You might have shown more consideration to me, since I am the one who was offended!

Fraternity must be very important for you if you defend it so strongly that it cannot be disrupted indefinitely. Yes, Lord, if I could only see community life as you see it, I would be more attentive to my brothers and to their conversion, starting with those who have offended me. Help me to contemplate my community as you contemplate it, and to defend it as you want.

You never cease to amaze me!  You promise to confirm what we do (you bind what we bind) if we do what you tell us.  Only our obedience wins your approval! You promise that our prayer will become all-powerful and that you will be present with us, if we do your will. You are great! Do you not think you are asking too much? Or rather, is correcting our brother not a very small price to pay to ensure that our prayer is always heard and you are always present with us? You will never cease to surprise me, Lord!


 II.
Forgiveness that cannot be denied

Peter interrupts Jesus to ask a question (Mt 18,21) which introduces a new problem. The entire passage begins and ends with ‘forgive your brother’ (Mt 18,21.35).  A new theme is introduced. The emphasis switches from correcting the offender to fraternal forgiveness, from what must be done to what must not be refused. 

The answer of Jesus is divided into two parts. As usual, it goes beyond the initial question of the disciple.  Jesus first demands a limitless forgiveness (Mt 18, 21-22)
 and then gives motivation for it with the parable of the debtor who himself had debtors in turn (Mt 18,23-25).  As Christians we are always in debt twice over: the forgiveness we need from God and the forgiveness we owe to our neighbour. 
1.
Understand the text 
Mt 18,21-22 imposes a duty to forgive one’s brother without limits. At first glance, the episode does not seem to fit in well with what went just before which prescribed disciplinary proceedings and even contemplated the excommunication of the offender.  But if we look carefully we will see it is not so.  Fraternal correction, which is what the offended brother seeks, is guided by love for the offender (cf. Lev 19, 17-18). Those who carry out the disciplinary measure must first be able to forgive ... only when these efforts are not successful can the disciplinary measure be invoked. However, the forgiveness of a brother – Jesus warns – should not be accompanied by a lack of sensitivity towards sin in the community.  It is the place of the presence of the Risen Christ and the members must live according to the will of his Lord and not according to their own judgment.


21 Then Peter came up and said to him, 







"Lord, how often shall my brother sin against me, and I forgive him? 


 
As many as seven times?"
22 Jesus said to him, "I do not say to you seven times but seventy times seven»

Forgiveness without measure (Mt 18,21-22) 

The chapter begins with a question from all the disciples (Mt 18:1). Now it is only Peter who is asking (Mk 8:29; 9,5; 10,28; 11,21). He is the spokesman of the disciples and he begins, as Jesus did (Mt 18:15), from the point of view of the injured party. The question does not presuppose that the offender has sought forgiveness nor does it require him or her to do so. Repentance is not a prior condition for forgiveness.


Peter takes it for granted that he must forgive. What interests him is whether the pardon should have a limit, and if it can be measured or quantified (cf Mt 5,21-48). Peter's question implies that the pardon, which is a very serious thing, must have a limit. Seven would be the extreme limit that must not be crossed.
  This demonstrates well Peter’s initial generosity. His disposition was extremely generous. 

Jesus responds by rejecting Peter’s way of thinking and asking for a rule of unlimited forgiveness. It is not clear what is meant by "seventy times seven".
  In any case, in this context it is obviously not a question of counting before ceasing to forgive, but of forgiving without counting. With that number Jesus forbids any counting of offences received.
 The expression appears in Genesis 4:24, where it refers to revenge without mercy and without limits      ("Sevenfold vengeance is taken for Cain, but seventy-sevenfold for Lamech"). It probably refers to this, by contrast: if, at the beginning of humanity, revenge could not go on multiplying, now, among brothers, it is forgiveness that knows no bounds.
 
The Christian community cannot be like the family of Adam, where revenge was recognised, albeit limited. Among believers forgiveness is to be unlimited: only where forgiveness has the last word does good finally triumph. In fact, only forgiveness can save the Christian community from ruin. The novelty of the life of the Christian community lies in its ability to forgive.
Forgiveness made possible (Mt 18,23-35)

Jesus ends his address with a parable (Mt 18:23-35), one that is found only in Matthew.  Although it is about forgiveness, it should not be regarded as a simple illustration of the need for forgiveness as in the preceding passage.   In fact, it is not about unlimited forgiveness to one’s brother but the obligation of those who have been forgiven to forgive others in turn. Those who do not forgive are not imitating the people who have forgiven them. The parable, although introduced by the theme of the need for forgiveness without limit, reveals a dimension that was not ​​explicit in the earlier words of Jesus.  In this way it makes clear the profound reason for the forgiveness without limit that is due to the brother who has offended.  In order to forgive you have to have be conscious of being forgiven.

Without counting the introduction (Mt 18,23 a) and the conclusion (Mt 18:35 ), the parable consists of three scenes, all constructed in a similar way: the situation (Mt 18,23 b- 25.28 - 30.3 -34), an address ( on supplication: Mt 18,26 - 29; punishment: Mt 18, 32 - 33 and decision (Mt 18,27.30.34). The recurring themes are borrowing and debt (Mt 18,28.30.32.34), repaying debt  (Mt 18,25.26.28.29.30.34 ) and forgiveness (Mt 18,27.32.35). Matthew’s parable reflects well the theological content of the Gospel preached by Jesus.

 
23 "Therefore the kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who wished to settle accounts with his servants. 24 When he began the reckoning, one was brought to him who owed him ten thousand talents; 25 and as he could not pay, his lord ordered him to be sold, with his wife and children and all that he had, and payment to be made. 26 So the servant fell on his knees, imploring him,     
`Lord, have patience with me, and I will pay you everything.'
27 And out of pity for him the lord of that servant released him and forgave him the debt. 28 But that same servant, as he went out, came upon one of his fellow servants who owed him a hundred denarii; and seizing him by the throat he said,







 `Pay what you owe.'

29 So his fellow servant fell down and besought him,






 `Have patience with me, and I will pay you.'                                                                      30 He refused and went and put him in prison till he should pay the debt. 31 When his fellow servants saw what had taken place, they were greatly distressed, and they went and reported to their lord all that had taken place. 32
Then his lord summoned him and said to him, 


`You wicked servant! I forgave you all that debt because you besought me; 
      
    
33 and should not you have had mercy on your fellow servant, as I had mercy on you?'

34 And in anger his lord delivered him to the jailers, till he should pay all his debt.

35 So also my heavenly Father will do to every one of you, if you do not forgive your brother from your heart."


The parable depicts a highly unlikely but not impossible situation. The debt the servant owed his master (10,000 talents) would be difficult to repay. The servant would not be able to pay it in his lifetime. Even if he sold his entire family and belongings, it would not cover the amount he owed.
 Besides, it is highly unlikely that a person would receive so large a loan or fall so deeply into debt. The evangelist wanted to emphasize the greatness of divine mercy: what the servant owed the king was, roughly, 100 million times what his fellow servant owed him. This would have struck the listener forcefully but it corresponds well to the atypical nature of parabolic stories.
 Both the behaviour of the king who forgives following the servant’s plea, and that of the one who grabs his debtor by the neck for a small sum  are hard to believe, or at the very least, highly unusual. The strangeness and improbability of the world described in the parable not only serves to focus the listener's attention but also describes well what is best in the divine world and its rules.

The parable is intended to illustrate not the quantity but the quality of Christian forgiveness, which is based on the absence of measurement. It is not so much to motivate forgiveness without limit, but rather it reveals the reason for unlimited forgiveness. Those who are called to forgive, are not masters of their forgiveness, since they cannot break free from their debt, nor can they set limits to it.

It shows a man, a king (cf. Mt 17,15; 22,2.7.11.13; 25,34.40) who can be compared to the kingdom of heaven. However, it is not the person but his actions which describe the nature of the kingdom. The king acts in the manner one who lives under the sovereignty of God should act. The king is determined to settle his accounts with his subjects. It is up to him alone to judge. This is the starting point.  It is describing a human situation to illustrate a law of the kingdom of heaven.

 It was quite reasonable that the major debtors should be called first. The verb used suggests that the summons was not voluntary. In fact, the debt was enormous.  A talent corresponded to six thousand drachmas. The two measures, ten thousand (Lk 12,1; 1 Cor 1,15; 14,19) and talents, were the biggest of their kind in use.
 This suggests that the servant debtor cannot really be regarded as a servant but more likely an important official. Nothing is said of how he was able to accumulate a debt like that.  Although to us it might seem unbelievable, this is a detail that apparently does not matter to the narrator, nor should it disturb the listener.

The concept of debt is the religious equivalent of sin. This encourages us to transfer the story from the world of human relations to the world of relationships with God.  Inability to pay is one of the key themes of the narrative (Mt 18,25.26.28.30.34). It was to be expected since the debt was so huge. The reaction of the master was immediate and was also to be expected. A debt unpaid gave him a right to dispose of the life of the debtor. The sale of the debtor and his family was customary in the Greco-Roman world and also among the Jews.
 It is better not to speculate on the reason for the master’s behaviour. The decisive point was that he was not willing to show compassion towards the debtor who therefore was irredeemably lost. The measure taken was not to have the debts repaid, for that was impossible, but it is meant to punish the debtor as an example to others. 

The reaction of the servant was one of extreme reverence. Prostration was the normal attitude before kings or gods. His words acknowledge the debt, without questioning the harsh reaction of his master. He begged his master to be patient, even magnanimous, and he promised to repay the debt in full, something that not even he himself could believe and that the people listening to Jesus would know was impossible.  To avoid punishment he promised to do what he knew he would never be able to do. In fact, he made a promise he could never fulfil. He did not acknowledge his personal inability, because he thought he could pay off the entire debt. He raised no objection to the king’s decision. He did not ask for cancellation of the debt but for a delay in payment. He accepted the debt but he did not accept his own insolvency. 
He wanted in this way to gain time and thus win the master’s favour. And he obtained what he had not even wished for, much more than what he asked for – he obtained mercy and forgiveness. Compassion is unexpected and unexplainable. The master was deeply moved and he 
freed the servant from his debt (cf. Mt 18,21). He preferred to grant clemency instead of exercising his right. The word chosen here by the author, loan, is not used anywhere else in the NT.  The word suggests something else: now he is in debt because he has been granted credit, freely given, and he did not respond. To consider an unpaid debt as a simple loan would already have been a sign of forgiveness. 
The scene is repeated but with different characters (cf. Mt 18,24-27). It was a decision of the author to tell what would happen next in the same way as he had reported what had already happened. The differences are best highlighted in this way: the servant who owed money to the king had a fellow servant who owed him money.  The debtor who has just been released from his debt is now a creditor of his fellow servant. The debt is not excessive: the denarius (cf. Mt 20,2.9.10.13; 22:19)  was a Roman silver coin, like the Greek drachma , equivalent to one day’s salary.
  Not only was the amount small, but it was a debt between equals. That makes such a violent reaction less understandable.

His debtor reacts as he had previously reacted and with the same words, asking for magnanimity of his creditor. They are servants of the same rank.  In addition, the debt was not so great as to make his promise to pay it impossible to believe.  Here the absence of the word everything (cf. Mt 18,26) is significant: the second debtor is not compromised to the same extent as the first.

The reaction of the servant creditor is not so surprising and unexpected, as was the forgiveness of the master. It was certainly not illegal or unjust, but it was not acceptable.  It was incomprehensible that he, who had asked his master to have patience and had obtained the cancellation of his debt, was not able to have patience and to forgive a smaller debt. He treated his colleague in a way he had not wanted to be treated by his master (cf. Mt 7,6) .

The companions of the two servants were not complicit in a situation which, although legal, was nonetheless lamentable. They were deeply distressed and highly indignant at what had happened (cf. Mt 17,23; 26,22 ) and this brought them back to their master. The reaction of the king was obvious and reasonable. Any listener would have behaved in the same way. With a rhetorical question (Mt 18,33), the lord gives his reasons and the key to the parable: anyone who has been  forgiven ought to forgive;  grace is not a gift to be traded, nor a situation to be enjoyed in solitude.

It should be noted that, in itself, the forgiveness of a debt does not necessarily imply the cancellation of debts of others ... unless the one who forgives wants to be imitated (cf. Mt 5:48) and desires with his act of generosity to establish a permanent regime of grace. And this is precisely what the king intended: his example ought to have been followed by his servant. The ‘as’ (in ‘as I had mercy on you’ ) is both comparative and causal (cf. Mt 6:14-15 ).  Those who have been treated with mercy should not act on the basis of justice. What we receive freely must be given freely (Mt 10,8). Having experienced mercy obliges us to be merciful. A debt forgiven must lead us to forgive other debts.
 
The decision of the master is now without mercy, and there is no resistance. There is no second chance: the grace he had been granted will be withdrawn and the debtor will be sentenced to suffer forever.  He will be punished until he repays the debt in full … which he will never be able to do.


Jesus proclaims a God who is sovereign in forgiveness and in his demands.  He condones and condemns without limits. The one who imprisoned his insolvent debtor, now because he did not pay his own debt of compassion (and not because of the money he owed), is handed over to torture. The fact that the debt he cannot pay is demanded again by the master gives us a glimpse of an eschatological horizon.  Those who do not forgive the debts of others will have to live with their own debt.  The debt we owe God is revived in us when we do not let our brother’s debt die.  Anyone who fails to forgive once will not be forgiven definitively, no matter how many times he has been forgiven.

This application, a stern warning, is the work of the evangelist (cf. Mt 5,16; 6,15; 18,14). The reason is well known in the apostolic tradition (James 2,13).  Throughout the story it is quite clear that the master is to be identified with the Father of Jesus (cf. Mt 22,2-14).  “He alone can forgive so colossal a debt and only he can pronounce so terrible a judgment.”
 Matthew makes this explicit by placing the fulfilment of the story in the future. To avoid such a condition in the future we must forgive today. God's way of acting in the future is now the norm for the behaviour of the faithful and the measure of the extent of future judgment.
 
Jesus did not answer Peter’s question directly with this parable (Mt. 18,21).  We can never think we have forgiven enough as long as we are in need of forgiveness. Christians might be free from the obligation to forgive, only if they did not have need of God's forgiveness. Forgiveness requires sincerity and tenderness of heart.  It implies the absence of duplicity and pretence. It is the is the opposite of hatred in the heart ( Lev 19,1; Prov 26,24) .  For Matthew the heart is the core of human action (Mt 5,8.28; 6,21; 9,4; 11,29; 12,34; 13,19; 15,8.18) and  the place where forgiveness must be born.  Anyone whose heart is free from debt to a brother is saved from the wrath of God.  No one is condemned for another person’s sin but for refusing to forgive the debts of others, when he himself has been previously forgiven.  Anyone who does not forgive from the heart is condemned forever. Have a forgiving God converts his servants into people who forgive.  A merciful Father demands that mercy shown to his children (Mt 5,48/Lk 6,36). God condemns his debtors in the end, not because they did not pay their debt, but because they did not cancel their brother’s debt. Grace already obtained is lost when we do not live generously, when we do not give freely.

According to the teaching of Jesus in Matthew’s gospel, the community is a community where the forgiveness of others predominates on its own right, where all its members who have been forgiven by the Lord, live in a debt of fraternal forgiveness. In this community, mercy is not an exception or an isolated response, if we want to enjoy the forgiveness received. With this parable Jesus puts us on our guard in the first place against the hardness of heart that can make us lose what we have already achieved.  A grace received which does not produce compassion becomes an eternal misfortune. On the other hand we have to accept that God's forgiveness has a limit. We can lose the grace once granted, not because God is not willing to give it but because he can withdraw it. A community that can lose God's forgiveness must be more generous in granting forgiveness. Just because God's forgiveness has a limit, does not mean that fraternal forgiveness also has a limit. 
2.2
Apply it to life
Am I concerned, as Peter was on that occasion, about fraternal forgiveness?  Does it make me uneasy to have to forgive?  Do I find it hard to do so? Does the question of forgiveness lead me to Jesus because on my own I do not know the answer and am unable to fulfil this duty?  Do I really want to learn from him, or do I put obstacles in the way of his teaching if it is contrary to my way of thinking or if I do not like it?  Could I say that forgiving my brother is still an open question, unanswered in my Christian life, or is it a problem solved, which for me is not a problem?  Have I refused to forgive and is this the reason why I do not go to Jesus to learn how much I have to forgive?


 When we ask how often or how much we must forgive, we are thinking only of the offence                                                  and discussing only the limit of forgiveness, not the offence.  Am I surprised that my brothers or confreres offend me? Is it not true, perhaps,  that I accept more easily the misunderstanding of a stranger or an insult from an enemy than hurt caused by someone close to me? How do I react when it is a brother or confrere who offends me? Do I think that forgiveness should have some limit so as not to leave me defenceless before those who offend me?  Do I set limits to fraternity?

What kind of forgiveness does Jesus demand of a disciple who has been offended when he forbids revenge or seeking reparation?  Do I think it right that I should forgive those who mistreat me, without respite and without conditions?  Is this not giving carte blanche to those who offend me? Am I not putting myself in their hands and at the mercy of their malice, by renouncing from the outset my right to avenge any offence? Does it not strengthen the evil when those who commit it know they can count on my forgiveness? Can I, as a disciple of Christ, demand justice against a brother or do I always forgive?
Have I ever had the experience of forgiving without limit? Is it possible for me to try it at least?  Am I convinced that it is something that can be expected of me? If so, what does the command of Jesus mean for me? Why can I not forgive, not only often, but always? What do I need to be able to forgive always?


Do I realize that I do not necessarily have to be asked to forgive? That the offender does not have to even desire forgiveness? That the offence does not have to be recognised in order to be forgiven? That I ought to forgive whenever I am offended?  Is this a tolerable demand? Is it even imaginable? What would community life be like if there was unlimited forgiveness?

Do I realize that Jesus responds to my questions with the parable of the servant who was forgiven by his master but would not forgive a fellow servant?  Does forgiveness received really have anything to do with forgiveness to be granted?  Does the forgiveness I need and ask for have anything to do with the forgiveness that is asked of me? Since I have offended God, is it right for me to feel offended by a brother? If the offence is different, why should the forgiveness not also be different?  Is the capacity for forgiveness asked of me not worthy of God and possible only in God?


Do I realize that I am putting at risk the forgiveness I have already received when I cannot forgive the person who has offended me?  Am I aware that I can lose the gift received when I do not put it to good use? I can lose God as my Father, if I do not regard the one who offends me as my brother! 


3. 
Praying the Word 


Lord, I cannot understand why you expect so much from me. Forgiving those who offend me without limits is beyond my ability and my reason.  I do not have the courage to try. I cannot figure it out. Do you realize what will happen to me if I forgive those who offend repeatedly? How do you expect me to forgive always and without hesitation? It seems to me that this time you are exaggerating. I cannot do it and you cannot ask me to do it. Would I survive the unbearable evil that I cannot repay? Do not you see that forgiveness without end would leave me defenceless and exposed before the one who treats me badly! Why, then, are you so strict with me? Why do you not ask a bit less of me?

Your parable, Lord, does not make things easier for me. I understand the reaction of the master when he demands that the servant pay his debt, even allowing for the fact that it was virtually impossible since the amount was so great. I find it hard to believe that the debt could be written off, once it was asked for.  I understand why the master was so angry because the servant proved ungenerous, but I think his reaction was excessive. Did he not break his own word when he took back the pardon he had already granted?  Is forgiveness sincere if it can be withdrawn once it has been given? How do the quarrels I have with those who offend me have anything to do with you? You cannot compare the offences I commit against you with the things they do to me. Even if my offences are more serious, theirs could more easily be avoided.  No matter how serious my offence against you, do you not see that their offences hurt me more?  Besides, you cannot compare my ability to forgive and forget with your own! Does it seem right to you that I should forgive to excess while I am still so sensitive to the harm, real or imagined, done by my brothers? It is not fair that you expect from me what we all expect from you! You cannot demand from me what you bestow so generously! 


Maybe I still do not feel forgiven, at least not enough to make me forgive others.  This is my sin. Who will rescue me from my inability to forgive, if even when I am forgiven by you if I still cannot forgive someone who has offended me? I run the risk of losing you, when I am ready to lose those who have wronged me.  I miss out on your forgiveness, not because you are not willing to grant it every time, but because I am not able to forgive my offender even once. Receiving your forgiveness will probably not seem important to me since it obliges me to forgive without measure. 
Why do you ask me to be like you in your ability to forgive? If you do not create in me what you ask of me, I am lost.   I cannot keep the forgiveness that you have given me, if I do not grant forgiveness as freely as I received it.  I will not have you as my Father, if I do not look on my enemy as a brother.  Lord, you make me afraid, very afraid. Will I be able to live up to your will? Will I be able to keep the love you have for me and the forgiveness you have granted me? You have made it become really difficult for me. Teach me to forgive as you forgive. 
� Civcsva, The service of authority and obedience. «Faciem tuam, Domine, requiram». Instruction  (11 May 2008), n. 19.


� This statement seems strange in the immediate context: it is unconnected with what precedes it. It speaks about an ordinary prayer, not a rule of the community. In terms of editing however (cf. Mt 18,3.13.18), it is linked to the decisions taken before (Mt 5,18.33; 13,45.47; 22.1) and it sheds light on them.


� Jesus is speaking now, not as the Master living among his disciples, but as the Lord raised to the right hand of God. The believers have been called together in his name (Mt 28,19) and have come together in his name, even if they are no more than three.       


� What the Jews expected from the study of the law (Hab 3.2 b), Matthew promises to Christians if they join together in shared prayer: God is in the midst of those who remember him and bless him. 


� God promised to be in the midst of the people (Ezek 43.7; Joel 2:27; Zech 2:10-11): the promise of God to be with his people is realized by Jesus in the community. 


� This is from the source Q: Lk ,17,3-4.


� Cf, however, Lk17,4: ”And if he sins against you seven times in the day, and turns to you seven times, and says, `I repent,' you must forgive him.”  


� In the biblical tradition, and ancient Jewish tradition, it seems that there is a link between revenge, atonement, forgiveness, and the number seven (cf. Gen 4:15; Lev 26,18; Prov 24:16). The rabbinic texts recognized the need to forgive a few times (Bill 795-797), but not too many (b.Yoma 86b-87a: "up to three times."). This measure of forgiveness is explained by the desire to respect justice.  It was seen that the demands of justice moderated the desire - and the duty - to forgive. A pardon that is assured, and repeated without limit, is a trivial pardon, without content.


� This is unique in the NT. The oldest versions translated "seventy times seven." This was the usual meaning at the time. Others, however, taking into account its probable Jewish origin, suggest "seventy-seven".


� "The Lord has not closed forgiveness in a fixed amount." (John Chrysostom, Obras Completas. Vol. II: ‘Homilías de san Mateo 56-61’  [BAC, Madrid 1956] 269).


� Cain was protected by God who promised that if he were killed, the revenge would be sevenfold. (Gen 4,15). Lamech swore an infinitely greater revenge. Mt 18,21-22 is contrary to Gen 4,23-24 but it does not revoke the law. With the law of revenge, the Pentateuch had already forbidden, long before Jesus, revenge without limit as seen in the canticle of Lamech, but it did not establish forgiveness without limit. 


� The attic talent was worth 36 kg of silver, about 6.000 drachma or 10.000 denari. The sale of a slave would rasie between 500 and 2.000 denari.  


�The amount of the annual tax imposed on Galilee or Perea at the time of Jesus came to 200 talents. Herod took in personally about 900 talents per year (Josephus, Ant XVII 11,4).


�10.000 talents would have been, at that time, an almost unimaginable sum of money, 10.000.000 dollars (W. Trilling, Evangelio según san Mateo. Vol II [Herder, Barcelona 1970] 153). To get a more realistic idea, suffice it to say that according to Josephus (Ant  XVII 320), the annnual tax on Judea was 600 talents. 


� The children but not the wives; 1 Sam 22,2; 2 Kings 4,1; Is 50,1; Am 2,6; 8,6. Cfr. Bill I 798; IV 698-716.


�17,5 dollars (Trilling, Evangelio II, 154), about 80 francs (Bonnard, Evangelio, 415), “50.000 times less than the debt that he had had cancelled” (M. S. Ausburger, Matthew [Waco 1982] 224).


� Trilling, Evangelio  II, 154.
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