Some of you might remember in the early 80s when a photograph made its way around the world.  It showed a pretty bare prison cell in Rome, and Pope John Paul II and his would-be assassin were seated in the corner.  It was Christmas Day 1983.  Two years before the photo was taken, Mehmet Ali Agca tried to kill the pope.  But now, in a moment memorialized forever, the Pope had extended the hand of forgiveness, helping the world to realize that the mercy of God is offered to everyone, even the greatest of sinners.  Time magazine ran that photo in January 1984.  The headline on front of the magazine read: “Why forgive?”  That’s the mentality of much of the world: Why forgive someone who thought so little of you?  It’s a bit cynical—but the world simply can’t understand the rationale of forgiveness.  We tend to set limits to what we’re willing to forgive.  The minor things, no problem.  But the bigger things…at some point, we say, “No way will I forgive that!”  

When we were young, mom and dad would teach us the value of making up with others when there’s a fight.  If we hurt someone, what did they tell us?  “Say you’re sorry!”  Of course.  That was always the answer to putting an end to conflict.  Now, don’t get me wrong, being sorry for what we’ve done is necessary.  But that sorry has to be received by the other person too.  If someone hurts us, then that means we have to forgive.  But sometimes we train ourselves to think that the other person doesn’t deserve forgiveness until they say “I’m sorry” and they mean it.  And even then, it can be hard.  

I think Peter today wanted to let Jesus know that he understood his message of forgiveness.  He must’ve thought he was being pretty generous when he suggested that we forgive someone who hurt us seven times.  After all, how hard is it to forgive someone even once, let alone seven times?  But Jesus surprises Peter and says that even seven times isn’t enough.  We have to be ready to forgive seventy-seven times (some translations even say seventy times seven times)!  We may find the strength to forgive someone once, but what if they keep doing what they’re doing, what if they hurt us again and again?  Forgive, Jesus says.  Even after forgiving someone, at times the memory of the hurt may resurface, and we’ll be tempted to anger again.  In those times, forgive yet again, just like the first time—and be ready to forgive when it comes up the next time, and the next time, and the next time after that….  When is the right time to just say, “I’ve forgiven them enough?”  Jesus says, “Never!”  We have to be inclined to always be merciful, to always extend the hand of forgiveness to those who hurt us.
This isn’t always easy, of course.  I know it from my own life.  I know it from talking with lots of people about their experience: 

· It’s not easy because it means overcoming the barriers of pride and anger and sorrow and pain.  
· It means realizing that forgiveness is not the same as agreeing with what the person did to us or giving them permission to continue to hurt us.  
· It means understanding that even the person that hurt us most deeply and in the greatest way imaginable needs our forgiveness, whether they’re sorry for what they did or not.  
· It means realizing that in forgiving we do much more for ourselves than for the other person—we free ourselves from that weight of bitterness.  

· It means understanding that forgiveness and mercy are never deserved, but freely given as a gift from a heart that wants to love more than it wants to hate.  
· It means understanding that our forgiveness of others comes out of our own recognition that we have been forgiven by Jesus Christ not just once or twice, but hundreds or thousands of times for the things that we have done.  Why would we not extend that same forgiveness to others, who mess up just as much as we do?  That’s what we’re called to as Christians.  
Maria Goretti was a 12-year-old girl who lived in Italy around the turn of the 20th century.  Next door lived an 18-year-old boy named Alessandro, who was attracted to Maria and would often proposition her, but Maria would always say no, wanting to preserve her purity.  Eventually, one day he attempted to rape her. But Maria said she would rather die than submit, her famous words being, “No!  It is a sin!  God does not want it!”  Alessandro got angry and stabbed her 14 times.  At the hospital before she died, Maria forgave Alessandro for what he did.  He was later captured and sentenced to 30 years.  He was completely unrepentant until one night when he had a dream—he was in a garden and Maria appeared and gave him flowers.  The realization that Maria’s forgiveness of him extended even to her death changed him.  He woke up, repented of his crime and was a completely different person.  When he was finally released, the first thing he did was to go directly to Maria’s mother and beg her forgiveness. Through much sorrow and pain, she said, “If my daughter can forgive him, who am I to withhold forgiveness?”  Both Alessandro and Maria’s mother were later present together at Maria’s canonization in 1950.  

It’s a beautiful story of the power of sincere forgiveness to transform lives, both the one who forgives and the one who is forgiven.  Whether it’s very easy or very difficult, we are called to be bearers of Jesus Christ to the world, and by forgiving the unforgivable, we offer to them the very life and love of Jesus Christ himself.  What a gift!  What a treasure!  What an awesome power that we’ve been given!  
This message is appropriate today like no other day.  Ten years ago this very day, we suffered the worst terrorist attacks in our nation’s history.  Thousands lost their lives in an act that we can only describe as “pure evil.”  Surely, we’re not called to forgive even them!  The natural tendency within us is to seek justice—those who perpetrated these acts should pay for their crimes.  But maybe we have to ask ourselves if what we’re really after is revenge under the guise of justice.  As people of faith, we realize that true justice only comes from God.  We can only punish.  I imagine that no matter what happens to these terrorists and the organizations that continue to train terrorists, we’ll never feel that true justice has been done.  Nothing can seem to make up for such a blatant disregard for human life.  Yet even in this case—perhaps especially in this case—when forgiveness seems so hard and so undeserved, Jesus still calls us to forgive from the heart.  
And so it is with every hurt that is done to us.  How often must we forgive?  As often as the Father in Heaven is willing to forgive us.  
