Forgive us our sins as we forgive those who sin against us.

Jesus calls his disciples to live in a new way. He calls us to live lives that are shaped not by competitive desires, by rivalry or by vengeful thoughts and deeds but shaped by love, forgiveness and gratitude. Gratitude, because the spur to living this new life is a sense that this is how God is towards us. We forgive because he forgives. God does not get involved in cycles of vengeance and recrimination with us. Instead, by forgiving, God sets us free and shows us how we can step beyond the feuds and conflicts that so often break out between people. 

Let’s be clear: forgiveness is a hard thing to offer especially when the one who has wronged us refuses to express any remorse, refuses, in a sense, to accept the forgiveness offered. There have been three high profile murder trials in the news recently and one wonders how those connected to those who have been killed can find it in their heart to forgive such atrocities. Certainly none of us can presume to judge those who have been so deeply wounded. No one said forgiveness was easy! Sometimes we have to work towards it with great patience.

Having said all that we can sometimes use these hard cases to obscure the real issues for us or we tell stories of how some people have found in their hearts to forgive terrible wrongs and we are rightly impressed by such stories. But in fact most of the forgiving we have to do is not on a grand scale and is close to home. I suspect that in the Lord’s Prayer, Jesus is talking as much about the daily little acts of forgiveness that we must practice as he is about any heroic need to forgive a heinous wrong. It may be some dispute in our family, some falling out amongst neighbours or friends, some perceived offence or act of neglect suffered at work. Some people can harbour grudges for England!  It is these very ordinary acts of forgiveness and reconciliation that often need our attention. The more dramatic examples of forgiveness are exceptional.

But such common acts of forgiveness are not a small thing: they in fact constitute a completely new way of relating to others. What Jesus wants to do is liberate us from getting locked into sterile and bitter arguments in which tit for tat retaliation escalates and relationships are soured or destroyed. Forgiveness is the offered escape valve. When one party decides quite deliberately not to retaliate then the dispute has the potential to de-escalate, to wind down. Just as acts of revenge and un-forgiveness provoke people to reciprocate with further acts of revenge and un-forgiveness so the decision to step outside the vicious circle of vengeance allows others to reciprocate by also stepping back from further retaliation. 

So we learn from God the necessity to forgive. God shows us that the only way relationships can work is when there is forgiveness built in. So he forgives us to demonstrate that we need to forgive others too. Not to live as forgiving people poses a risk to us because the bitterness and anger that usually accompanies a life characterised by blame and counter blame takes its toll on our energy. Jesus wants us to build forgiveness into our life of prayer and our relationships with other. By praying for God forgiveness and receiving it we learn what it is like to forgive and be forgiven and we can extend this into our relationships with friends, family, colleagues, fellow church members. 

Let me say again: forgiveness can be very hard to do. Some times it takes years of patience, prayer and work. No one should underestimate this difficulty. But Jesus wants us to be free, content. He wants our relations with others to be based on love and compassion and so he encourages us to pray “forgive us our sins as we forgive those who sin against us”.

