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 Ernest Hemingway once began a short story called “The Capital of the 

World” like this: “Madrid is full of boys named Paco, … and there is a Madrid joke 
about a father who came to Madrid and inserted an advertisement in the 

personal commons of [the newspaper] which said: “Paco, meet me at Hotel 
Montana noon Tuesday, all is forgiven, Papa,” and how a squadron of [the 

police] had to be called out to disperse the 800 young men who answered the 

advertisement.”  The joke, of course, is about the number of little Spanish boys 1

named Paco. But the truth that makes it work is much deeper than that, a truth 

at the relational place of our human longing to be forgiven. 
 It is that familiar longing and the practice of forgiveness that we take up 

today, a practice that unlike some of the others we’ve explored this summer, is 

gut-wrenchingly personal and at times, terribly hard. Because before there is 
forgiveness, there is wronging. The wronging sometimes is as simple as a 

preschooler pinching his toddler sister (something that never happens in my 
house) or as complex as murder, infidelity, abuse, even systemic injustice. Either 

way — someone commits a sin, a crime, a breach, so rupturing the relationship 

in which it occurred that some sort of response is necessary. 
 Such a rupture and response is on full display in today’s scripture lesson. 

You know the story well. A man had two sons, Jesus said. The younger 
demanded of the father his share of the inheritance, effectively robbing the 

father of his own resources upon which to grow older. The big world out there 

was calling, and he was ready to set out on the road to the lush life that 
awaited. But of course the lush life let him down, the money got spent quickly, 

 As quoted in Miroslav Volf’s Free of Charge: Giving and Forgiving in a Culture Stripped of 1

Grace, p127.
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the freedom he longed for became the very thing that brought him quite literally 

to his knees. Covered with literal and metaphorical mud, “he came to himself,” 

the text says, and gathered up the shame and guilt and life lessons that were as 
plain as the eye could see to set out for that road home. The moment the father 

spotted him on the horizon, he shrieked with delight, hoisted up his tunic to free 
his legs, and out and out sprinted towards this son called prodigal. Before a 

word of remorse or penitence could be offered, the father had summoned the 

fattest calf, nicest ring, best robe, and comfiest sandal for his wayward son. But 
off in the fields, envy blinded the eyes of the eldest, sick with resentment and 

anger as noise from the raucous party reached his ears. “I’ve done all that 
you’ve ever asked,” he yelled to his father. “I’ve stayed put, I’ve followed the 

rules, I’ve done it right. Where’s my share? What do I get for the loyalty I've 

given?” The story ends with loose ends hanging, as we never learn if the oldest 
accepts his father’s invitation to celebrate the one who was lost and who now 

has been found. 
 The late great Fred Craddock once preached on this parable, and as he 

was greeting folks after the service, a man came to him to talk. “I really didn’t 

care much for that sermon, frankly.” Craddock asked, “Why?” The man said, 
“Well, I guess it’s not your sermon, I just don’t like the story,” to which Craddock 

responded, “Well what is it that you don’t like about it?” The man said, “It’s not 
morally responsible.” “What do you mean by that?” “Forgiving that boy,” said 

the man. His interest in the conversation growing, Craddock asked, “Well, what 

would you have done?” The man said, “I think when he came home he should’ve 
been arrested.” “I thought he was going to tell a joke, but this fellow was 

serious!,” Craddock thought to himself. “He’s an attorney, one who favors 
communities of people that act as the moral police.” So Craddock paused with a 

bit of curiosity, wondering where this was going, and asked, “What would you 

have given the prodigal?” The man replied: “Six years.”  2

 Fred Craddock, Craddock Stories, p51.2
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 We laugh, and yet we know that our desire for justice when wronged is 

strong. Because doesn’t receiving forgiveness first require asking for it, or at 

least confessing the crime? Should there not be consequences to such poor 
actions, extra steps to be made to atone for bad behavior? As Barbara Brown 

Taylor said, “let the penitent come home, by all means, but let him come home 
to penance, not a party!”   3

 That feeling had to be on the minds of the families of those who lost their 

lives in Charleston just two years ago. You remember the scene, right? A young 
white man filled with the lies of supremacy and racism and hatred entered into 

the Mother Emanuel AME Church, was welcomed by congregants who gathered 
for Bible study, sat with them for a while, and then opened fire on them. Nine 

were left dead, and a nation wounded and wrestling to make sense of the 

senseless. At the young man’s bond hearing just two days later, the family 
members of each of the nine victims stood to confront the one who stole from 

them what could never be returned. But to the shock of millions, the words that 
began to pour from their lips were ones of anger and grief, yes, but also of 

forgiveness and mercy and love.  

 “I forgive you,” said Nadine Collier first, whose lost her mother Ethel 
Lance. “You hurt me. You hurt a lot of people. If God forgives you, I forgive you.” 

Alanna Simmons, the granddaughter of retired pastor Daniel Simmons, said, 
“Although my grandfather and the other victims died at the hands of hate, this is 

proof that they lived and loved,” she said. “Hate won’t win.”  Representing the 4

family of Myra Thompson, Anthony Thompson added, ”I forgive you, and my 
family forgives you.” DePayne Middleton Doctor’s sister said: "I'm a work in 

progress, and I acknowledge that I am very angry. But she taught me that we 

 Barbara Brown Taylor, “The Prodigal Father,” The Preaching Life, p165.3

 http://www.npr.org/2015/07/02/419405863/charlestons-black-leaders-want-justice-as-much-4

as-forgiveness  
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are the family that love built. We have no room for hate so we have to forgive.”  5

The speed in which these women and men moved to forgiveness seemed to 

some downright scandalous. 
 On this morning after a similarly horrific display of the very worst of the 

human condition, these faithful families’ quick words of forgiveness feel 
audacious, and if I’m being honest, even offensive to me. Knowing that I was to 

preach on forgiveness today, I confess that I watched the news unfold with not 

an ounce of forgiveness in my heart for those who so brazenly proclaimed a vile 
hatred for God’s beloved children. I confess that what filled me was not 

compassion but anger, not grace but disgust. I confess that I flinched as I 
imagined God hitching up the Divine robes to run with love towards these who 

marched in hate. 

 It’s not unlike other moments in my life where I have flinched in the face of 
forgiveness, moments when I’ve been wronged or taken advantage of. Leave me 

alone with my corrosive anger or my cold self-righteousness. Let me be with my 
judgments and my pride. Like that older brother, I want to brood in my 

resentment and stew in my envy. Whatever the offense, my response surely 

needed to be that of rules and ultimatums and penance to be paid. Forgiveness? 
Please.  

 But to put a slightly different spin on that old hymn, “because I have been 
forgiven much, I too must forgive.” I know that even though in my family system 

I often play the role of the eldest, far too often have I been one returning to God 

and my loved ones in desperate need of forgiveness. And it is then that I’m 
reminded that the forgiveness I need or the forgiveness I’m not willing to give is 

the same forgiveness that doesn’t even belong to me in the first place. It’s not 
mine to hoard or to give away, because it is God’s gift to me and to us, and it 

 https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/2015/06/19/bond-court-dylann-roof-charleston/5

28991607/ 
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doesn’t run out.”  God’s forgiveness of us is rooted in God’s extravagant love for 6

us, a fatted-calf-nicest-ring-best-robe-comfiest-sandals kind of love. And no 

matter the road we travel, God is running joyfully, boisterously, to welcome us 
home before we even arrive. 

 So how then might we practice such forgiveness? First, we give thanks to 
God for the grace to go on the journey of forgiveness, a journey that often takes 

time to practice and do. Because “any forgiveness worth the name is a long 

obedience in the same direction. To extend forgiveness aloud is less to describe a 
finished reality than to commit to a personal journey—whether or not the 

offender ever joins you.”  Next, we take our cue from Jesus, who taught us to 7

pray, saying “forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against 

us.” And that prayer is why we practice these words aloud each and every week 

in worship, so that when it’s our turn, we know what to do. It’s why we learn the 
words of Jesus about forgiving at offensive levels (“seventy times seven”), 

forgiveness that finds its apex on the cross. Learning deeply the words and 
actions of Jesus guards us from twisting his “Father, forgive them for they know 

not what they do” into our distorted alternative: “Forgive them not, Father, for 

they knew what they did!”  And finally, doing so in beloved community becomes 8

a way that we share these commitments of forgiveness and the sturdiness of 

trust.  
 When we practice forgiveness, we speak honestly and truthfully about the 

conflicts that have arisen. We acknowledge anger and bitterness but confess a 

desire to overcome them. As hard as it might be, we remember that the one in 

 Informed by a beautiful sermon I heard on compassion called “Heart Transplant: A Sermon 6

about compassion when we least deserve it,” by Rev. Reagan Humber of House for All Sinners 
and Saints, http://houseforall.org/media/sermons.php 

 http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2016/june/cover-story-standing-with-charleston-after-7

emanuel-church-s.html

 Miroslav Volf, Exclusion and Embrace: A Theological Exploration of Identity, Otherness, and 8

Reconciliation, p120.
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which we are at odds is a beloved child of God. We search hard for the specks in 

our own eyes, while remembering all the times God in Christ has forgiven us, and 

repent from that which binds us. We commit to the transformation of 
relationship and the conflicts which simmer, looking with hope to the restoration 

of community. We name boldly and courageously that full reconciliation is our 
deep yearning. And we extend the grace for ourselves and the other that God so 

freely gives, trusting that in the fullness of time, we can become people who live 

as forgiven and forgiving.   9

 Now let me be clear — practicing forgiveness does not mean condoning 

behavior that fractures relationships. It doesn’t mean that you say OK to abuse 
or breaches of trust; to abhorrent hatred marching brazenly in the streets, coldly 

in a killer, or silently in our own hearts; to a lavishly-spent inheritance, 

squandered on all the things hoped to satisfy; to repeated disappointments that 
add up to disconnection. So by all means — set meaningful boundaries for 

yourself and for others. Find healthy ways to grapple with your guilt and your 
grief. Denounce injustice. Work tirelessly in the name of Love. Direct your 

righteous anger into your neighborhood for a greater good. 

 But remember — even the most righteous of angers is still anger, and has 
the capacity to fester, to balloon into an exclusion and disconnection that 

forever ‘others’ the trespasser and keeps him or her the enemy, consciously or 
not. On either side of the infraction, forgiveness becomes the release from the 

captivity of the past wrongdoing so that possibility for reconciliation might be 

found in the future. It is the way through the “downward spiral vengeance, 
where violence feeds on revenge, revenge on violence.”  Forgiveness creates the 10

space for communion with God, with one another, and with all of creation to be 
restored.  Because when we forgive, burdens are lifted, debts are released, we 11

 L. Gregory Jones, “Forgiveness,” Practicing Our Faith, p136-137.9

 Volf, 121.10

 Jones, p132.11
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refuse to let the past define the future, and we become “a new creation” as Paul 

proclaims, through God “who reconciled us to Godself through Christ, and has 

given us the ministry of reconciliation.” 
 Frederich Buechner says: “To forgive somebody is to say one way or 

another, ‘You have done something unspeakable, and by all rights I should call it 
quits between us. Both my pride and my principles demand no less. However, 

although I make no guarantees that I will be able to forget what you’ve done, 

and though we may both carry the scars for life, I refuse to let it stand between 
us. I still want you for my friend.’ And to accept forgiveness means to admit that 

you’ve done something unspeakable that needs to be forgiven, and thus both 
parties must swallow the same thing: their pride… For both parties, forgiveness 

means the freedom again to be at peace inside their own skins and to be glad in 

each other’s presence.”  12

 To a story that has yet to be finished, we enter in — Paco, Nadine, Alanna, 

Dylann, Paul, Gary, David, Kim, Amy, Laura, Emily — and we wonder: “how might 
forgiveness become the very compass that leads us down that road home?” For 

no less than extravagant love awaits! 

 Frederich Buechner, Beyond Words, p118-119.12
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