Surprises are always just around the corner

I have found something interesting truths over the years about speaking in public and giving homilies.  There is a huge difference in what I say and what people hear.  Again and again I have heard people come to me and sometimes they have enjoyed my words and sometimes they are unhappy about something I have said.  Many is the time when I have had someone say to me, “You said…” and I had no idea what they were talking about.  I think to myself, “I do not ever remember saying that!”  There is a huge gap between what I say and what people hear.  I have also found it interesting that there seems to be an inverse relationship between the amount of energy and effort I put into a homily and the reaction I get from people.  Sometimes work all week on a homily and really think that I have done a good job and it is a good message.  After mass I expect a positive response and there is no reaction from people at all.  Then the next time I may have little time and just have one small thought.  After that mass people come out and say, “Fr. Pat that was your best homily ever!”  


That has been the response of my homily from last week.  I did my normal preparations and prayed and hoped that it was a good message for people to reflect on and pray about.  I know that when anyone speaks about forgiveness it can be an emotional topic.  In the past I have had people actually get angry about what I have said.  When you ask people to think about forgiving those that have hurt them the response most often is something along the lines of, “Yeah, OK father but what about…”  They believe that their experience is unique and that there is a good reason for them to continue with holding onto their anger and not forgiving others. 

After my homily last weekend I had three people stop me after mass to offer their interpretation of, “Yeah, OK Fr. Pat but what about…”  I have also gotten a phone call, a letter, and an e-mail.  They all focused around the same issue – do I really have to forgive this person because what they did was so terrible I do not want to or I can not forgive them.  I would like to offer a couple of reflections that might shed some more light on our prayers and reflections.  First and foremost, I would like to underline that there is a HUGE difference between forgiving and forgetting.  Some people think that to forgive someone means that they are back connected to them and they live like things are perfect.  I do not think this is the case.  Certainly, a person with an abusive spouse can find forgiveness to say, “I hope that you find peace and find healing for your illness” and that forgiveness happens way far away from the abuser!  I can not see anywhere that God wants anyone to live in a dangerous or abusive situation.  Leaving that situation and finding a safe place to live is absolutely what God wants for everyone.  In this case forgiveness is NOT staying with or letting someone that is physically or emotionally or psychologically abusive back into your life.  


Also, forgiveness is not letting your guard down and allowing someone to hurt you again.  If someone has proven that they are not trustworthy in any of the various ways that people loose our trust we should learn from our experiences.  We should not think that forgiveness means that we are some how a doormat for others to hurt and take advantage of in our lives.  Forgiveness in these situations may mean that we keep some distance from them. Forgiveness means more that we let go of what we are owed and hope that the person can find peace or health from their issues.  Forgiveness can mean that we hope that God helps the other person.  When we see the word forgiveness we can think of a debt that is forgiven.  It is not that there was no debt owed or that the debt was actually paid in good standing but that for whatever reason we let go of the debt.  We say, we are owed the debt but we will not seek the payment.  


The point I hoped to make in my homily last week and see as so important, is that we must learn to forgive.  How often do we pray and read about God saying that above all else we must forgive and love each other. The most profound part of the Gospel for this reflection is when we read that how we forgive others is the way that God will forgive us! (Mt 6:14, Mt 18, Mk 11, 1Jh 1:9 to name just a few.)   That is an idea that should keep many of us up at night.  If God holds onto our sins as much as we hold onto the sins of others then we are in big trouble.  Let us not forget that Jesus Himself tells us as He teaches us to pray, “Forgive us our sins as we forgive those who sin against us!”  “As we forgive” that is the crux of the issue – our forgiveness hinges on our ability to forgive others.  

Finally, I do not think we can underestimate the damage that we do to ourselves when we hold onto our anger.  All that we have to be angry at others is nothing compared to the pain that we cause ourselves.  How many nights have anyone of us spent angry over pain that was caused by another person?  Do you think they were laying awake thinking about us?  I don’t think so.  We waste time, energy and stress on a hurt caused by someone and they go about their day without a second thought for us.  Who is really losing out in this situation?  The strength and blessing that we have when we can let it go and move on is freeing.  The amazing feeling of being able to let the pain go and not hold onto it actually makes you stronger.  We may know we are owed but we do not collect on that debt.  We stand on our strength and let go of what we are owed – that is strength not weakness.

So, if we are called by God to forgive and in fact our forgiveness and our ability to enter into salvation are connected to our ability to forgive others; why is it so hard for us to let it go and forgive those that hurt us?  I am not sure of all the reasons and I am sure that there is a psychologist that could give us all kinds of reasons deep in our psyche but for me, when I pray, I know that I am held back when I do not forgive.  Holding onto old pains and focusing on injustices done to me can be like a big lead weight holding me down.  When my heart and mind are focused on pain I feel like my day is gray.  It is like I walk around with a weight around my neck.  When I can finally give it to God, it is like I can fly again.  Knowing that I have let it go; forgiving and growing beyond the hurt is strength and joy in my heart.  

This weekend we celebrate the Epiphany of our Lord Jesus.  Epiphany means to show, display, and make visible.  It is the moment that we celebrate when the world, in the person of the Three Magi, came to see who Jesus was as the son of God.  If we celebrate God being shown to us and displayed to us then it is also the day when we recognize our call to show and display God to others.  As we start a new year we so many areas that are torn apart because nations can not figure out to forgive each other.  Everyday we see bombs going off and people being killed because people say, “You hurt me so I am going to hurt you right back!”  It might be easy for us to say well, I am not a nation and I can not change anything about Israel or Pakistan but if we can change our hearts it is the first step towards changing our world.  If we do not try and change who we are, how can we expect others to change half way around the world.  

Even here in our country we can see the lack of forgiveness bleeding out into our politics and how we deal with issue in our communities.  Just listen to the advertisements for the candidates and you see the vitriol and anger coming to the surface.  The gap between “US” and “THEM” only grows.  This is not what God wants for us.  He wants us to work for peace and to build the Kingdom of God.  It is very obvious that we all need to work on our forgiveness.  We all struggle to let go of past hurts and find peace.  May we all pray for each other and ask that God helps us all to show the world what we have been given – forgiveness from God and for our neighbor.
