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24th Sunday in Ordinary Time, Year A
How to Forgive
In my mind, one of the greatest scenes in cinema history is the final confrontation in the 1983 film The Scarlet and the Black.  Gregory Peck plays Monsignor Hugh O’Flaherty, the real-life priest who personally saved thousands of Jews and Allied soldiers during World War II by hiding them throughout Rome.  Christopher Plummer plays Colonel Herbert Kappler, the ruthless SS overlord occupying Rome, who at this point in the film has deported thousands of Jews to death camps and executed hundreds of Italian civilians, many of whom were Msgr. O’Flaherty’s friends.  
Finally, with Allied forces advancing, Kappler summons O’Flaherty to a secret meeting in the Coliseum.  “You help…anybody.  It’s a part of your faith, is that right?” he asks.   “Brotherly love and forgiveness—that’s the other half of what you believe, true?”  He then asks the Monsignor to save his own wife and two children from being captured.  O’Flaherty flatly refuses and denounces all the wickedness Kappler has done, but in the end, he does smuggle the Nazi’s family to safety.  Not only that, but after Kappler receives life imprisonment for war crimes, his one and only visitor—who shows up every month, no less!—is Msgr. O’Flaherty.  Eventually Kappler even converts to Catholicism and is baptized by his old enemy.  
Few real-life stories illustrate so well the theme of our readings: forgiveness.  We need to forgive.  Jesus is not the only one to say this.  Over one hundred years before him, The Wisdom of Sirach, our first reading, gave the same counsel.  Psychology today has the same message, but for a different reason.  We need to forgive, it is said today, because of the harm that vengeance does to us.  If you have ever known someone who holds grudges and refuses to forgive, you know how unpleasant they are to be around.  Some of my own family and friends are consumed by grudges and repeat them to me every other time I see them!  
We need to forgive, but how?  The Wisdom of Sirach gives us two methods.  First the author says, “Remember your last days, set enmity aside; remember death and decay, and cease from sin!”  The first way to forgive is to remember the shortness of life.  We only have so much time to prepare for heaven.  Why waste our time being upset and angry with others?  When seen against the big picture of life, our grudges seem small and pointless.  Msgr. O’Flaherty could forgive a man devoid of conscience and faith who murdered his friends.  How can we not forgive much pettier transgressions?  We also need to think of how we want others to remember us.  Do we want to be remembered as the wicked servant in Jesus’ parable, who could not pass on what he had received, or do we want to be remembered as the generous king admired by all?  Human praise does not matter, but the example we leave for future generations does.  
Sirach gives a second method for forgiveness: “Think of the commandments, hate not your neighbor; remember the Most High's covenant, and overlook faults.”  The second way to forgive is to remember God’s way.  God is the generous king in Jesus’ parable.  God has forgiven us so much.  We cannot act in a different way and expect to be friends of God.  God’s love is unconditional, but God’s forgiveness is not.  We pray every day in the Our Father: “Forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us.”  

On this anniversary of 9/11, I should add that forgiving is not the same as forgetting, and that mercy does not destroy justice.  Msgr. O’Flaherty forgave Colonel Kappler, but never attempted to free him from prison.  Kappler’s crimes demanded that he pay a debt to society.  In the same way, when Mehmet Ali Agca shot Pope John Paul II, the pope forgave him after just four days and went to visit him two years later in prison.  Still, the pope never asked that he be released from prison.  Agca had committed a crime and owed society a debt.  
Anyone who commits crimes like these should be imprisoned.  For our part, we need to forgive.  Perhaps our example of forgiveness can convert even the hardened hearts of our enemies, as Msgr. O’Flaherty’s forgiveness converted Herbert Kappler.  When forgiving seems tough, use the two methods taught to us by the Wisdom of Sirach.  Remember the shortness of life, and remember God’s way, the generous king who forgives us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us.
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