
 

“Father, forgive them for they know not what they are doing.” 

 To forgive people who are in the process of murdering you takes god-like qualities.  Jesus gives 
his murderers a logical out:  the soldiers murder because “they know not what they are doing.”  Now, 
we are getting closer to a human understanding of forgiveness.  If someone does us harm because they 
don’t know what they are doing or by accident, we find it much easier to forgive them.  In the process of 
forgiveness, intention, or motivation, if you prefer, plays a key role.  At one time or another all of us 
have said, “accidents happen” and “that’s alright, you didn’t mean to do it.”  Motivation is all important.  
Given a benign intention, most of us are inclined to forgive. 

 The real challenge in forgiveness is in forgiving those who know full well what they are doing 
and they do it anyway!  At the very least they need a good tongue lashing!  And my tongue is sharp 
enough to get the job done!  This is a far cry from Jesus’s admonition to turn the other cheek.  Jesus 
would not approve of a sharp tongue, though both Peter and Paul inflicted significant injuries with their 
words and actions!  We may not be able to bring forgiveness to the full flower that Jesus did, but there 
are some things that we can do to lessen our use of sharp-tongued retorts or vengeful behaviors. 

 First of all, we can rediscover tolerance.  Zero tolerance may sound good in politics, but it is not 
the pathway to reconciliation.  We need to relearn the obvious, people with whom one disagrees are 
neither evil nor one’s enemies.  Does this mean we excuse evil?  Of course not.  It does mean that 
religious passions should not be made into secular politics, nor should we cloak secular politics in the 
robe of religious righteousness.  One does not compromise religious principles, so if we wish democracy 
to work, we must follow the example of our founding fathers and maintain the separation of the 
religious from the secular.   

 A second element of human forgiveness is the development of empathy.  We have in common 
our humanness, but we are unique in our experiences.  Knowing something about another’s life journey 
may well help us to understand that person’s behaviors and beliefs.  It does not mean that we have to 
agree, it does mean that we need to understand.  And to understand, not with our minds only, but also 
with our hearts – our feeling selves.   The old English saying, “don’t judge someone until you have 
walked a mile in their shoes” is wise folk medicine for the illness we find in modern souls. 

 Finally, forgiveness comes more readily if we possess compassion.  It flows naturally from 
empathy.  If we understand, we can often take action to ameliorate their concerns.  A non-judgmental 
intervention in their life-walk may be called for, although that is fraught with difficulties.   Perhaps 
simply answering loud talk with soft replies might be the most compassionate action one could take. We 
all have experienced soothing a fearful child.  We need to see if our own actions are those of a fearful 
child and/or do we need to take compassionate action to reduce the fears of the person with whom we 
are at cross-purposes?   

 Tolerance, empathy, compassion.  All tools in our quest to be better at forgiveness.  Always 
remembering that to forgive another, is to set ourselves free.  Carrying about anger, irritation, even 
hate, is a difficult and energy draining job.  Forgiveness benefits all players in life’s drama. 

 Father, forgive them, even though they know what they do!  AMEN 


