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Enabling Christians to Forgive 

John Weaver, South Wales Baptist College, suggests that by acting as if forgiveness and 
pardon were equivalents, Christians risk missing the deeper dynamic of forgiveness and 
reconciliation. 

Introduction: 

Whoever plans revenge should dig two graves (Chinese proverb)1 

Forgiveness is a major sticking point in pastoral ministry, because, depending on the 
seriousness of the offence, people generally find it difficult, if not impossible, to forgive. 
The words of Jesus, read or preached, often produce a negative or angry reaction: 

For if you forgive others, when they sin against you, 
your heavenly Father will also forgive you. 
But if you do not forgive others their sins, 
your Father will not forgive your sins. Matthew 6:14-1 5 

But when I have spoken with some of my congregation who have reacted against such 
a text, I have discovered that they have misunderstood the meaning of forgiveness and 
the reconciliation that lies as its goal. We need to correct the belief that forgiveness means 
that everything is alright; a "happy ending" that leaves the wronged person feeling cheated. 
To offer forgiveness is a statement that something is wrong: what you said to me, thought 
about me, or did to me, is wrong. The act of repentance is similar: I recognise that what 
I did, said, thought, is wrong. 

In discussing the work of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in South Africa, 
John de Gruchy states that we must never deny the reality of what people have 
experienced. He goes on to ask: Are we speaking about reconciliation in order to forget 
the past, or in order to deal justly with its legacy? Dare we proclaim such a message if in 
doing so we reinforce structures of injustice and undermine the will to resist and transform? 
How dare we speak of reconciliation in a world in which there is little justice for the victims 
of oppression, an immodest haste to forget atrocities and forgive perpetrators of their 
crimes?2 

A military chaplain described a discussion that developed during his work. "During a 
recent presentation of the just War theory to a group of soldiers, one of them asked, 'How 
can justice have value in a country full of hatred like Northern Ireland?' The soldier went 
on to question the idea of forgiveness within the Province and the contribution the church 
can make to the process."3 (Northern Ireland has witnessed over 3600 killed in the last 
35 years, mostly civilians, and suffers over 1800 unsolved murders.)4 

What is true of divisions between people groups is true of relationships within families 
and within the church. 
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As part of a first year course in Practical Theology at Cardiff, I spent two hours exploring 
some of these issues and feelings with a group of eleven Anglican, Baptist and Methodist 
ministerial students. The following are some of the thoughts that developed from our 
discussions. · 

Understanding forgiveness and reconciliation: 

We took as our starting point Paul Fiddes' exploration of the Christian idea of Atonement 
in Past Event and Present Salvation. Jesus' death for the world is expressed in terms of 
forgiveness. While some people speak of the Cross as God's pardon for the condemned 
prisoner, we realise that a pardon does not necessarily change the prisoner's attitude 'to 
the judge, the victim, or to their offence. Fiddes states that forgiveness is a shattering 
experience for the one who forgives as well as for the one who is forgiven. "This is because 
forgiveness, unlike a mere pardon, seeks to win the offender back into relationship 
.............. Reconciliation is a costly process because there are resistances to it in the 
attitude of the person who has offended; the one who sets out to forgive must aim to 
remove those blockages and restore the relationship. Forgiveness then involves an 
acceptance which is costly." 5 

We recognised that forgiveness in seeking to create a response would always be a time
consuming, expensive effort, involving difficult and painful emotions and attitudes of the 
will. While the refusal of a royal pardon would seem to make no sense, a human lack of 
response to the grace of God in Christ is not so surprising when we realise that we are 
talking of forgiveness. it is hard to accept forgiveness, as this requires a personal response, 
which necessitates repentance. 

In exploring repentance we recognised that this also included emotional and volitional 
energy and pain. 

We produced a provisional diagram with two equal and opposite journeys, one of 
forgiveness and one of repentance, both of which declared the same message, namely, 
that what had occurred was wrong. 
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Fiddes, in his careful exploration of forgiveness and reconciliation helpfully draws out 
the implications for us: 

4 

We notice that in any act of forgiveness there is a change that takes place in both the 
participants, in the forgiver as much as in the one who is forgiven. For true 
reconciliation there must be a movement from both sides. Naturally the offender has 
to move in sorrow and repentance towards the person he has hurt, but the forgiver 
also needs to move and experience change within himself, even when he has been 
totally willing to forgive. 6 
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Forgiveness is an act that enables people to be fulfilled, an empowering of life in its 
God-given fullness Uohn 10:10). This is God's act in Christ. From this position we began 
to explore the model of forgiveness, repentance and reconciliation exemplified in God's 
act of grace through the Cross, and our response. 

The basis of forgiveness in atonement: 

The Gospel is about overcoming alienation and estrangement between us and God, and 
between each other. Reconciliation includes justice and has to do with the healing of 
relationships. The doctrine of Atonement is an important basis for developing forgiveness 
and reconciliation in pastoral relationships, through our understanding of God's act of 
forgiveness and reconciliation in Christ, which is of a different dimension to that between 
sinners. Guthrie clearly focuses our understanding: 

The biblical doctrine of the atonement teaches that it is God who initiates and fulfils 
the reconciliation between sinful humanity and God. God is the subject, not the object, 
of what happened on Good Friday. 

And he goes on to emphasise that 

lt is not the guilty but the injured party who acts to restore the broken relationship ... 
it is not God who is reconciled to us but God who makes peace with us. This is what 
the death of Jesus is all about_? 

de Gruchy notes that in the NT the words for "reconciliation" are compounds of the 
Greek a/lasso, to exchange, and this in turn is derived from alios, meaning the other. "The 
words thus carry with them the sense of exchanging places with 'the other', and therefore 
being in solidarity with rather than against 'the other."' 8 This accords with the Gospel, 
which has representation at its heart. de Gruchy maintains that it is when we recognise 
the "other" we hopefully come to know the "other." The next step is a willingness to listen 
to the other's story. The critical step in reconciliation is to put ourselves in the place of 
the "other." 

Reconciliation is always located in the particular. He suggests that 

there comes a point in the process when reconciliation becomes a reality, when the 
conversation reaches a new level of commitment, embrace and shared hope. This is 
the point when marriage partners are able to heal their failing relationship, and a 
country decisively breaks with its oppressive and divisive past and embarks on building 
a new future. 9 

However the seriousness of sin cannot be overlooked, for to do so would deny our God
given free will, which is able to respond to God's love. de Gruchy rightly states that 

the reality of the world reconciled by God in Christ does not mean that the world has 
become good, that all evil has been eradicated, or that the reign of God has come. 
Quite the contrary, for the world remains the world because it is the world which is 
loved, condemned and reconciled in Christ. 10 

At this stage we attempted to explore forgiveness through a second diagram, which 
focused on our forgiveness and reconciliation with God through the Cross of Christ (see 
2 Corinthians 5:19; Colossians 1 :20). 
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God, in Christ has made the painful and costly journey of forgiveness, encountering 
us with the offer of acceptance, mercy and love. The focus of this offer of forgiveness is 
seen in the Cross. The Gospel is not sentimental words of forgiveness but has the cry of 
the Cross, the abandonment of Christ by God, and the descent into hell in order to redeem 
the world. There is no cheap grace here. · · 

For reconciliation to take place we must make the painful and costly (in terms of self
denial and admission of guilt) journey to the Cross in repentance. The journey of Christ 
to the Cross is a statement that our way of life is not as God desires, it is wrong. Our 
journey of repentance is the confession that we know that much in our lives is wrong. 

Fiddes expresses something of the enormous depth of God's grace as demonstrated by 
the following: 

Though himself living in tune with the Father's mind, he [Christ) consents to participate 
in the alienation which is the lot of humanity which has lost communion with God. 
He stands with the guilty under the weight of the verdict which God passes upon 
rebellious human life ..... the plea 'Father forgive them' does not conflict with the awful 
cry 'My God why have you forsaken me?' but brings out its meaning, since forgiveness 
is nothing less than a voyage into the dark void of the guilty life.11 

Human alienation and broken relationships are taken into the very being of God and 
addressed through kenosis and sacrificial love. There are enormous pastoral implications 
and applications here, especially as a challenge to all our relationships and the way in 
which we view forgiveness. 

There are now two further dimensions to consider, for it is in the Cross that our 
relationship with God is restored and our relationship with others is challenged. As Paul 
expressed to the Corinthian church, we who have found reconciliation now offer 
reconciliation to the world (2 Corinthians 5:17-21). 

Christian reconciliation has an eschatological dimension, recognised when we speak 
of God in Christ reconciling the world to himself (2 Corinthians 5:19; Colossians 1: 19) 

The Eucharist as a place of reconciliation: 

In the OT the focus was on the Passover, the celebration of the old covenant, where the 
ideas of redemption and purification are also present- Exodus 12:24-27; 24:6-8. In the 
NT the focus moves to the new meaning that Jesus gave to the Passover- the new covenant 
in the death of Christ- 1 Corinthians 5: 7; John 1 :29; Hebrews 10:12. The cross of Jesus 
was the decisive act of God in dealing with the problem of human sin, and for the church 
of Christ the focus moves to the Lord's Supper and Baptism. 

6 Baptist Ministers' journal January 2005 



Helpfully, de Gruchy states his view that 

the sacraments are communal acts of remembering and representing the Gospel 
narrative through dramatic actions, using material signs and symbols -water, bread 
and wine, and acts of peacemaking and reparation. The sacraments rightly understood 
and practised within the worship life of the Church play a central role in shaping 
Christian community and its witness to God's reconciliation. 12 

We recognise the sacraments as a means of grace for healing and transformation, and 
for creating community. 

In her work, Communion shapes Character, El lie Kreider13 explores this aspect of the 
Eucharist. She asserts that communion is Christ's gift to the church, so that through it the 
great story of incarnation and salvation may be told and retold. She maintains that churches 
will be renewed when the Lord's Supper, graced by God's presence and Word, orientated 
to the living Lord and empowered by his Spirit, is fully restored to the place it had in the 
early centuries of the church. lt is in the supper that God, who is Spirit, reaches out to 
communicate with us through this eucharistic service of bread and wine. We receive 
forgiveness, joy, healing and reconciliation- the fruit of our loving relationship with God. 
The meaning of the cross is clearly seen as our worship proclaims the Lord's death. Christ's 
own self-giving is mirrored in relationships within his church. 

Jesus' challenge to his disciples of drinking the cup that he must drink (Mark 1 0:38) is 
worked out in our new creation "in Christ" (2 Corinthians 5:17). Christ who is our peace, 
has brought a new humanity into being, breaking down the walls of enmity through his 
death on the Cross. He has reconciled people to God and to each other. (Ephesians 2:11-
22) Kreider maintains that reconciliation is at the heart of the Gospel, and warns that 

When gospel and peace are pulled apart, terrible things can happen, as we have seen 
in countries where Christians have preached a personalised salvation and have not 
emphasised that the gospel has everything to do with how to live out national or clan 
identity.14 

She stresses that it is important that "forgiven people are empowered to live as forgiving 
people, passing on good news of freedom from the compulsions and domination of sin."15 

The Eucharist combines forgiveness, reconciliation and fellowship. Kreider therefore urges 
us to recognise that how we take communion makes a difference, because we act out 
our communion theology. Do we express our fellowship in Christ or are we merely a group 
of individuals who have happened to gather for this meal. She believes that "dead ritual" 
is easy to spot. A moribund rite is no substitute for reality, for example, the breaking of 
bread and pouring of wine in a congregation of people whose lives are in no way broken 
for the world or poured out in love for their neighbours. 16 lt is in confident hope that we 
receive forgiveness and the daily bread for our life, which are the unmistakable signs of 
the kingdom coming. We covenant together and become reconciled in the name of Jesus, 
and then we turn outward to the task of reconciliation that God has given us. 

From this understanding we constructed a third diagram, which brings together our 
models of Cross, reconciled relationships with God and with each other, and the 
eucharistic meal, where this may take place. We can interpret the sharing of "the Peace" 
in this way- reconciled with God and with each other. 
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There is a clear need for forgiveness and reconciliation in our world, within our church 
fellowships and in our personal relationships. Christian reconciliation is founded on God's 
pattern- "The Word became flesh." lt is not an abstract philosophy, a doctrine, or some 
utopian thought, it is grounded in historical reality, as Fiddes emphasises in Past Event, 
Present Salvation. As de Gruchy says, "Reconciliation is an event, a praxis, a process and 
celebration, before it becomes a doctrine or a theory." 17 The infant church embodied 
reconciliation (Acts 2:42-47; c.f. Ephesians 2:11-16), which is not to say that the early 
church did not have its rifts and divisions, as we see in Paul's first letter to the Corinthian 
church. He encouraged them to rediscover the meaning of healing divisions through the 
Eucharist, when celebrated aright (1 Corinth ians 11 ). 

Reconciliation cuts through all the divisions that society creates, for the infant church 
it included the Gentiles. The church is to be an example of a reconciling community (2 
Corinthians 5:11-20). Reconciliation is eschatological and is part of a future hope in which 
all will be one in Christ. lt involves letting go of the past and embracing God's future. 
The Christian faith sets up signposts of reconciliation and the Church is God's agent of 
reconciliation in the world. 

But whatever its failures the Church is the body of Christ, and it is the Spirit of Christ 
that constantly challenges the Church to break free from its captivity to the selfishness 
and self-centredness that divides. 

When we fail to strive for forgiveness and reconciliation we run the risk of marring 
our life on earth and our eternal destiny. We recognise the damage and bitterness when 
people find it impossible to forgive, for whatever reason. Arnold quotes William Blake's 
poem A Poison Tree18

, the first verse of which expresses a truth about unforgiveness: 

8 Baptist Ministers' journal January 2005 



I was angry with my friend: 
I told my wrath, my wrath did end. 
I was angry with my foe: 
I told it not, my wrath did grow. 

The bitterness of an unforgiving heart can destroy someone so that their personality 
becomes distorted and unattractive. But as de Gruchy concludes, "covenanting to restore 
justice, covenanting together as a people reconciled to God and one another, covenanting 
to restore relations with the "other", requires then a commitment to live and work in 
anticipation of what God promises."19 

Our Baptist forebears spoke of 'walking together and watching over each other in love.' 
We covenant together as fellowships of God's people, we seek to be reconciled with each 
other in Christ, and we offer each other the sign of the Peace. These are the marks of a 
church who celebrate the Lord's Supper at the heart of their worship. 

Quoted in johann Christoph Arnold, The Lost Art of Forgiving (Plough Publishing, 1998) p.15 
2 John W de Gruchy, Reconciliation. Restoring justice (SCM, London, 2002) p.16 
3 from an MTh essay, Cardiff University, June 2004, by Revd Christopher Broddle, used with 

permission 
4 A great deal of theological exploration has been carried out by ECONI (Evangelical Contribution 

on Northern Ireland) as demonstrated in their pack, Forgiveness Papers; Gregory ]ones, 
Embodying Forgiveness; Mark Amstatz, John Brewer, Cecil McCullough, Duncan Morrow, 
Forgiveness: making a world of difference (ECONI, Howard House, 1 Brunswick Street, Belfast, 
BT2 7GE, 2002) 

5 Paul S Fiddes, Past Event and Present Salvation. The Christian Idea of Atonement (Darton 
Longman & Todd, 1989) p.16 

6 Fiddes, Past Event and Present Salvation, p.17 3 
7 S.C.Guthrie, Christian Doctrine, revised edition (Kentucky, Westminster John Knox, 1994) pp. 

258-9 
8 de Gruchy, Reconciliation, Restoring justice, p.51 
9 de Gruchy, Reconciliation, Restoring justice, p.154 
10 de Gruchy, Reconciliation, Restoring justice, p.72 
11 Fiddes, Past Event and Present Salvation, p.17 5 
12 de Gruchy, Reconciliation, Restoring justice p. 96 
13 Ellie Kreider, Communion shapes Character (Scottdale, Herald Press, 1997), repreinted in UK 

as Given for you: A fresh look at Communion (IVP, 1998) 
14 Kreider, Communion shapes Character, p.1 09 
15 Kreider, Communion shapes Character, p.120 
16 Kreider, Communion shapes Character, p.153 
17 de Gruchy, Reconciliation, Restoring justice, p.75 
18 johann Christoph Arnold, The Lost Art of Forgiving, p.76 
19 de Gruchy, Reconciliation, Restoring justice, p.213J-Mail 
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