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Lust, Gluttony, Greed, Sloth, Envy, Pride.  Catholics of a certain age will already know exactly what I’m talking 
about here.  This is the traditional list of what have been known as the “Seven Deadly Sins”—named in 
increasing order of their wickedness.  They are the dispositions of heart that are believed to be the very most 
toxic, harmful and ruinous to people’s relationship with God and with each other.  They have been enshrined 
not only in Christian preaching and teaching but also in classic works of art and literature.  They’ve taken on a 
life of their own over the centuries, which is kind of curious because this list isn’t rooted in Sacred Scripture.  
There are other lists of sins that can be found in the bible, but not specifically this one.  And it’s even more 
curious because of what is missing from this list.  It’s that deadly sin that Jesus himself spoke about—even 
though Jesus was not much into listing things.  We just heard it in the gospel today.  It’s that sin that comes with 
a warning about eternal punishment from God himself:  The sin of refusing to forgive one another.  If we are 
going to be fixated on ranking degrees of evil, perhaps we should begin with the words of the Lord himself: 

“In anger the master handed the servant over to the torturers until he should pay back the 
whole debt.  So will my heavenly Father do to you unless each of you forgives from your heart.” 

Here Jesus is speaking in a parable rather than literally, and that fact should not be ignored.  But the message is 
clear.  If sin—any and all sin—is basically the refusal to act like God, then the most vile sin of all is the refusal to 
forgive, because that’s who, what and how God is.  God cannot be otherwise, no matter our circumstances.  One 
who deliberately and perpetually decides not to forgive another is by that very fact putting himself far from God.  
That’s a free choice on our part, but we can’t say we haven’t been told. 

But of course, that is hard—sometimes almost unbearably hard.  So Jesus helps us in making it easier.  He didn’t 
begin this parable story by describing the man’s refusal to forgive his fellow debtor.  Instead he began the story 
by telling about how the servant had already been forgiven of an impossible debt owed to the master.  How did 
that happen in the first place?  What kind of responsible master allows a servant to run up such a debt that 
there would be no way to settle it.  That’s not reasonable.  And that’s the point.   

Apparently, it’s a master who well understands the human condition, and knows that every single one of us—
later if not sooner—will find ourselves in that situation of weakness and sin that only forgiveness can heal, 
because we can’t make the necessary payment on our own. 

We begin our relationship with God already as vulnerable debtors, as naked as Adam and Eve in the garden…we 
just may not realize it yet, as they didn’t.  But unlike so many of our merely human relationships of inequality, 
God does not take advantage of our situation in order to exploit or threaten or condemn us.  Instead he urges us 
to treat the other—even our greatest enemy—as he has already treated us.  We are not creatures who are owed 
anything by God or by anybody else.  It’s when we begin to forget that that we become at risk for sin.  By our 
very existence, (as well as by our behaviors), we are already in debt over our heads.  But for God that’s not a 
problem because he’s always happy to forgive in a way that we often are not.  But we must.  Failure in that sin is 
deadly. 

And on a much more practical level, who is made happy by hanging on to resentment, and old wounds and 
unsettled scores?  Who wants to live day-to-day in anger, or vengeance, or having to avoid other people or to be 
focused mostly on poor, poor me?  The master who forgave the servants’ debt surely made both of them happy 
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by removing a moment of conflict between them.  Who was made happy be choking another man and throwing 
him in prison?   

To live like God is ultimately to be at deep peace, no matter what else has happened.  It’s easy to believe that 
we have to create that kind of satisfaction for ourselves, and so we resort to things like—well, Lust, Gluttony, 
Greed, Sloth, Wrath, Envy, Pride. And none of them works, which is why we name them sins.  But to forgive as 
God does—as Jesus commands—is ultimately not only to do the right thing.  It is to draw even closer to the One 
who is our life source.  And what could be better than that? 

 


