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In August, US President Biden announced that the his government would be 

forgiving up to $20,000 in student loans for those in low and middle income brackets. 

That move certainly caught the attention of Canadian students. In 2021, the average 

student graduated with over $14,000 in student loan debt.1 In 2018, approximately 

22,000 former students with student loan debt declared bankruptcy.2

Debt is also a feature of peasant life in the first century Mediterranean world of 

the Gospel. If you fall into debt, you risk losing your land and thus your livelihood. It 

endangers your possessions; your social standing; your family; even your life. It disrupts

society, as formerly productive members turn to banditry to survive.3

People don’t spend much time in introspection in this first-century culture; sin is 

not a personal matter that you felt guilty about inside. It is, instead, a transgression 

against someone. You are not condemned by your conscience, but by your neighbour. 

Like a debt, sin disrupts important relationships that you rely upon. Perhaps to your 

neighbour; perhaps to God.

1 "Canada Student Financial Assistance Program: Statistical Review 2020 to 2021," Employment and Social 
Development Canada, https://www.canada.ca/content/dam/canada/employment-social-development/programs/canada-
student-loans-grants/reports/student-financial-assistance-statistics/2020-2021-student-financial-statistics-en.pdf

2 Tom Yun, "Should Canada forgive student loans?", CTV News, September 2, 2022, 
https://www.ctvnews.ca/canada/should-canada-forgive-student-loans-1.6053398

3 Bruce J. Malina and Richard L. Rohrbaugh, Social-Science Commentary on the Synoptic Gospels (Fortress Press: 
Minneapolis, 2003), 364.
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Forgiveness, likewise, is the restoration to society and to the relationships 

necessary for self-sufficiency and life in community. Forgiveness by God means the 

restoration of God’s goodness and protection for you, and an end to the fear of 

punishment. Forgiveness restores solidarity; loyalty; commitment.

In such an understanding, though, sin is more than hurting someone’s feelings. It 

is doing them some sort of injury. Maybe this is why Jesus’ commandment to forgive 

feels so radical and so difficult. If you forgive everyone who wrongs you, aren’t you 

opening yourself up to be taken advantage of? It seems like it requires a fantastic 

amount of faith in the goodness of everyone you meet.

No wonder the disciples exclaim, “Increase our faith!”

Do we have the amount of faith Jesus requires?

If someone wrongs you seven times a day, do you have it within you to forgive 

them?

I might, barely, have the capacity to forgive my family members that many times. 

But strangers? If someone robs me, and then apologizes, can I forgive them without 

demanding restitution? Does that simply mark me as a chump for the next person? Is 

Jesus asking us to forgive abuse? What about on a larger scale? Should we forgive 

racism or sexism or heterosexism that keeps us oppressed? Should the people of Ukraine
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forgive Vladimir Putin for invading their country? What does repentance mean, if it 

keeps happening?

On the other hand, if wronging someone results in a financial or social debt that 

ostracizes the wrongdoer or sinner, maybe forgiveness is the right move? Can we afford 

to pay the price, take the chance, of forgiving them to maybe bring healing?

Increase our faith, indeed.

And yet, Jesus’ response to this request seems dismissive.

“If you had faith the size of a mustard seed, you could say to this mulberry tree, 

'Be uprooted and planted in the sea,' and it would obey you."

I don't know about you, but I think relocating mulberry trees would rank me 

somewhere below Aquaman on the "impressive and useful powers" scale. And if the best

Christians I know are moving trees with the power of faith, they're keeping awfully quiet

about it.

So I think maybe we're not meant to take Jesus literally, here.

He seems to be saying that forgiveness is nothing special, given the analogy he 

follows it up with. The concept of slavery is offensive to our ears, but it was common in 

Jesus' time. Even relatively poor families might own one slave. "If you slave does what 

you expect of them," he says, "would you be impressed? Would you show them special 

favour?"
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No, of course not. The slaves themselves protest that they are simply doing their 

jobs. The word translated as "worthless" actually means, in this context, "one to whom 

nothing is owed." In other words, the slaves have no special rewards coming to them for 

doing what is expected.4

Similarly, then, a disciple who forgives is simply doing their job. But is Jesus 

totally ignorant or  uncaring about the difficulties we discussed earlier? I don't think so. 

The word "faith," as so often in Matthew, Mark and Luke, is not referring here to belief 

in a particular fact or claim, such as something you'd find in a Creed, like "Jesus is the 

Son of God, eternally begotten by the Father," etc. Instead, it means a sense of solidarity;

loyalty; commitment: the social glue that holds a community together: exactly that 

which is ruptured by unrepentant and unforgiven sin. Jesus is not commanding them to 

forgive everyone; he says, "if another disciple" sins against you, and repents, you must 

forgive. In other words, these are the conditions of life in the intentional community 

built around Jesus Christ: those who have left everything, friends, family, status and 

possessions, to follow him.

Jesus begins by condemning those who cause "one of these little ones" - which 

means one of his disciples" - to stumble, that is, to fall away from the faith. How do you 

do this? By refusing to forgive their sins and debts against you, thus cutting them off 

4 Malina, 296.
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from their only source of community, safety, and resources - remember, they have left 

everything else behind.

Of course, the other side of the coin is rebuke: if one of your siblings in Christ 

sins, you have a duty to rebuke them, and if they then repent, you have a duty to forgive 

them. Disciples have a duty to hold themselves and each other accountable to the 

standards of Jesus' movement.

We know that the Jesus movement practiced radical equality: men and 

women, rebels and fishermen and tax collectors, all ate together at the same table as 

equals. Nobody is better than anyone else; nobody is more perfect than anyone else. This

is what it means to be in communion: a communion of people chosen by Jesus.

So when we celebrate World Communion Sunday, we do not celebrate this one 

special day on which Christians around the world partake of a ritual. No, on this day we 

are reminded of a reality which is true every day: that we owe solidarity; loyalty; and 

commitment to each other. This solidarity, loyalty, and commitment are expressed in the 

duty of rebuke, repentance, and forgiveness. It is not the life of strangers who come 

together once or maybe twice. It is the distinctive life of an intentional community who 

have been baptized into Christ's death and into his life. A community of believers who 

have made commitments to each other. In such a community, it might just be possible to 

model the sort of radical forgiveness that Jesus commands. Such a community becomes 
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a sign and a blessing to the wider world. And as we join hands, as we broaden these 

intentional communities, as we form the community of communities that is the 

worldwide body of Christ, we can accomplish personal, social, political, global changes.

Holy and spiritual changes that are holy and spiritual because they are worldly and 

practical. Changes that are more impressive and also more relevant than uprooting a 

mulberry tree.
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