What the World Needs Now Is Forgiveness Introduction: What the World Needs Now

In 1965, in the midst of the long and painful war in Vietnam, a young American singer, Jackie
DeShannon, gave the world a song many of us still know by heart: “What the world needs now is
love, sweet love.” It was a simple song, but it spoke a truth people longed to hear that in a time
of war, fear, and loss, there must be another way to live. More than sixty years later, we hear
those words more urgently. What does our world need now? We look at wars raging across
continents, nations too often choosing violence over dialogue. We see families fleeing poverty
and violence, looking for safety for their children. We see immigrants and legal migrants, once
welcomed, now living in fear, stripped of status, separated from loved ones, deported into
uncertainty. We see the growth of mistrust and division. Hatred, racism, classism, and misogyny
still denying dignity to people made in the image of God.

Neighbors treat one another not as brothers and sisters, but as threats to be removed. And even
the Church is not immune. Some of us long for a Church that more visibly includes all the
baptized. Others fear that in seeking inclusion we may lose the traditions that have nourished
generations of Catholics. These questions matter and must be discussed honestly and prayerfully.
But whenever our disagreements cause us to dismiss or despise one another, we have forgotten
whose Church this is. It is Christ’s Church, and Christ came not to divide the human family, but
to gather it into one. So yes, what the world needs now is love, sweet love. But today’s
Scriptures go deeper. Love is not just a feeling. Love has a costly and demanding name. That
name is forgiveness. Forgiveness that does not deny evil, excuse injustice, or pretend wounds do
not matter. Forgiveness that tells the truth, seeks justice, protects the vulnerable, and yet refuses
to surrender the human heart to hatred.

Mercy Without Limit

In today’s Gospel, Peter asks Jesus a question that sounds generous to us: “Lord, how often shall
my brother sin against me, and | forgive him? As many as seven times?” Peter believes seven is
a high number surely enough, surely a limit. But Jesus answers, “I do not say to you seven times,
but seventy times seven.” He is not asking Peter to keep a larger notebook, forgiving 490 times
before unleashing anger on the 491st. Seventy times seven means without counting. Mercy and
love cannot be rationed out. Disciples of Jesus must become people whose lives are marked by
forgiveness.

Then Jesus tells the parable of the servant who owes the king an impossible debt one he could
never repay in ten lifetimes. Yet the king, moved with pity, forgives the whole debt. That same




servant then finds a fellow servant who owes him a small amount, grabs him by the throat, and
demands payment. He will not show the mercy he has just received. The parable is
uncomfortable because we recognize ourselves in it. We come before God carrying debts we
cannot repay selfishness, pride, harsh judgments, failures to love. And God meets us with mercy.
In the Sacrament of Reconciliation, in every Eucharist, in every sincere prayer for pardon, God
does not grab us by the throat. God opens his arms.

Psalm 103 sings of this mercy: “The Lord is merciful and gracious, slow to anger and abounding
in steadfast love... As far as the east is from the west, so far does he remove our transgressions
from us.” God does not merely tolerate us. He removes our sins and gives us a new beginning.

Sirach makes the challenge plain: “Wrath and anger are hateful things, yet the sinner hugs them
tight.” Sometimes we hold anger as though it protects us rehearsing the injury, replaying the
conversation, refusing to let the one who hurt us “get away with it.” But Sirach asks, “Could
anyone refuse mercy to another like himself, can he seek pardon for his own sins?”” How can we
kneel before a merciful God while closing our hearts to those around us? Forgiveness begins by
receiving mercy.

Before we can forgive someone else, we need to remember how much God has forgiven in us.
And notice this: in a few minutes we will pray the words Jesus himself taught us “Forgive us our
trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us.” Immediately after teaching that prayer,
Jesus explains it: “If you forgive others their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive
you. But if you do not forgive others, neither will your Father forgive your trespasses” (Matthew
6:14-15). Seventy times seven is not an abstract number from an old parable. It is the measure
we ask God to use on us, this morning, in the very prayer we are about to pray together.

Forgiveness Tested by Memory, Twenty-Five Years After 9/11

This week we remember the twenty-fifth anniversary of September 11, 2001, a day permanently
etched in memory. | remember exactly what | did that day, that morning making coffee as |
watched the towers being hit. We remember the towers falling, the names read, the families
shattered, the first responders who ran to ward danger while others ran away. We remember the
courage of firefighters, police officers, chaplains, and ordinary citizens. We remember the
passengers of Flight 93. We remember a nation grieving and also some thing else.

In the days after, people reached across lines that had once divided them. People gave blood.
Neighbors checked on neighbors. Churches filled. For a moment, grief made us aware that we
belonged to one another. Yet twenty-five years later, we must ask: what happened to that spirit?
How did shared sorrow give way again to suspicion and division? How did fear become a reason
to judge whole communities?

Forgiveness does not mean forgetting September 11. We must never forget the lives lost or the
courage displayed. It does not mean denying evil or abandoning justice those responsible must
be held accountable, and victims must be cared for. But forgiveness means that evil will not have
the final word in us. It means the violence done to us will not make us people of violence. It
means we refuse to blame an entire people, religion, or nation for the sins of some. Jesus, who
was betrayed, falsely accused, and crucified, did not deny the evil done to him. Yet from the



cross he prayed, “Father, forgive them.” That prayer did not call evil good. It revealed that God’s
love is stronger than evil. Perhaps that is the question for us on this anniversary: What wound
have | allowed to be come a weapon? Whom have | placed beyond mercy? Jesus does not
minimize our pain. But he calls us to bring it to him, so that pain may become compassion rather
than contempt.

Forgiveness Lived in a Broken World

Forgiveness begins in the heart, but it cannot remain there. It must move outward into the way
we speak, vote, serve, welcome, and live. In a world at war, Christians must be voices for peace
praying for civilians, for children, for leaders who have the power to choose a path other than
destruction. Forgiveness does not mean ignoring aggression. It means insisting that dialogue,
diplomacy, and human dignity are signs of faith, not weakness. In the face of migrants and
refugees, forgiveness calls us to see human beings before we see labels. Nations have a
responsibility for just laws, but the Gospel will not let us speak of immigrants as statistics or
enemies. They are mothers, fathers, children, workers — people fleeing hunger, violence, and
despair. When legal status is stripped away, and families live in fear, the Church must remember
the Holy Family: Jesus, Mary, and Joseph themselves fled violence and became refugees in
Egypt. The Christian question is not “What do they deserve?” but “How do we recognize Christ
in them?” Jesus says, “l was a stranger, and you welcomed me.”

And within the Church, forgiveness calls us to resist making enemies of one another. There are
Catholics who cherish tradition and reverence; we should not mock them. There are Catholics
who call for greater welcome and inclusion; we should not dismiss them. We need each other
roots deep in the faith handed down to us, and branches reaching outward in welcome and
mission. We may not agree on every question, but we are not permitted to stop loving one
another, or to use the Eucha rist, the sacrament of unity, as an excuse for contempt. Forgiveness
in the world begins close to home at the kitchen table, in the phone call we've avoided, the
apology we need to make, the grudge we need to release. It begins when we listen before we
assume, and pray for the person we find most difficult. And when forgiveness feels impossible,
we should be honest with God: “Lord, | want to forgive, but I cannot do this on my own. Give
me the desire. Give me the strength.” God can work with that prayer.

A Return to Love

So perhaps the song from 1965 still speaks to us: what the world needs now is love, sweet love.
But today’s Scriptures teach us what that love looks like. Love looks like the king who forgives
an unpayable debt. Love looks like Psalm 103: merciful, gracious, slow to anger, abounding in
steadfast love. Love looks like refusing to hug tightly the wrath that poisons our souls. Love
looks like remembering the grief of September 11 without letting grief become hatred. Love
looks like praying for peace in a world at war, defending the dignity of migrants, and refusing to
let political or Church divisions destroy our communion. This week, take one concrete step.
Make the phone call. Write the note. Offer the apology. Pray by name for someone who has hurt
you. Or, if you are the one who caused harm, have the courage to say, “l am sorry. Please forgive
me.” We do this not because forgiveness is easy, but because we belong to the One who has
forgiven us everything. As far as east is from west, God has removed our sins from us. May that
mercy flow through us into our families, our parish, our nation, and our wounded world. What
the world needs now is forgiveness, and a return to love. May it begin with us. Amen.



Rev. Fr. Stephan Brown, SVD




