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INTRODUCTION 
 
 Some of you may have wondered why we sang that last hymn during an Ash Wednesday service.   

It’s certainly an unusual choice for Ash Wednesday.  Well, here are the reasons why.  The hymn “Lift 

Every Voice and Sing” is known as the Black National Anthem.  So Joan Effiong had asked me to include 

that hymn in a worship service sometime in February, which is Black History Month.  I had agreed to do 

so.  And then I forgot.  My frail human brain messed up.  When I finally remembered, it was too late for 

February.  So I had to apologize to Joan and ask if it would be OK to sing her requested song in March.  

Fortunately, Joan was willing to forgive me and agreed that March would be OK.  While we can all relate 

to forgetfulness as a common human frailty, and chuckle about it, I want Joan to know that I take this 

seriously.  I have to admit, sadly, that this little scenario with a hymn is all too symbolic of how our 

dominant white culture has treated African Americans in our country.  Far too often, we have abused, 

segregated, disregarded, or simply forgotten our sisters and brothers of color.  And, for that, I am sorry.  

I repent.  And I seek forgiveness. 

 Today is Ash Wednesday, the first day in the season of Lent.  Lent is the period of 40 days plus 

six Sundays that leads up to Easter.  As we approach the crucifixion, it’s traditional for Christians to 

contemplate the suffering of Jesus and to repent of our human sinfulness that causes such violence to 

occur.  So tonight I’m starting a Lenten sermon series on “The Seven Last Words of Christ,” and it’s 

fitting that the first of those statements of Jesus from the cross was “Father, forgive them; for they do 

not know what they are doing.”  Or maybe you prefer the old King James’ translation:  “Father, forgive 

them; for they know not what they do.” 
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1—WE NEED TO BE FORGIVEN  
 
 If you were looking at the pew Bible, you might have noticed that there are brackets around 

these words in Luke 23:34.  There’s also a footnote indicating that some ancient manuscripts don’t 

include this sentence.  For that reason, some biblical scholars doubt that Jesus said these words.  It’s 

questionable, for sure, that—when the Gospel of Luke was written some 60 years later—anyone would 

have been able to quote anything Jesus said exactly.  But the biblical writers and editors have included 

this sentence for a reason.  They believed that this prayer is something that Jesus could have said.  This 

merciful expression of compassion for the crucifiers and the crowd was congruent with the early 

Christian beliefs about who Jesus was.  They believed that these words communicated something 

important about the gospel message and for our salvation. 

 So, what can we learn from this prayer attributed to Jesus?  As we focus our attention on Jesus 

hanging on the cross, suffering intense pain, and facing imminent death, we hear in Jesus’ words great 

clarity that someone had done something wrong.  He was the victim of people who had perpetrated 

violence against him.  He was the target of cruelty and harassment.  He was the recipient of unjust and 

lethal persecution.  While we weren’t the ones who put Jesus on trial, pounded nails through his hands 

and feet, or mocked him as he hung on the cross—we all know that we are likewise guilty of sin—sin 

that has hurt ourselves, others, and God. 

 As a teenager, I had a good friend who attended a different church than mine.  Julie told me 

that, at her church, they taught that everyone sins in thought, word, and deed every day.  In other 

words, no matter how hard we try to do what is right, we are doomed to fail quite often.  At my church, 

we were told something different.  We were taught that the Wesleyan definition of sin was a willful 

transgression of a known law of God.  That sounded more hopeful to me.  By that definition, we at least 

wouldn’t be considered guilty for things we didn’t yet know were wrong. 
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 To this day, I still like that more positive perspective.  But, I also realize that, whether or not we 

know about a law, we can still break it.  Whether or not we understand how painful our actions and 

attitudes are, we can still hurt other people.  Whether or not we recognize God’s will for our lives, we 

can still reject it.  Even if our intention is good, and our bumbling is accidental, all too often we end up 

with a bad result.  Ignorance may be bliss to us, but our lack of awareness might not seem so sublime to 

others whom we offend.  The truth Jesus spoke from the cross is that we have done plenty of things for 

which we need to be forgiven. 

 
2—GOD WANTS TO FORGIVE 
 
 The second sense we get from this prayer attributed to Jesus is the good news that God wants 

to forgive.  Sometimes Christians have gotten the idea that God the Father, or God of the Old 

Testament, was a stern judge, and that it took the mercy of Jesus to soften God’s heart.  But the Old 

Testament has many, many stories and verses about God’s steadfast love and mercy.  God has always 

been willing and eager to forgive. 

 In the 1800s, the German poet Heinrich Heine wrote:  “I love to sin.  God loves to forgive sin.  

Really, this world is admirably arranged.”1  That barbed humor gets to the point that both God the 

Father and God the Son want to forgive—which, of course, is really good for us, since that’s what we 

need. 

 Forgiveness doesn’t come without a price, however.  As we all know from experience, in order 

for true forgiveness to happen, one or both parties in the relationship have to be willing to accept either 

disappointment or suffering.  Disappointment comes when we realize that our hopes and dreams will 

not be fulfilled as we hoped.  Suffering obviously occurs when we are the victim of sin, but it can also 

come when we receive punishment for our part in sin, when we make willing restitution, or when we 

work very hard to restore trust and balance.   
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 The Old Testament sacrificial system created the impression that people could suffer sufficiently 

by paying God back for the trouble they had caused.  But the suffering of their lambs, goats, and bulls 

didn’t please God all that much.  Rather than inflicting suffering on animals or people, God wanted a 

way to inspire us to do better, to sin less, to love and forgive more.  And so, when God’s holy son Jesus 

was unjustly and painfully crucified, God saw a perfect opportunity to absorb that horrible suffering into 

God’s self and potentially stop the cycle of sin and suffering.  God wanted to show us the width and 

breadth and depth of divine love, because God wants to forgive. 

 
3—WE EMBRACE GOD’S FORGIVENESS BY FORGIVING OTHERS 
 
 So, Jesus’ message from the cross was first of all that we need to be forgiven and, secondly, that 

God wants to forgive.  Those are two aspects of what we call a vertical religious experience.  The third 

sense we get from Jesus’ prayer is more horizontal—that we embrace God’s forgiveness for ourselves by 

forgiving others. 

 Even as perfectly divine as Jesus was in his thoughts, words, and deeds during his life, Jesus 

couldn’t embody God’s mercy unless he was able and willing to practice forgiveness with his fellow 

human beings.  We’re the same way.  We can confess to our sinfulness and know in our minds all about 

God’s desire to forgive us.  But until we’re willing and able to forgive our brothers and sisters, husbands 

and wives, children and parents, partners and competitors, neighbors and strangers—we aren’t truly 

going to understand and appreciate all God wants to do for us.  The only way we can feel God’s loving 

mercy in our hearts is if we pass it through us to someone else. 

 Forgiveness is like teaching.  We may not know the material all that well until we begin to share 

it with someone else.  Maybe you’ve heard the expression, “The best way to learn something is to teach 

it.”  In the preparation for teaching, we familiarize, clarify, and make the message our own.  Likewise, in 

the painful act of forgiving another person, we begin to understand the depths of disappointment and 

suffering God has gone through for us.  We begin to internalize how much God loves us, and that 
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realization of divine grace and strength makes it possible for God’s forgiveness to flow not only into us 

but all the way through us. 

 One of our United Methodist hymns asks, “How can God’s pardon reach and bless the 

unforgiving heart/ that broods on wrongs and will not let old bitterness depart?”2  Forgiving others isn’t 

easy, of course.  But when we put forth just a little bit of effort to forgive those around us, we 

immediately find that God’s mercy replenishes and strengthens our forgiving power.  As another hymn 

proclaims, “God forgave my sin in Jesus’ name,/ I’ve been born again in Jesus’ name,/ and in Jesus’ 

name I come to you,/ to share his love as he told me to.”3  Jesus’ statement from the cross reminds us 

that we embrace God’s forgiveness for ourselves by forgiving others. 

 
CONCLUSION 
 
 The story is told in Spain of a father and his teenage son who had a relationship that had become 

strained.  So the son ran away from home.  His father, however, began a journey in search of his 

rebellious son.  Finally, in Madrid, in a last desperate effort to find him, the father put an ad in the 

newspaper.  The ad read:  “Dear Paco, meet me in front of the newspaper office at noon.  All is forgiven.  

I love you.  Your father.”  The next day at noon in front of the newspaper office, 800 “Pacos” showed up.  

They were all seeking forgiveness and love from their fathers.4 

 Oh, yes, we need forgiveness.  And, oh, how God wants to forgive us.  Fortunately, we can 

embrace that forgiveness for ourselves by sharing it with others.  These are the words of mercy that we 

hear in Jesus’ prayer from the cross:  “Father, forgive them, for they don’t know what they’re doing.” 

 

___________ 
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