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“The New Math of Grace”

“So my heavenly Father will also do to every one of you, if you do not forgive your brother or sister
from your heart.”

At the beginning of every school year, we students at Stony Brook School had a good idea of when
our school vacations were scheduled; but one year, we were given several additional days off that
were not originally on the school calendar.  The explanation for this was that our teachers were
attending a seminar on something called the “new math” that would radically change the way in which
mathematics was taught in our school as well as in schools across the country.  At the time, I had no
idea what the “new math” was; all that matter to me was that I had more days off from school.  But for
educators at that time, the “new math” was a brief, dramatic change in the way mathematics was to
be taught in grade schools in the USA and to a lesser extent in European countries in the 1960s. 
Inspired by the launch of the USSR’s Sputnik satellite, the “new math” was a set of teaching principles
meant to boost scientific education and mathematical skill in the population so that the perceived
intellectual threat of Soviet engineers, reputedly highly skilled mathematicians, could be met.  Topics
introduced in the “new math” included modular arithmetic, algebraic inequalities, matrices, symbolic
logic, Boolean algebra, and abstract algebra.

Even though our teachers attended these “new math” seminars, I don’t recall ever taking any courses
in any of these subjects, because the “new math” almost immediately drew criticism from parents and
teachers who complained that this new curriculum was far too outside of students’ ordinary
experience and was not worth taking time away from more traditional topics.  The material put new
demands on teachers, many of whom were required to teach material they did not fully understand. 
Parents were concerned that they did not understand what their children were learning and could not
help them with their studies.  In the end, the “new math” fell out of favour in most school districts, who
reemphasized teachings more tradition mathematical topics such as algebra, trigonometry, and
calculus.

Even though this experiment with “new math” failed in school districts in the 1960s, there appears to
be a form of “new math” in today’s Gospel lesson, in which Jesus introduces a mathematical principle
that goes against all conventional wisdom.  Our lesson from Matthew this morning immediately follows
last Sunday’s lesson on how the church should deal with a recalcitrant member in its midst (one who
engages in the destructive behavior of a “parking lot meeting”).  Jesus’ teaching is reminiscent of the
Torah instruction in which the command to reason with the recalcitrant neighbor is followed
immediately by the command to love the neighbor as oneself:

· “You shall not hate in your heart anyone of your kin; you shall reprove your neighbor, or you
will incur guilt yourself.  You shall not take vengeance or bear a grudge against any of your
people, but you shall love your neighbor as yourself: I am the LORD.” – Leviticus 19:17-18.

Matthew adds this pronouncement story to Jesus’ teaching on church discipline in order to guard
against rigid or vindictive applications of Jesus’ teachings; only a congregation that operates in the
spirit of this teaching may act according to the guidelines Jesus establishes in 18:15-20.  This begins
when Peter responds to Jesus’ instructions by asking him, “Lord, if another member of the church sins
against me, how often should I forgive?  As many as seven times?” (18:21).  Peter’s proposal sounds
extravagantly generous, especially since there is no mention of repentance by the offending party
(unlike in Luke 17:4, where Jesus states that “if the same person sins against you seven times a day,



and turns back to you seven times and says, ‘I repent,’ you must forgive.”).  The disciple’s proposal
also reverses the sevenfold pronouncement of vengeance in Genesis 4:15: 

· “Then the LORD said to him, ‘Not so!  Whoever kills Cain will suffer a sevenfold vengeance.’ 
And the Lord put a mark on Cain, so that no one who came upon him would kill him.”

Peter’s proposal to forgive seven times appears to be both reasonable and generous; “Peter thought
he had grasped the ethical core of Jesus’ teachings, and probably expected Jesus to nod and give his
approval to Peter’s comment.” (In-Yong Lee, The Christian Century).  But instead, Jesus responds
with a teaching that goes far beyond Peter’s proposal, and not only in greatly extending the quantity:
“Not seven times, but, I tell you, seventy-seven times.” (18:22).  The Greek number can be
understood as either “seventy seven times” (again a reversal of a pronouncement of vengeance in
Genesis 4:24: “If Cain is avenged sevenfold, truly Lamech seventy-sevenfold.”) or “four hundred
ninety times.”  In either case, Jesus is not speaking of a literal number of times one must forgive
another person; it is shorthand for forgiveness that knows no limits, that is rooted in a “new math of
grace” that flows from the love of God that “bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things,
endures all things.” (1 Corinthians 13:7).

In order to illustrate the radical nature of this “new math” of grace and forgiveness, Jesus presents a
parable in which a king decides to settle accounts with his household servants.  One of these
servants owes “ten thousand talents,” a debt that is unpayable, beyond all calculation.  This servant’s
situation is hopeless; and “as he could not pay, his lord ordered him to be sold, together with his wife
and children and all his possessions, and payment to be made.” (18:25).  But when this servant falls
to his knees and begs for mercy, the unexpected happens: “out of pity for him, the lord of that slave
released him and forgave him his debt.” (18:27).  Having been released from an onerous debt that no
person could pay, one would expect that this servant would have a generous spirit toward those who
owe him; but this is not what happens when he “came upon one of his fellow slaves who owed him a
hundred denarii” – a microscopic amount compared to what the first servant had been forgiven,
representing 100 days’ wages for an ordinary labourer.  Shockingly, the servant does not respond to
his fellow servant as he had been treated by the king; instead, “he went and threw him into prison until
he would pay the debt.” (18:30).  This understandably outrages the other servants, who report his
conduct to the king.  When the king learns of this, he takes back his forgiveness, and “in anger his
lord handed him over to be tortured until he would pay his entire debt.” (18:34).  Jesus summarizes
the central teaching of this parable with a warning that as the servant was not forgiven because he
refused to forgive, “so my heavenly Father will also do to every one of you, if you do not forgive your
brother or sister from your heart.” 

· “When the Christian does not forgive as he or she has been forgiven, God’s own forgiveness
is then invalidated.” – Eugene Boring.

While Jesus’ pronouncement to Peter and his teaching in this parable may appear to be harsh and
radical, it is in keeping with his teaching on forgiveness in the Sermon on the Mount, in which he
includes in the Lord’s Prayer the petition in which we ask God to “forgive us our trespasses, as we
forgive those who trespass against us.”  In the words that immediately follow the Lord’s Prayer in
Matthew 6:9-13, Jesus goes on to state that “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.” (6:14-15).  Forgiving others as we have been forgiven is truly “the heart of the matter” for
those who would follow Jesus; “to be a Christian means to forgive the inexcusable, because God has
forgiven the inexcusable in you.” (C.S. Lewis).

· “Not only is asking God’s forgiveness in vain if we do not forgive others, but the praying of the
Lord’s Prayer is likewise vain without such.  We cannot expect God to do for us what we will
not do for others… God’s forgiveness, although it cannot be merited, must be received, and it



will not, Jesus affirms, be received by or become effective in (either now or at the last
judgment) those without the will to forgive others.” – Dale C. Allision, The Sermon on the
Mount: Inspiring the Moral Imagination.

In his explanation of this Fifth Petition of the Lord’s Prayer in the Small Catechism, Martin Luther
teaches us that those who have been extravagantly forgiven our sins by God need also to be as
extravagant in our forgiveness of others: “So, on the other hand, we, too, truly want to forgive heartily
and to do good gladly to those who sin against us.”  Luther expands upon the necessity of our
forgiving others in the same manner in which God has forgiven us in his Large Catechism:

· “He has promised us assurance that everything is forgiven and pardoned, yet on the condition
that we also forgive our neighbor.  For just as we sin greatly against God every day and yet he
forgives it all through grace, so we also must always forgive our neighbor who does us harm,
violence, and injustice, bears malice toward us, etc.  If we do not forgive, do not think that God
forgives you.  But if you forgive, you have the comfort and assurance that you are forgiven in
heaven – not on account of your forgiving (for he does it altogether freely, out of pure grace,
because he has promised it, as the gospel teaches) but instead because he has set this up for
our strengthening and assurance as a sign along with the promises that matches this petition
in Luke 6:37: ‘Forgive, and you will be forgiven.’”

From a theological perspective, Jesus’ teachings are perfectly reasonable – but how are we expected
to apply this to real-life situations?  How can we be expected to forgive those who have inflicted
unspeakable cruelties upon us?  As we remember the anniversary of the terrorist attacks of
September 11, 2001, how are we – and especially families who lost loved ones on that day – to be
expected to forgive those who slaughtered so many innocent people?  As a person who grew up with
the Twin Towers a part of the skyline of my childhood, the words of Bruce Springsteen’s song Empty
Sky summarize my feelings every time I look upon the empty space where the towers once stood: “I
want a kiss from your lips; I want an eye for an eye; I woke up this morning to an empty sky.”  Korean
theologian In-Yong Lee asks how his people can possibly be expected to forgive “seventy seven
times” those who have and continue to commit acts of unspeakable violence:

· “Must we really forgive the Japanese imperialists who with unspeakable violence robbed the
Koreans of their land, their properties, their lives, their names and their language?  What about
the North Koreans who invaded the South, home of their own brothers and sisters, breaking
the restful darkness before dawn on a Sunday in 1950?  What about al-Qaeda terrorists, who
continue to plan violent and disruptive attacks on innocent people?”

In our own country, the revelations of the unspeakable acts of cruelty inflicted upon aboriginal children
in the so-called residential schools bring up the question as to how these damaged people can be
expected to forgive those who so senselessly abused them as children, especially in schools
sponsored by churches that were supposed to embody the love of Christ for these innocent victims.
If we attempt such forgiveness on our own, we will soon discover that it is an impossible expectation;
as Luther explains in the Small Catechism, it is another example of the truth that “by my own
understanding or strength I cannot believe in Jesus Christ my Lord or come to him.”  When we reach
the limits of our human capabilities to forgive, we are called to turn to the Lord, the one “who by the
power of work within us is able to accomplish abundantly far more than all we can ask or imagine”
(Ephesians 3:20).  As Christ teaches us that we must forgive others as God has forgiven us, he also
proclaims that we cannot accomplish such divine forgiveness on our own: “For mortals it is
impossible, but for God all things are possible.” (Matthew 19:26).  If we attempt to practice this “new
math of grace” on our own , we will certainly fail; but when we turn to the Lord to give us the ability to
forgive as we have been forgiven, we will discover that “I can do all things through him who
strengthens me.” (Philippians 4:13).



· “In the last analysis, what is at stake is human forgiveness, which is preceded and empowered
by God’s forgiveness, but which at the same time solidifies God’s forgiveness.  As Ulrich Luz
has said, this costly grace, made real in the everyday life of a Christian, is the way God lets
human beings encounter God’s grace revealed through Jesus.  God calls us to remain in
grace, as a forgiving people, as a reconciling people.” – Lee.

One of the greatest teachers of the power of human forgiveness in modern history is Dr. Martin Luther
King, Jr., who both challenged the evils of segregation in the United States and taught his own people
the importance of not reacting with violence to the violence that had been inflicted upon them for
generations.  For King, “forgiveness is not just an occasional act; it is a permanent attitude.”  As a
Christian minister, King knew that forgiveness is at the heart of the Gospel he proclaimed, and that
this forgiveness was the only path toward healing the wounds that existed throughout society so that
we might realize the reconciling will of Christ, who died on the Cross so that anger and hostility might
be replaced by forgiveness and reconciliation:

· “Jesus eloquently affirmed from the cross a higher law.  He knew that the old eye-for-an-eye
philosophy would leave everyone blind.  He did not seek to overcome evil with evil.  He
overcame evil with good.  Although crucified by hate, he responded with aggressive love. 
What a magnificent lesson!  Generations will rise and fall; men will continue to worship the god
of revenge and bow before the altar of retaliation; but every and again this noble lesson of
Calvary will be a nagging reminder that only goodness can drive out evil and only love can
conquer hate.” – “Love In Action”

As he was being crucified, Jesus could have easily lashed out against his executioners, calling down
fierce angels from heaven to annihilate them and bring vengeance down upon those who sought to
crucify our Lord.  But instead, his words from the Cross are words are the opposite: “Father, forgive
them, for they do not know what they are doing.” (Luke 23:34).  As Christ overcame the power of sin,
death, and the devil through his death on the Cross, he also overcomes the power of hatred and
vengeance through a new paradigm of forgiveness and reconciliation that are to be at the centre of
the church that proclaims the Gospel of the cross and resurrection of Christ.  This message may
appear as “foolishness to some,” but for God’s people it is the power of God: “For God’s foolishness is
wiser than human wisdom, and God’s weakness is stronger than human strength.” (1 Corinthians
1:25).

· “I cannot moderate my definition of grace, because the Bible forces me to make it as sweeping
as possible.  God is the ‘God of all grace,’ in the apostle Peter’s words.  And grace means
there is nothing I can do to make God love me more, and nothing I can do to make God love
me less.  It means that I, even I who deserve the opposite, am invited to take my place at the
table in God’s family.” – Philip Yancey, What’s So Amazing About Grace?

While the intentions of those who create the “new math” in the 1960s were noble, they ultimately
failed because it proved impossible for teachers, parents, and students to grasp and implement.  The
“new math of grace” can seem equally daunting if we seek to accomplish it on our own; but he Lord
who calls us to forgive others as extravagantly as we have been forgiven will give us the ability to
accomplish far more than we could possibly imagine on our own, so that we may be the
“ambassadors of reconciliation” who will “care for all, without reserve, and spread Christ’ liberating
word.” 
Amen.


