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“The New (Old) Math” 
By Rev. Deb Kunkel 

September 13, 2020- Genesis 50;15-21, Matthew 18:21-25 
 

While we are all facing challenges due to the CoVID-19, parents of school age 
children have faced an additional one: trying to help their children who are 
attending Virtual School.They are frustrated over one subject in particular: math 
from first grade level or 12th grade Calculus. Most schools now teach New or Common 
Core math. “Old math” is the way most of us learned where you add in columns and 
carry the one, and memorization of multiplication tables. So AmberleeHonsaker was 
lost when trying to help her daughter Raegen.  “You’re looking at this paper, you’re 
looking at this poor kid, they’re waiting for instruction and it’s like, ‘I have no idea 
how to do this,'”New math uses methods such as number bonds, making place-value 
charts, drawing out 10s and ones  — I have no clue what any of that means- and 
requires illustrating multiple methods for solving simple addition problems.The 
concept is that students will be able to step back, and use the underlying concepts 
and critical thinking higher levels of math require. Honsaker eventually decided that 
she would learnit so she could help her daughter, “At the beginning, it was 
frustrating. Like, ‘I’m not going to sit here and do this,” she said. But then “I need to 
figure this out. For her sake.” 

Today’s gospel lesson has enough numbers in it that it may seem as if we are back at 
school. Peter comes to Jesus with a question-a word problem? If someone in the 
church wrongs me how many times do I have to forgive him.  Perhaps wanting to 
impress Jesus he tries to answer his own question- surely seven times is enough? 
Seven times – isn’t more than that being a doormat, or a symptom of codependence  

But as he does so many times, Jesus tells Peter- you are looking at this all wrong.  Not 
just 7 times, but 77 times.   

Then Jesus drives it home with a parable of a King who lends one slave ten thousand 
talents or the equivalent of about $30 billion dollars today. When that slave can’t 
repay the debt, the king forgives the debt, wipes it right off the books.  But then when 
the now debt-free slave runs into another slave who owes him 1000 denarii- the 
equivalent of about 100 days of wages- and when that slave doesn’t pay, he has the 
slave thrown into jail.  

If we look at this parable as an allegory where each character represents someone or 
something, it is pretty harsh. God as King and we as the first slave would seem to say 
that if we don’t forgive others, we will be punished, some interpreting it as even 
meaning going to hell.  
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But parables aren’t allegories- they are succinct stories used to illustrate a moral or 
spiritual point.  They often employ hyperbole and exaggerated situations to do 
this.Take for example the king’s action in it- did he really expect repayment from a 
slave of such a great amount? What kind of business sense is?  Imagine Jeff Bezos 
lending one of his warehouse workers 3 billion dollars and expecting it to be paid 
back? And since the slave had all that money, why was he still a slave? The absurdity 
of the situation would be blatantly apparent Peter and Jesus’s other listeners.  

For Jesus is trying to get Peter away from  seekingsome final number where Peter 
can stop and not have to try to forgive anymore. Jesustells Peter: take a step back, 
and look at the concepts of mercy, compassion, and justice as God does. Look at 
forgiveness considering the magnanimous forgiveness and grace that God offers all.  

We recognize from the original question that forgiveness isn’t just a feeling, it’s also a 
decision.  The slave in the parable chooses not to forgive the debt of the other slave 
and instead seek retribution. Peter’s question to Jesus could be rephrased to “how 
many times must I decide to forgive my neighbor who wrongs me?”  

Because it’s an action, forgiveness can be challenging especially when involvingdeep 
hurts and longstanding wrongs and injustices. If we only had to wait until we felt it, 
well then that’s it-we’d wait. 

The other reason it may be so challenging is the misunderstanding of what it is, or 
what it isn’t.  It isn’tminimizing what the person or people did or that it didn’t matter, 
or that everything is okay, back to as it was before. Forgiveness requires 
acknowledgment of the hurt, the wrong, the damage; if nothing is wrong, forgiveness 
isn’t required. It doesn’t automatically mean that the people have reconciled, and the 
relationship healed.  For some forgiveness will the be last act in a relationship before 
going separate ways, and for others it will be the first step in healing a relationship 
or beginning a new one. 

And especially with deep wounds, it is may notbe linear, or ever fully completed. 
Sometimes something reopens the wound, and the process begins again.  

When Charles Roberts killed five Amish girls and wounded 5 others in Nickels Mine, 
PA before killing himself, the world was shocked. Charles father Kenneth  first words 
to his wife after the shooting were 'It was Charlie”. Kenneth was a former police 
officer in the community, and a taxi driver for the Amish when they need 
transportation beyond what their buggies could accomplish. Kenneth’s next words 
were “ I will never face my Amish neighbors again.' " 

He didn’t know how wrong he was. Within hours of the killings, members of the 
Amish community went to Charles’s widow’s door offering condolences, bringing 
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gifts and meals.  40 members of the Amish community attended the funeral for 
Charles.  Despite what they had experienced themselves, the Amish offered 
forgiveness, grace, and compassion to the Roberts family.  

And againthe media, then the world was shocked.  Some praised the virtue, while 
others dismissed the quickness as being unhealthy.  It was both lauded as a value 
that we would all benefit from following, andcriticized as an unhealthy response to 
behavior that denies justice.  

Outsiders wanted to know how they had all decided so quickly that they need to offer 
forgiveness to the Roberts family  When told during later interviews one Amish 
women chuckled in astonishment “You mean some people actually thought we got 
together to plan forgiveness?” Forgiveness and offering grace is part of life. It came 
from a lifetime, indeed a community history and identity that embedded again and 
again the decision to forgive rather than seek retribution or revenge.  

That didn’t mean it was simple.  "You have to have a will to forgive," one mother said. 
"You have to want to forgive and that's the first step."A father said that as they 
"released" Roberts, they released themselves from anger and from bitterness. But 
not from pain.His wife said quietly, "Just because you've forgiven doesn't mean 
you've forgotten, and that it doesn't hurt."Had the gunman survived, he would have 
been held accountable and jailedbut not for revenge; but to protect other children 

Debbie Thomas describes forgivenessas the choice “to foreground love instead of 
resentment. If I’m consumed with my own pain, if I’ve made injury my identity, … the 
poison will kill me long before it does anything to my abusers.  Forgiveness is a 
transformed way of seeing …that is forward focus. Future focused.”  It doesn’t deny 
history or past, but it refuses to be bound by it, or stuck there.   

Mary Johnson’s only son Laramiun was 20 years old when16 year oldOshea Israel 
killed Laramiun at a party.  When Oshea was arrested three days later Mary says she 
“hate set in then and there.” Still as she gave her victims statement at sentencing “I 
was inspired by my faith, and so I ended off by saying I’d forgiven Oshea because the 
Bible tells us to forgive. Oshea was sentenced to 25 years.  When Oshea’s mother 
gave her statement she asked us to forgive him, and I thought I had.” 

She hadn’t. “The root of bitterness ran deep, anger had set in and I hated everyone. I 
remained like this for years, driving many people away. That only changed years 
later: “I read a poem which talked about two mothers – one mother whose child had 
been murdered and the other mother whose child was the murderer.  It was then she 
realized she hadn’t forgiven Oshea but had carried that hate and bitterness instead.  
And so, she asked to meet Oshea in prison.  By that point he had served 12 years of 
his sentence.  
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The conversation that ensued proved cathartic for both Israel and Johnson.  Israel 
acknowledged what he had done, and asked through tears for Johnson’s forgiveness.  
He also asked her for a hug.  As Oshea left the room Johnson bent over thinking  “I’ve 
just hugged the man who’d murdered my son”.  Then, as I got up, I felt something 
rising from the soles of my feet and leaving me.  From that day on I haven’t felt any 
hatred, animosity, or anger. It was over.” 

Five years later when Oshea was released from prison, he moved next door to Mary, 
at her insistence.  The built a relationship that has led to Mary considering Oshea her 
spiritual son.  She calls him if she has seen him in few days to ask why he hasn’t been 
over to help with her garbage. When she remarried, it was Oshea that walked her 
down the aisle.  Together they travel to support her From Death to Life group, which 
she founded based on her inspiration that sparked their new relationship.   

"Unforgiveness is like cancer," Mary says. "It will eat you from the inside out. It's not 
about that other person, me forgiving him does not diminish what he's done. Yes, he 
murdered my son - but the forgiveness is for me. It's for me." 

For Oshea, it hasn't been that easy. "I haven't totally forgiven myself yet, I'm learning 
to forgive myself. And I'm still growing toward trying to forgive myself 

Neither the Amish’s actions in Nickel Mines, Mary Johnson nor Jesus parable depict 
forgiveness as easy.  Nor do they mean that we are bad people if we don’t forgive. 
Rather they speak of how in the light of God’s love and grace towards us, towards all 
people, forgiveness is meant to be part of the default mode for our lives.  Not 
revenge, not resentment. But forgiveness that opens the door for restored and often 
a renewed community that begins living out a different, better way.  

Pastor Nadia Bolz-WeberPastor Nadia Bolz-Weber once concluded about forgiveness 
“maybe retaliation or holding onto the anger about the harm done to me doesn’t 
actually combat evil. Maybe it feeds it.”  

And when we can’t forgive yet, or we believe that we will never forgive no matter 
how long we live- we can still trust that God understands.  For unlike the king in 
Jesus’ parable, God’s grace is never rescinded. It is always there, offered fully if only 
we would realize and live into it. And perhaps just like parents trying to learn the 
new math to help their children, we will decide that we can stop saying we can’t do 
this and begin to learn how.    Amen.  

 


