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In recent weeks, Pope Leo XIV has issued a series of unusually pointed critiques of
certain world leaders and their actions. In his Palm Sunday homily, for example,
apparently responding to the US Secretary of War, Pete Hegseth, who prayed at a
Pentagon service for ‘overwhelming violence of action against those who deserve no
mercy’, the Pope said: ‘Brothers and sisters, this is our God: Jesus, King of Peace,
who rejects war, whom no one can use to justify war. He does not listen to the
prayers of those who wage war, but rejects them, saying: “Even though you make
many prayers, | will not listen: your hands are full of blood” (/s 1:15)".

A couple of weeks later, on a visit to Cameroon, the Pope said the world is
‘being ravaged by a handful of tyrants’. ‘Speaking in the north-western city of
Bamenda, the centre of a long-running separatist conflict, the Pope criticised what
he described as the global prioritisation of war over human need. “The masters of
war pretend not to know that it takes only a moment to destroy, yet often a lifetime
is not enough to rebuild,” he said. ... “They turn a blind eye to the fact that billions of
dollars are spent on killing and devastation, yet the resources needed for healing,
education and restoration are nowhere to be found”’.”

In his Easter homily, Pope Leo had spoken of the connection between
resurrection and forgiveness. The power of resurrection, he said, is the non-violent
power of love that breaks through the regimes of death and vengeance. It’s power ‘is
like that of a grain of wheat which, having rotted in the earth, grows, breaks through
the clods, sprouts, and becomes a golden ear of wheat. It is even more like that of a

human heart which, wounded by an offense, rejects the instinct for revenge and,

! Homily of Pope Leo, Palm Sunday Mass, 29 March 2026. https://www.vatican.va/content/leo-
xiv/en/homilies/2026/documents/20260329-palme.html

2 https://thecatholicherald.com/article/pope-leo-warns-world-being-ravaged-by-a-handful-of-tyrants April 17,
2026




filled with compassion, prays for the one who has committed the offense’.> And yet
in his remarks addressed to those who wage war, that ‘handful of tyrants’ who
ravage the earth, the Pope made no immediate promise of forgiveness; he gave
them no quarter. Is there a tension here? As we continue our post-Easter exploration
of how resurrection affects the way we are to live and pray in a world where violence
is ‘unrepentant’, this seems an urgent question.

So here’s the conundrum. On the one hand, the gospel seems to be all about
forgiving those who wrong us, as Jesus forgave those who crucified, betrayed and
denied him. According to the gospel of Luke, Jesus teaches ‘Do not judge, and you
will not be judged; do not condemn, and you will not be condemned. Forgive, and
you will be forgiven’. (Luke 6. 37). Indeed, ‘love your enemies, do good and lend,
expecting nothing in return. Your reward will be great, and you will be children of the
Most High; for he is kind to the ungrateful and the wicked. Be merciful, just as your
Father is merciful’ (Luke 6. 35-36).

On the other hand, however, Jesus seemed to have no qualms about judging
and denouncing the ‘wickedness’ of corrupt power in the strongest terms: ‘Woe to
you, scribes and Pharisees! For you tithe mint, dill and cumin, and have neglected
the weightier matters of the law: justice and mercy and faith ... You blind guides! You
strain out a gnat but swallow a camel’ (Matthew 23.23-25). And, in the passage we
just heard from John’s gospel, Jesus appears to give his disciples licence to refuse
forgiveness in certain contexts. After he had breathed on them, calling on them to
‘Receive the Holy Spirit’, he said: ‘If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven
them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained’ (John 20.23).

So how is this supposed to work? How does the injunction to forgive our
enemies intersect with the requirement not to turn a blind eye to evil, not to

acquiesce in the persistence of evil-doing, and even in some cases to ‘retain sins’?
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Well, I think it helps first to reflect on the nature and purpose of forgiveness.
In the biblical imagination, forgiveness is fundamentally to do with releasing people
from that which blocks the flow of life. It’s about setting them free from debt and
slavery. In Jewish law, monetary debt was supposed to be remitted or forgiven every
seven years, so that no one got caught irrevocably in a cycle of poverty. And every
seven years, those among the Hebrew people who’d been sold into slavery were to
be given their freedom. This remission of debt was in service of the blessing of the
whole community (Deuteronomy 15. 1-2, 10-11). The idea seemed to be that when
some are diminished by the ongoing burden of debt or unfreedom of captivity,
everyone is ultimately diminished.

Analogously, remission or forgiveness of sin is about releasing people from
moral or spiritual debt, from burdens of guilt and shame, from the suffering of being
outcast and condemned. And it’s about releasing those who have been sinned
against from their bitterness and grievance, from becoming themselves captive to
futile cycles of vengeance and retaliation.

Forgiveness, then, is a free-will offering that restores the freedom to be —
whether materially or morally. It’s a kind of miracle — a gift. And yet, as we all know
from experience, it’s a gift that can be profoundly costly both to proffer and receive.
If | am the one who has been sinned against, coming to the point of forgiving
someone who owes me usually involves a painful journey. | must acknowledge the
injustice | have suffered, and the depth of my hurt, anger and grief. | may need to
acknowledge my desire to inflict hurt in my turn, to pay it back in kind, and | must
gradually consent to let go my claim.

Conversely, if | am the one who has done wrong, then being forgiven,
receiving forgiveness also involves a painful journey. | must truly acknowledge what |
have done or left undone, the hurt I've caused. As Rowan Williams has said: ‘The

word of forgiveness is not audible for the one who has not “turned” to [their] past’.’
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This is because unless | will truly own what | have been and done, | cannot be truly
released from its burden. There will always remain some part of my identity, my
history, that is unreconciled, covered over (perhaps) by self-deception and pride, or
by shame and self-loathing.

When Jesus returns to his disciples in the resurrection, he forgives them. He
comes to them in their shame and muddle, in their fear, inadequacy and
consciousness of failure. He is with them to restore their peace. He knows who they
are, what they have and haven’t done, and he accepts them. Yet this is not ‘cheap
grace’. In the light of his compassionate, yet knowing gaze, they are called to realise
more fully their complicity in violence, their need of being forgiven. He shows them
his wounded hands and his side. See. Later, Peter’s three-fold denial of Jesus must be
also faced and redeemed, as Jesus asks him three times if he loves him.

This process can’t have been easy to undergo; the gift was costly to receive.
But as they’re able to be with him, glad and undefended, he says again ‘peace be
with you’. And then he breathes on them, so that they are filled with his Spirit, his
power, his way of seeing and being. And this means they can be sent into the world
as he is, in his name, capable in their turn of gazing compassionately upon the shame
and muddle, the fear and failure that entangles all human life. They can offer his
forgiveness for all. But it’s still not a free pass. The grace of God is not (as Williams
puts it) the ‘bland legitimation of all we are and do’.” Rather it’s a loving invitation to
acknowledge the truth of us, so that which needs repentance and release, may be
forgiven. To those already broken and receptive, like the disciples in the upper room,
the invitation is offered gently. To those arrogantly assured of their righteousness
and blind to their own cruelty, it may be expressed in severer terms. But it’s the
same invitation.

| think this is what Jesus was offering the scribes and Pharisees when he
denounced them for their hypocrisy and tried to wake them up. Look at yourselves,

see how you’re diminished and diminishing others; see the life to which you’re really
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called. It’s what Pope Leo is offering the contemporary leaders he is challenging.
Look at what you’re doing, be recalled to your shared humanity, turn from this path
of destruction. ‘Enough of the idolatry of self and money! Enough of the display of
power! Enough of war! True strength is shown in serving life’,° he cries. Sometimes,
in the service of real forgiveness, there are ‘sins that need to be retained’, sins not
yet repented that cannot be brushed under the carpet by cheap grace and false
mercy.

This always requires discernment. The ‘retaining of sins’ that comes from God
isn’t grudge-bearing or miserly; it isn’t self-righteous, cruel or full of hate. Rather, it’s
a retaining that arises from the spirit of truth, the Holy Spirit, who seeks out the lost
and genuinely yearns for their release from bondage. It’s a retaining that participates
in the non-violent love of God for all, rejecting the instinct for revenge, filled with
compassion and praying wholeheartedly for those who sin against us that they too
may turn and live. In other words, it’s the prayer of Jesus for the life of the world;

may it be ours as well.
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