Then, something unexpected happened. “But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far off have been brought near by the blood of Christ,” says Paul. “For he is our peace; in his flesh he has made both into one and has broken down the dividing wall, that is, the hostility between us” (vv. 13-14). The sacrifice of Christ on the cross was made for all people. Not just Jews, but Gentiles also. Not just “the circumcised,” but “the uncircumcised” too. Jesus Christ “is our peace,” says Paul. Jesus made Jews and Gentiles into one people by “[breaking] down the dividing wall, that is, the hostility between us.” 

By his sacrifice on the cross, Jesus created not Sorry Day, but Peace Day. He reconciled people one to another. Broke down dividing walls. Eliminated hostility. He provided for the Ephesians, and for us, a formula for forgiveness.

Forgiveness Day. Everett Worthington is a couples’ counselor, psychologist, and professor who had a career researching forgiveness at Virginia Commonwealth University in Richmond, VA. One day, he received a call from his brother, giving him a message that severely tested his own ability to forgive. Everett’s brother relayed that their mother died during a home invasion at his childhood home in Knoxville, TN.

“I just was in a rage,” Everett said. “I was walking round and round the bed at my relative’s house.… And I finally, about 3:00 in the morning, decided I needed to do something more productive. So, I sat down to write a eulogy for my mother. And as I thought about this woman who had poured her life into her three children, I suddenly realized that here I was a forgiveness researcher who studied forgiveness, a clinician who helped people forgive, and a Christian who believed and practiced forgiveness. And yet I had not allowed myself to even think that word all day.”

Reporting this story, Dr. Sanjay Gupta said “Everett made the decision to forgive the person who killed his mother — just 24 hours after her death. Everett said he can’t explain exactly how he got there so quickly, but he’s certain [the] experience helped him refine his life’s purpose.” “That murder resulted in a lot of positive changes in my life,” says Everett. “It solidified my belief that forgiveness can change lives. I formulated my life mission statement, which is to do all I can to promote forgiveness in every willing heart, home and homeland.”

The Forgiveness Formula: Apology + Peacemaking + Forgiving Others. Clearly, there are differences between Sorry Day in Australia, Peace Day in Ephesus, and the remarkable Forgiveness Day that followed a deadly home invasion in Tennessee. But they all contain the same formula for forgiveness, which leads to the rebuilding of relationships and the healing of broken connections. These similarities mean we can use the forgiveness formula in our own lives.

Forgiveness begins by saying sorry. If you have offended someone, apologize. Your words do not have to be perfect, but they are the first step in rebuilding the relationship. Psychologist Tyler Okimoto describes an apology as “a gift that comes without expectation.” Even if your apology is not accepted, it is the beginning of a process. Okimoto challenges us to think of an apology as an “offering, as a gesture that is unconditional.” It can have “positive effects, both on the victim as well as on your relationship.”

This has proved to be true in Australia on Sorry Day. “When you get thousands of people marching in the streets saying how sorry they are for what happened, that’s actually quite impactful,” says Okimoto. It is an acknowledgment of the wrongdoing, an atrocity on Australian soil. Learning about that history, and taking it seriously, can mean a lot to an indigenous person. Never underestimate the power of an apology.

We can also take steps to make peace. According to the apostle Paul, Jesus did this by “abolishing the law with its commandments and ordinances, that he might create in himself one new humanity in place of the two, thus making peace” (Ephesians 2:15). The result is that he reconciled Gentile Christians and Jewish Christians “both to God in one body through the cross, thus putting to death that hostility through it” (v. 16). Jesus took this work of making peace so seriously that he offered up his body on the cross.

While none of us should have to die to reconcile people to God and to each other, we can still work for peace in our communities. Jesus is the cornerstone of every peacemaking effort, and he calls us to work for reconciliation so that we and our neighbors are “no longer strangers and aliens, but [instead] fellow citizens with the saints and also members of the household of God” (v. 19). In our polarized and fractured country, we need this kind of peace and unity, now more than ever.

Finally, we can forgive others, as Christ has forgiven us. Jesus took on our sins on the cross and reconciled us to God. In response, he asks us to forgive those who hurt us, and take steps to be reconciled to the people around us.

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks elaborates: “In a world without forgiveness, evil begets evil, harm generates harm, and there is no way short of exhaustion or forgetfulness of breaking the sequence. Forgiveness breaks the chain. It introduces into the logic of interpersonal encounter the unpredictability of grace. It represents a decision not to do what instinct and passion urge us to do. It answers hate with a refusal-to-hate, animosity with generosity. Few more daring ideas have ever entered the human situation. 

Forgiveness means that we are not destined endlessly to replay the grievances of yesterday. It is the ability to live with the past without being held captive by the past. It would not be an exaggeration to say that forgiveness is the most compelling testimony to human freedom. It is about the action that is not reaction. It is the refusal to be defined by circumstance. It represents our ability to change course, reframe the narrative of the past and create an unexpected set of possibilities for the future.…In the face of tragedy, forgiveness is the counternarrative of hope. It is not a moral luxury, an option for saints. At times it is the only path through the thickets of hate to the open spaces of coexistence.”

Remember Everett Worthington, the man whose mother was murdered? When interviewed, he said, “I’m not some super forgiver. A professor gave me a ‘B’ once, and it took me 10 years to forgive him! This, it just kind of happened. It was an experience where I could forgive the young man [who killed my mother]. My brother also forgave him, and my sister did, too. The three of us came to the same conclusion within about a month of the murder.” Someone asked Everett and his siblings if forgiving the murderer dishonored their mother. Independently, the siblings gave the same answer: “Mama taught us to forgive. It would dishonor her if we didn’t forgive.”

Jesus taught us to forgive. It would dishonor him if we did not forgive. It would dishonor our role models in the faith — people like Everett’s mother — if we did not offer forgiveness. Jesus calls us to join him in breaking down hostility and being reconciled to one another. We do this by saying sorry, making peace and forgiving others, just as Christ has forgiven us. That’s the formula for forgiveness.

Prayer: Forgiving God, forgive me for the times I elevate myself above others who may not have the same heritage, background, or understanding that I do. Thank You for making me who I am and thank You that every member in the body of Christ is equally important to You, each with their own role to play. As I remember that formerly I was dead in my sins, hostile toward You, with an unrepentant heart, and without hope, I praise and thank You for the work You have done in my life. Keep me humble before You and low at the Cross. In Jesus' name I pray, Amen.
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The last Sunday in May was the middle of Memorial Day weekend in the United States. The focus was on parades, cookouts, and maybe a visit to a cemetery. But in Australia, it was “Sorry Day.” Yes, Sorry Day. Officially, the “National Day of Healing.”

Australians are sorry for the way Aboriginal people had their children stolen from them over six decades during the last century. These abductions, designed to assimilate indigenous children into the mainstream white culture, are considered a true offense against humanity. Now, Australians want to apologize. They are seeking forgiveness. Said one person: “The hurt, the humiliation, the degradation, and the sheer brutality of the act of physically separating a mother from her children is a deep assault on our senses and on our most elemental humanity.”

Psychologist Tyler Okimoto is studying the effects of public demonstrations of remorse, like Sorry Day. Okimoto writes, “The research that we’ve done on this has actually pointed to the fact that [the] sorry demonstration is really important.” Researchers are finding public apologies can rebuild relationships by reestablishing common ground which reset the foundation on which the relationship is based. So, in short, Sorry Day works. It is helping to reconcile indigenous and non-indigenous Australians.

Peace Day. The apostle Paul might have supported a National Day of Healing in Ephesus, a Roman city in Asia Minor. The division there was between two groups of Christians: Those who were gentiles by birth and those who were Jews by birth. The first group was called “the uncircumcision,” and the second group labeled “the circumcision” (Ephesians 2:11). 

Speaking to the Gentiles, Paul said, “remember that you were at that time without Christ, being aliens from the commonwealth of Israel and strangers to the covenants of promise, having no hope and without God in the world” (v. 12). The Gentiles had no hope and no God. They were aliens from Israel and strangers to God’s promises. They had not even heard of Jesus Christ. When it came to being part of the people of God, the Gentiles were always on the outside, looking in. There was simply no way for them to be in a right relationship with God, or with the Jewish-born followers of Jesus.


