… and forgive us our debts as also we forgive our debtors 
Water, bread and debt were the greatest preoccupations of the Middle Eastern peasant. Bad harvests, civil unrest or natural disaster could lead to forced loans, unpaid debts and finally into selling oneself or one’s children into body slavery to another. Debt slavery was endemic, as it still is today. Nor are our ‘first world’ countries free of financial slavery through debt.
(
High interest rates were a burden, but more destructive was the practice of pledges. In an economy where there was little money, it was more common to pledge land, animals or even clothing to cover a debt.
  If these essentials could not be redeemed, then all that was left to maintain life was body slavery. (Leviticus 25: 39-42)

For the Jews, the Torah tries to control the downward spiral into debt slavery. Both Leviticus and Deuteronomy have laws for protecting those who fall on hard times.
 Note the reason for these laws given in Deuteronomy – you were in slavery in Egypt and God released you. Honour God by doing the same to others.

The laws officially protected the Jews from treating each other over-harshly, but they were not always honoured. In fact, the issue of debt slavery was one of the reasons cited in Jeremiah for the Israelites being taken into captivity in Babylon. (Jeremiah 34: 12-14, 17, 21) 

The book of Nehemiah tells of the return from exile of relatively wealthy Jews, sent back from Babylon by Cyrus to resettle Judah and make it prosperous. Their encounter with the peasant farmers who had been left behind in Judah was not always profitable for the locals! (Nehemiah 5:1-5)
Again the issue was that of pledging and debt. 

Debt was even more likely now that Judah was a vassal country and heavily taxed. Every land owner would exact as much as he could from his tenant farmers so that he could pay his own taxes. Small land owners were swallowed up by more powerful and wealthy ones. The situation did not improve under the subsequent rule of Greeks, Egyptians or Romans. Add to the burden of taxes such things as drought, civil unrest or economic downturn and the picture for the first century peasant farmer or day labourer looks grim.They were in debt to their richer neighbours, to the absentee landlords – some of them Jewish – and to the Romans.
But the Lord’s Prayer speaks first of our debt to God, before our debt to neighbour. What do we owe God? Genesis 1:26 describes humans as having been made in the image of God and placed in stewardship over the creatures of the earth.
We owe it to God to run God’s world responsibly. We owe the divine Householder the conservation of the world house; we owe the divine Homemaker the consecration of the earth home. We owe God adequate care of all God’s creation. We owe God collaboration in hallowing God’s name, in establishing God’s kingdom, and in doing God’s will “as in Heaven, so also on earth”. We owe it to God to cease focusing on heaven, especially in order to avoid focusing on earth. We owe it to God to ensure that there is enough food and not too much debt in God’s well-run Household. (Crossan, p.155)
It is not too surprising, then that daily we must pray, “forgive us our debts”.

The word translated as ‘debts’ in Matthew and ‘sins’ in Luke is the same word in Aramaic - khoba. (Bailey, p. 126) It is only when the concept is expressed in Greek that a choice has to be made.  Matthew uses ‘debt’ in 6:12, but ‘trespasses’ in 14-15 and ‘sins’ in 18:15, 21-23. Luke prefers ‘sins’ in 11:14; Mark uses ‘trespasses’ in 11:25. The Aramaic word seems to mean all of this.
(
But Jesus departs from the accepted prayers for forgiveness in the Tefillah by adding a codicil – ‘as we also forgive our debtors’. 
( This ‘codicil’ to forgiveness raises some tough questions.

· What does ‘forgiveness’ entail? How do I know that I have ‘properly’ forgiven someone? 

· Is our forgiveness by God dependent on how well we forgive others? 

· Will God withhold my forgiveness until I have forgiven everybody?
· Are there sins that God will not or cannot forgive?

Jesus addresses some of these issues in a parable. Matthew 18: 21–35 tells the story of a slave who had debts owing to the king which he could not repay. The king in mercy cancels the slave’s unbelievably huge debt
; the slave then goes out and demands his repayment from a fellow slave. Such unmerciful behaviour brought heavy consequences to bear on to the unjust slave.
(
Both slave and king knew the consequences of unpaid debts, and the slave acknowledged his indebtedness. But what happens when the indebtedness is not recognised or owned? What happens when hurt or injustice is perpetrated and the perpetrator does not accept that any wrong has been done?

It is a common human assumption that the violator of the rights of others must  ask for forgiveness before the wronged party can be expected to accept the apology and grant forgiveness. When the wrong is huge, this is often thought to be impossible. The cry “Never forget and never forgive” has echoed many times down the corridors of history. But here [in the Lord’s Prayer] Jesus asks the person wronged to forgive the one responsible for the wrongdoing even when there is no confession of guilt. Is this really possible? Can the Christians of southern Sudan forgive the Sudanese Muslim government for forty years of murder and mayhem, which the northern Sudanese do not admit ever happened? What of the African Muslims and Christians of Darfur province in Sudan who, as we write, are enduring brutalities that are beginning to be called a genocide? Can the Armenians forgive the Turks for the Armenian genocide, which the Turks to this day deny ever took place? These are hard questions to which those of us who have never endured such suffering cannot presume to give easy answers. Yet there is a voice from the cross that echoes across history to all saying: “Father forgive them for they know not what they do.”
 (Bailey p. 127)

Can we forgive injustice and still fight for justice?

Bailey says this is the only way to go. Forgiveness does not halt the struggle for injustice but will ‘influence enormously the style of the struggle.… now there are things the person will not do. The day of victory or defeat will not become a day of vengeance.’  (ibid.)
‘Daily life requires both bread and forgiveness. …. Unless people are able to forgive one another and to seek God’s forgiveness, they are unable to live together.’ (Bailey p. 126) Forgiveness is a much sounder base on which to build a society than vengeance, as is evidenced in South Africa. It is also much harder to achieve. The consequences of lack of forgiveness in the disintegration of personal, community and national relationships might just be enough to spur us on. 
We will constantly fall short, but we too can pray with confidence – Forgive us our debts.
(� What form does debt slavery take in New Zealand?  How is it similar or different in other parts of the world?





� Exodus  22:25-27, Deuteronomy 24:6, 10-13, 17)


�  e.g. Leviticus 25:25-38; Deuteronomy 23:19-20


(� What difference does it make to our understanding of debt and sin if we try to differentiate the meanings? How can we interpret this phrase for us today?





(� Does this mean ‘to the same extent as’, or ‘in the same way as’? What difference does it make?





� Ten thousand talents. A talent was possibly about 50,000 denarii. A Roman soldier earned the equivalent of 250 denarii a year. The second slave’s debt of 100 denarii was still about half a year’s wage.





(� What are some of the consequences for our lack of forgiveness? Are there times when it is inappropriate to forgive? How does this parable shed light on the nature of forgiveness?


� How can there be full forgiveness without reparation? What is God’s justice in such a situation?








