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He was the unhappiest man anyone had ever seen.  All day long, wherever he went, he would be seen dragging what looked like a wheelbarrow without the wheel.  In it were thousands of rocks.  Some rocks were very large and some were very small and altogether they bumped and scraped against each other and the load often shifted making it even harder to pull.
A child asked him one day, as only a child would, “why are you pulling that load of rocks?”  The man replied that these rocks were all of the bad things people had done to him.  He pulled out one small stone, and said, “this is from when I was a little boy and the neighbor boy took my candy.”  He pulled out another and said, “this is when I got passed over for a job.”  He pointed to the largest rock, much to large to pick up and show.  He said, “this is all the hurts I received at the hands of a mean, evil person.”

Well, the little boy asked, as only a little boy would, “Why do you drag them around?  Why don’t you just dump them out in that garden over there, sell this broken wheelbarrow and then you wouldn’t have to walk all stooped over.”

“No”, the sad man said, “these rocks are all that I have.  They are what people know about me.  I don’t think I could possibly live without them.  I’ve had them so long.”

Joseph certainly had a lot of reasons for being angry at his brothers.  They had been jealous of him.  They tried to kill him.  They sold him into slavery.  But now, Jacob  was dead and Joseph held all the cards.  The brothers came groveling back to ask for their lives.
We all remember the story of the selfish, mean son.  He told his father that the son would be better off if the father was dead.  Then, the son could live his life the way he wanted to.  This cut to the very core of the father’s soul.  A deeper hurt could not have been inflicted by this selfish, mean spirited young man.

Peter had just been with Jesus as Jesus explained how conflict was to be handled in the Church, Jesus would leave behind.  Peter wanted to know how often we had to put up with someone’s misbehavior before we could write them off.

When I was in banking, my boss promised a product to a huge customer although we both knew that the technology was years away.  Basically, it was a precursor to on-line banking.  Of course it didn’t work.  He’d manipulated the outcome to make it look good during the sales presentation.

I was over my head and he and I got crossways over several things.  When the impossible project finally blew up, he laid the blame on me and I.  I came in one day to see that my offices was now being used as a store room.  I have hated that man for over 20 years.

Being angry.  Feeling betrayed.  Wanting revenge.  These are integral parts of being human.  We collect our hurts because they can help us move on.  When we feel down and worthless, blaming someone else helps the pain to fade for a while.

I think the world is in the midst of an epidemic of victim hood.  Our sadness is someone else’s fault.  We would be so much better off is someone would apologize to us over and over again until we believe that he has been humiliated enough.

Hurts are real.  People can and do cause us pain.  Sometimes these are huge.  I can’t imagine the pain of knowing that someone had hurt my child.  I shiver every time I hear about a missing child or read an Amber alert.  How do you not feel anger.  How do you not want to seek justice?  I don’t know.
I don’t know how Joseph found it in himself to forgive his brothers.  Now, life had turned out pretty well for Joseph, but nonetheless, these brothers had been malicious and mean.  It’s an interesting side note that the first sibling relationship in Genesis is Cain killing Able.  The book of Genesis ends with Joseph forgiving the brothers who tried to kill him.

When the father of the selfish son heard that his son was returning, the father rushed out the door, ran on shaking legs until he and the boy collided an a moment of tears and hugs.  All that the selfish son had done was of little importance as the man rejoiced in having the boy back.

Jesus tells Peter that forgiveness cannot be counted.  It can’t be tallied like produce at the market.  Forgiveness, radical forgiveness was limitless to those who trust in Jesus.
About a year ago, I went on a retreat at a monastery.  My spiritual director and I spoke a great length about forgiveness.  As I sat in my room that night, I wrote down all those who I thought I had done me wrong.  The man I mentioned earlier was pretty high up the list.  As I prayed about him, a spark seemed to ignite in my brain.  I said out loud and wrote next to his name, “I refuse to let you hold power over me.  I forgive you.”

I did this with most of the others on the list.  I left that retreat with that list reduced down to just a couple of names I wasn’t ready to forgive.  I’m still working on them, but it’s getting easier.

The little boy walked along the man with the load of rocks, for quite some time.  He listened as the man told story after story of how each rock got to be in the wheel-less barrow.  The little boy gradually led the man to a bench by a small lake.  And they sat together on the bench.

The little boy said, “I bet some of those stones would skip real nice on this lake. Do you remember what this stone did?”  “No”, the man said.  I don’t remember that one.”  So the little boy and the man started skipping stones from unremembered hurt.

As the day wore on, the boy and the unhappy man skipped most of the stones.  Even some the man remembered.  

After a while, there were only a few of the largest stones left.  The man said to the boy, “even if I wanted to get rid of these stones, I am too weak to lift them.  You know, they might even come in handy some day.  You know, people really only know me as the man with the rocks.  Maybe I better hold on to these.”

The man picked up the handles of the wheel-less barrow and started to struggle with it down the road.  “I can’t believe it”, he said.  “We got rid of hundreds of stones, but these seem to have gotten heavier..”
Many days, years later, the man met the boy again.  The man said that he hadn’t added any new stones, but these were still hard to lug around.  It took may days sitting by the lake, giving excuses as to why the man needed his stones.

At last, the boy said to the man, “sir, it is time to throw those big stones away.  You’re getting older and your whole body carries the marks of this long struggle.  Let me help you lift these stones.”

With tears in his eyes, the man, old and bent, walks over to the wheel-less barrow and grabs one of the bigger stones.  It is lighter than he thought, and it easily flies into the lake.  When the largest stone was all that remained, he tried to lift it, but couldn’t.  The little boy walks next to the man and lifts the stone by himself.  The boy tosses the huge stone into the middle of the lake and throws the broken wheel-barrow into a trash heap.

The man sat on the bench, crying for joy and release.  He looks into the eyes of the boy and says, “how can I ever thank you.”  The boy says, “help others lift their stones.”  The boy placed his hands on the face of the now happy man and kissed him on the forehead. 

As the boy turned and walked away across the lake, the man could see clearly the holes in the boy’s hand and side.

