TEXT  Matthew 18 v 21

Simon Weisenthal, the foremost Nazi hunter, wrote small book after the Second World War entitled The Sunflower.  In the first part of the book he describes his own experience.  In 1944, this young Jewish Pole was a prisoner of the Germans.  He’d had to watch as Nazi soldiers killed his grandmother on the stairs of their home and his mother had been taken away in a goods wagon crammed with elderly women.  (In all, 89 of his relatives would die at hands of Nazis.)  Now in 1944, he was working as a cleaner in a hospital when a nurse came for him, led him up some stairs and along a corridor to a dark musty room where a lone German soldier lay covered in bandages.  The nurse left.  

The German, it turns out, is a SS officer who wishes to make his deathbed confession.  He begins by reminiscing about his childhood faith, which he lost when he joined Hitler’s Youth.  He served with distinction in the SS.  On their retreat from Russia, his unit had stumbled into booby traps, killing 30.  In revenge, they’d rounded up 300 Jews, men, women & children, herded them into house & set it alight.  They shot anyone who tried to escape.  But this event has left him with a sense of guilt.  Now he wants to die in peace so he asks Simon, this Jew he’s never met, to forgive him.  Simon, in his shabby clothes with its yellow Star of David, feels the crushing burden of his race bear down on him.  Can he speak for all his people?   He stares out of window, thinking.  At last he makes up mind & walks out without saying a word.

After the war, Simon began asking people, “What would you have done in my place?”  In the second part of his book, he sets down 32 responses, which came from a variety of Jews, Christians and humanists.  Of the 32, only 6 said Simon had erred in not forgiving the officer.

Forgiveness does not come easy.  There can be all sorts of clear & compelling reasons why people should not forgive.  But this only makes Peter’s familiar question to Jesus all the more urgent:  “Lord, if my brother keeps messing me about, how many times do I have to forgive him?  7 times?”  Peter’s already come long way in Jesus’ direction.  His ancestor Lamech, great-grandson of Cain, boasted of killing a young man who struck him.  He told his family, “If anyone had killed great-grand-daddy Cain, they’d have paid for it with 7 lives.  But if anyone kills me, you must take 77 lives in revenge.”

(The Israelis & Palestinians are saying much the same today – one life is taken so the other side plant a bomb that kills 20 so the first side responds with tanks and planes, and so on without end.)
Peter asks, “Shall I forgive my brother 7 times?”  Jesus says, “No!  Be the total reverse of Lamech!  Forgive him 77 times!  Why?  Because this is how the Kingdom of God works.”  And Jesus tells a parable.  It’s familiar to us but scandalous to those who hear it first time round!

This is not a palace spat in which  the head butler goes over his head in debt to his royal master.  The man concerned might well be the  king’s Chancellor of the Exchequer or the governor of a province.  You see, this debt amounted to 10,000 talents.  Now a talent was the highest value coin at that time and 10,000 was the highest number used in accounting.  So this debt was BIG. (If you ask my mother the cost of something, she’ll say “A million, billion, trillion pounds!”  So we’re talking BIG!)  Indeed, though the king threatens to sell off all the official’s assets and sell the man, his wife & kids into slavery, this won’t even begin to repay the debt.  Indeed, though the Chancellor pleads “Be patient with me & I’ll pay you back everything”, he knows and the king knows that he’ll never do it!

Now, we’re told that the king “feels sorry for him” (GNB) or “takes pity on him” (NIV).  In other words, he has a gut feeling about it.  He feels something of what other guy’s going through.  So the king forgives him.  He cancels the debt.  Isn’t this scandalous of the king?
Won’t it prompt the Chancellor to be as careless and as devious in the future?  We can understand the anguish of families who have had one of their number murdered when they hear of the release of the killer after a few years.  They say, “Why let them go free?  They might strike again against someone else.  They spend a few years in prison and then they’re free but we’ve got life sentence.  And the one we lost has no life at all.”  It is a scandal because it’s so undeserving, so risky.  But the whole thrust of the king’s “gut feeling” is:  what if I was that person?  how would I be feeling?  what would I be hoping for?

In one sense, the king gets it wrong.  He forgives the official.  But this man meets up with some minor official (an under-secretary, perhaps or a personal assistant).  This person owes him a trifling sum, when compared to the Chancellor’s debt.  (Jesus uses figures, so let’s do the same: say, £100.)  For the PA, it’s a major debt which he can’t pay at the moment.  But the point is, it is payable.  So the PA pleads in almost the same words as the Chancellor has already used - only to be thrown into prison!  Isn’t this scandalous of the Chancellor?
Of course! What did we have drummed into us at school?  “Do unto others as you want them to do unto you!” This is a basic human response.  But the Chancellor didn’t do it!  And the true scandal is: would we?  We look to others to forgive us our mistakes & failings, but what about when others look to us to forgive them?  We expect God to be generous & merciful & compassionate to us; do we expect to be generous & merciful & compassionate to others?

Two peacemakers went to visit a group of Polish Christians some 10 years after the end of World War II.  They asked, “Would you be willing to meet with Christians from West Germany?  They want toyou’re your forgiveness for what Germany did to Poland & to begin to build a new relationship.”  At first, there was silence.  Then a Pole said, “What you are asking is impossible!  Each stone of Warsaw is soaked in Polish blood!  We cannot forgive!”  Others also made similar remarks.
Before the meeting broke up, however, they said the Lord’s Prayer together.  When they came to “Forgive us our trespasses..”,  they all stopped praying.  The tension began to build up in the room. The Pole who’d spoken so vehemently now said, “I must say yes to you.  I could no more pray the Our Father, I could no longer call myself a Christian if I refuse to forgive.  Humanly speaking, I cannot do it, but God will give us his strength!”  18 months later, Polish Christians & German Christians met in Vienna and began to establish lasting friendships.

This brings us to the scandal of the parable.  In real terms, this is a parable of failure.  The king fails to impress his chancellor; the PA fails to pay his debt back or have it cancelled.  The chancellor fails to save himself when he had it all going for him.  So is forgiveness possible?  Over minor things, yes.  We’re late for a meeting and we apologize.  Someone bumps into us and says “Sorry” and it’s all forgiven & forgotten.  But on major things, whether personal or political, can we forgive?  On cutting edge issues, whether local or international, what’s the point of forgiving?

In 1987 an IRA bomb went off in a small town which had gathered to honour its war dead on Veterans Day.   11 died in the bomb blast and 63 were injured.  What made this bombing stand out was the response of Gordon Wilson, a devout Methodist, who was buried under the rubble beside his 20 year old daughter.  “Daddy I love you very much” were the last words she spoke as she held his hand under the rubble.  From his hospital bed, Wilson said, “I have lost my daughter but I bear no grudge.  Bitter talk is not going to bring Marie Wilson back to life.  I shall pray, tonight and every night, that God will forgive them.”

After he had left the hospital, Gordon worked for Protestant/Roman Catholic reconciliation.  Protestant extremists called off a revenge bombing because of the publicity surrounding Gordon Wilson.  He met with members of the IRA; he personally forgave them for what they had done, telling them, “I know that you’ve lost loved ones, just like me.  Surely, enough blood has been spilt.”

Can we forgive?  Is there any point to it?  If we count ourselves followers of Christ, then yes.  For “they whipped and they stripped, and they hung him on high” but he said, “Father, forgive them.”  This is the only way we can make peace in our world, peace with others, peace with ourselves, and peace with God.
