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The Problem of Forgiveness
Wiesenthal was a young architect at the time, sure that he was doomed along with the other Jews caught in Hitler’s death machine.  On a certain afternoon, he was given the job of cleaning out rubbish from an improvised hospital outside the camp where wounded German soldiers were trucked in from the Russian front.  Getting toward evening, a nurse took him by the arm and brought him to the bedside of a boyish storm trooper name Karl, whose head was bandaged with pus-soaked bandages.  He would soon die.
Karl grabbed Wiesenthal’s wrist.  He whispered that he had to talk to a Jew, any Jew, before he died so that he could confess some terrible things that he had done while he was stationed in a Russian village … His company was ordered to take reprisals in the village.  They packed a frame house with Jews, including many children, poured gasoline on the floors, locked the doors and set the house on fire.  People near the windows jumped.  The soldier shot them before they landed on the ground, shot the little children right along with the parents, machine-gunned them in the air as they fell.  Karl finished, appeared to be weeping, and then, when he got control of himself, he begged Wiesenthal to forgive him.  He could not die in peace unless a Jew forgave him for the terrible thing he did in Dnepropetrovsk.
Wiesenthal listened, awestruck, to everything Karl told him.  He said nothing.  Finally he yanked his hand away and left Karl to die with his unforgivable sins unforgiven.
Afterward Wiesenthal worried that maybe he had been wrong not to forgive a young man who begged for forgiveness on his deathbed.  When the war was over, and Wiesenthal had survived the Holocaust, he wrote his story.  At the end of it he asked his readers, “Was my silence at the bedside of the dying Nazi right or wrong?  This is a profound moral question that challenges the conscience … What would you have done?”

From Simon Wiesenthal’s The Sunflower (as quoted in Lewis Smedes, The Art of Forgiving)
1. What would you have done and why?

Though our experiences with forgiveness might pale in comparison with this, what are some things that have made it difficult for you to forgive those who have wronged you?

Matthew 18:21-35

ESV Then Peter came up and said to him, "Lord, how often will my brother sin against me, and I forgive him? As many as seven times?" 22 Jesus said to him, "I do not say to you seven times, but seventy times seven. 23 "Therefore the kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who wished to settle accounts with his servants. 24 When he began to settle, one was brought to him who owed him ten thousand talents. 25 And since he could not pay, his master ordered him to be sold, with his wife and children and all that he had, and payment to be made. 26 So the servant fell on his knees, imploring him, 'Have patience with me, and I will pay you everything.' 27 And out of pity for him, the master of that servant released him and forgave him the debt. 28 But when that same servant went out, he found one of his fellow servants who owed him a hundred denarii, and seizing him, he began to choke him, saying, 'Pay what you owe.' 29 So his fellow servant fell down and pleaded with him, 'Have patience with me, and I will pay you.' 30 He refused and went and put him in prison until he should pay the debt. 31 When his fellow servants saw what had taken place, they were greatly distressed, and they went and reported to their master all that had taken place. 32 Then his master summoned him and said to him, 'You wicked servant! I forgave you all that debt because you pleaded with me. 33 And should not you have had mercy on your fellow servant, as I had mercy on you?' 34 And in anger his master delivered him to the jailers, until he should pay all his debt. 35 So also my heavenly Father will do to every one of you, if you do not forgive your brother from your heart."
