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The verb “forgive” means to excuse for a fault or an offense; to 

pardon; to renounce anger or resentment against someone or to absolve from 

payment of (a debt, like in our parable). When we forgive, pardon, or 

excuse, we refrain from imposing punishment on an offender or demanding 

satisfaction for an offense. We don’t seek revenge. To forgive is to grant 

pardon without harboring resentment. That’s hard work, as illustrated in 

today’s gospel text. 

She was 93 years old and a church member. She was in and out of the 

hospital and later a nursing home. I visited with her over six months until 

she died.  As her health deteriorated, I observed something was bothering 

her a great deal. When we spoke I watched her face get twisted with pain, 

her body contorted, but nothing came out. 

She couldn’t find the words or speak them. Her mouth would open but 

there was only silence. This happened on several occasions during my visits 

at her bedside. Finally, one day, her face wracked in pain again, her body 

contorted and rigid, speaking barely above a whisper, she told me her father 

raped her when she was age 13. 

I will never forget the pain I witnessed that day. Eighty years of pain, 

eighty years of never forgetting, never forgiving and it had just about eaten 

her up. The tears streamed down her face. I just sat there, watching her 
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unfold that very painful past. It seemed all that I could do was ask God for 

peace for this woman. I was angry at her father but my heart broke for this 

woman. 

Two words we often hear are, forgive and forget. The verb forget 

means to be unable to remember (something); or to fail to mention; or to 

banish from one’s thoughts.  

It is hard to disregard on purpose; to banish from one’s thoughts. It’s 

really hard. We’re told “Just forget it. Forget about it.” Our culture endorses 

the act of forgetting with the common statement, “Let’s forgive and forget.” 

But the Bible does not say, “forgive and forget.” 

The Bible says, forgive seventy-seven times. The Greek translation 

can also be interpreted as seventy times seven, or 490 times! Who amongst 

us has accomplished that task? I believe that the very first act of forgiving, 

the first time we offer forgiveness to someone is often the toughest step we 

take. We’re reluctant to go there for many reasons. We’re still hurting or we 

don’t want to look like we accept the behavior of the one who has hurt us. 

We don’t want to be vulnerable. 

 The problem we have in forgetting is that we have had terrible events 

in our life; events which we never truly forget. We don’t usually talk about 

the terrible events within our personal lives. Although we never, ever forget 
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those who have caused us harm; who have betrayed our dignity and 

humanity; or who have perpetrated injustice against us. Despite the familiar 

cliché, “forgive and forget,” most of us find forgetting sins that have been 

committed against us nearly impossible. We can’t truly forget. We cannot 

selectively “delete” events from our memory.   

In Jeremiah 31:34, the Bible says that when God forgives us, He 

“remembers our sins no more.”  This is God’s way of forgetting. God 

chooses not to bring up our sin to Himself or to others. That is, I believe, 

God chooses to disregard our sins on purpose. Even though God can forget, 

we will always struggle to forget when someone has hurt us. 

Perhaps we can work at letting go, letting go of the hurt and its impact 

upon us so that we can forget it, for a moment, long enough to seek Jesus to 

help us. Can we let go of the pain, bitterness or resentment long enough to 

let Jesus guide us towards forgiveness? If forgiving is letting another person 

know that there is no grudge, hard feelings for any wrongdoing, then 

forgetting is our commitment to let go of the anger, hurt, and pain over the 

offense. I don’t know if we can get to forgiveness, genuine forgiveness, until 

we forget about it…until we can disregard on purpose.  

As difficult as it is, forgiveness is good for our health. According to 

recent medical research, forgiveness may bring enormous benefits to the 
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person who gives it. If we can bring ourselves to forgive and forget, we are 

likely to enjoy lower blood pressure, a stronger immune system, and a drop 

in the stress hormones circulating in our blood. Back pain, stomach 

problems and headaches may disappear. And we’ll reduce the anger, 

bitterness, resentment, depression, and other negative emotions that 

accompany the failure to forgive.  

According to Jesus, we must forgive again, and again, seventy-seven 

times or maybe even 490 times. So, no matter how difficult your day job; 

being a parent, grandparent, brother, sister, neighbor, friend, co-worker, 

boss; forgiveness is a really tough job. It always has been, always will be. 

Here's a truth: forgiveness is at the heart of life in the church – it 

creates a distinctively merciful community. The parable of the unforgiving 

servant reveals the reason we must offer forgiveness to one another. It has 

nothing to do with the pursuit of justice, and everything to do with the 

character of God. Jesus says that the kingdom of heaven may be compared 

to a king who wished to settle accounts with his slaves. The king begins the 

reckoning by calling a debtor to appear before him. The man owes him 

10,000 talents. That was a very large sum of money. One talent was the 

largest monetary unit of the day, equal to the wages of a manual laborer for 
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15 years. 10,000 talents would be the wages of 10,000 manual laborers over 

the course of 15 years. This man is knee-deep in debt. 

The king orders the slave to be sold, together with his wife and 

children, and all his possessions, so that a payment can be made. The slave 

begs the king, “Have patience with me, and I will pay you everything.” 

Aren’t you surprised to hear how the king shows pity and releases the slave, 

forgiving him the entire debt? That’s the kind of God we have, says Jesus – 

a king who has mercy on us, and who forgives us our debts, no matter how 

bad they have been.  

That’s a pleasant parable, but it’s not the whole story. The newly 

forgiven slave races out of the palace and comes upon a second slave who 

owes him a hundred denarii – 100 coins, each one equal to the daily wage 

for a laborer. This amount is a significant sum, but it’s small compared to 

what the first slave owed the king. The first slave seizes the second slave by 

the throat and demands that he pay him what he owes. The second slave 

pleads with him, “Have patience with me, and I will pay you.” No way, says 

the first slave. That’s not going to happen. He throws the second slave in 

prison until the whole debt is paid. 

When his fellow slaves see what has happened, they run and give the 

king a full report. The king summons the first slave and says, “You wicked 
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slave. I forgave you all that debt because you pleaded with me. You think 

that was easy for me? Why didn’t you show mercy to your fellow slave, as I 

did to you?” The first slave cannot answer. 

Charles Roberts’ wife, Amy, gave birth to their first child, a daughter. 

The baby lived only 20 minutes. Charles was greatly affected by his 

daughter’s death. He blamed God. He never could forgive God. He 

planned revenge. During the next nine years, Charles and Amy had three 

children, all healthy, yet his bitterness and resentment continued to grow 

against God and eventually his neighbors. 

In 2006, Charles Roberts, a local milk truck driver, in Lancaster 

County, Pennsylvania, walked into an Amish one-room schoolhouse. He 

ordered the four adults to leave as well as the young boys. He tied up ten 

young girls, ages 6-13, and told them, “I’m angry at God and I need…to get 

even with him.” He then shot all ten girls before shooting himself.  

Those who were there will never forget the peaceful, tranquil setting 

of an Amish community that was shattered that day. The Amish, known for 

their non-violent behavior and called, “the gentle people,” were shocked and 

horrified by Charles Roberts’ violent behavior. Their quiet community was 

thrust into a worldwide audience. We don’t condone any violence in schools, 

but this act seemed particularly cruel and people everywhere wanted to 
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know why. The Amish collectively grieved for the children and their 

families. Five girls died and five were injured.  

The real story of the Amish schoolhouse shooting is what happened 

afterwards. The entire community came together in grief. The following day 

nearly 1600 people showed up for a prayer service at a local church; 

hundreds of others met at other churches. Amid their grief over the shocking 

loss, the Amish community didn’t cast blame, they didn’t seek revenge. 

The afternoon of the shooting an Amish grandfather of one of the girls 

who was killed expressed forgiveness toward the killer, Charles Roberts. 

They forgave the man who had done this horrible crime. They reached out 

with grace and compassion toward the killer’s family. Amish neighbors 

visited the Roberts family to comfort them in their sorrow and pain. 

Later that week the Roberts family was invited to the funeral of one of 

the Amish girls who had been killed. And there were more Amish mourners 

than non-Amish at Charles Roberts’ funeral. 

How sad that the killer never forgave God for his first daughter’s 

death. Yet, the Amish almost immediately forgave him and showed 

compassion toward his family. In a world at war and in a society that often 

points fingers and blames others, this reaction was unheard of at that time. 

How could they forgive such a terrible, unprovoked act of violence against 
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innocent lives? The Amish followed the teachings of Jesus, to forgive one 

another, to place the needs of others before themselves. Forgiving creates a 

community of merciful people.  

If forgiving is the highest form of human behavior that can be shown 

to another person, then forgetting is equally as high a human behavior, as we 

learn to let go of the need to seek revenge for past offenses. This is what the 

Amish did. This is what Jesus is asking us to do. 

Forgiving others becomes the bandage that holds our wounds together 

long enough for them to heal. Are there places in your lives that need 

forgetting and forgiveness? May we unburden ourselves before Jesus and let 

the bitterness go and savor our life together as a church community. Amen. 

 


