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Grace and peace to you this day in the name of our risen.  Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. 

 

Bud Welch is one of many people who lost loved ones when Timothy McVeigh blew up the federal building in 

Oklahoma City back in 1995.  His daughter Julie was among the 186 or more victims of the attack.  For a quite 

a while Bud Welch grieved in anger and profound sadness.  But, after months of anguish and reflection, he 

concluded that executing Timothy McVeigh would not bring closure for him or lessen his grief.  So Mr. Welch 

began to speak out against the death penalty in general and about Timothy McVeigh’s execution in particular. 

 

His pilgrimage eventually led him to a most unlikely destination, the home of Bill McVeigh, Timothy’s father.  

In an awkward meeting the two men began to talk about their children and the horrible event that united them.  

As Bud Welch left the McVeigh home, Timothy’s sister, Jennifer, embraced him.  Bud told her, “Honey, we’re 

in this together, for the rest of our lives.  And we can make the most of it, if we choose.  I don’t want your 

brother to die, and I will do everything in my power to prevent it.” 

 

Bud Welch was not able to prevent Timothy McVeigh’s execution.  After it was carried out in 2001, Mr. Welch 

said: “About a year before the execution I found it in my heart to forgive Tim McVeigh.  It was a release for me 

rather than for him.” 

 

It might appear that Jesus contradicts himself in this morning’s gospel.  Peter asks Jesus how many times he 

should forgive a member of the church who sins against him.  Peter wonders if seven times is good enough.  

Sounds like a good biblical number.  No, Jesus tells Peter, not just seven times, but seventy-seven times.  Some 

people translate the number as seventy times seven.  To me it doesn’t matter which way you go.  It’s not meant 

to be an exact number.  It’s meant, I believe, to be a cipher for an infinite amount of times.  Jesus is telling Peter 

not to keep score.  Forgiveness seems unconditional here.  You forgive as many times as another transgresses. 

 

But then Jesus turns around and tells a parable about an unforgiving servant.  Here, forgiveness seems 

conditional.  The condition is that we are only forgiven when we forgive others.  When we do not forgive, 

neither are we forgiven.  In the parable, the king forgives his slave only once.  Once the slave refuses to forgive 

another, the king retracts his forgiveness.  No seventy times or even seven times here.  This seems like one 

strike and you’re out. 

 

But a closer look at this parable reveals, I believe, that it is not really about how many times we forgive.  It is 

about the nature of forgiveness and what forgiving others means to those who forgive.  Jesus says the slave 

owes the king ten thousand talents.  In terms of understanding how much this slave owes, a talent is roughly 

worth about fifteen years of labor.  That means he owes what it would take 150,000 years to earn.  In other 

words, this is a debt this slave can never repay. 

 

When the king retracts his forgiveness from this slave, Jesus says, “and in his anger his lord handed him over to 

be tortured until he could pay his entire debt.”  Since this is a debt he can never repay, the result of his own 

unwillingness to forgive the debts of others, means that his own debt will torture him the rest of his life.  That, I 

would suggest to you, is exactly the point Jesus wishes to make to us in this parable.  If we do not forgive 

others, how can we come to know the forgiveness God offers us?  It is not that God doesn’t forgive us unless 

we forgive others.  God’s forgiveness is given as grace, which means it is unearned and unconditional.  But not 
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forgiving others blinds us to this graciousness of God.  By not forgiving others, we do not experience the reality 

of God’s forgiveness, and the feeling of being unforgiven tortures us the rest of our lives. 

 

There is a prayer, attributed to St. Francis of Assisi, that understands this need to forgive others. 

“Lord, make us instruments of your peace,” Francis prayed. 

 “Where there is hatred, let us sow love; 

  where there is injury, pardon; 

  where there is discord, union; 

  where there is doubt, faith; 

  where there is despair, hope; 

  where there is darkness, light; 

  where there is sadness, joy … 

   For it is in giving that we receive; 

  it is in pardoning that we are pardoned; and 

  it is in dying that we are born to eternal life.” 

 

Even though I said earlier that Peter’s question that begins today’s gospel is not talking about the same thing as 

the parable Jesus tells, there is a very important connection between the two.  A question for me which naturally 

arises out of Jesus’ answer to Peter is “why.”  Why should I forgive someone else an infinite number of times?  

It is precisely for the reason, the gospel says, that Jesus told the parable.  Why should I forgive an infinite 

number of times? Why should I forgive without keeping score?  It is because by doing so I will come to 

experience the reality of my own forgiveness.  That’s what Jesus is telling us is the nature of forgiveness.  

Forgiving others is the very thing that empowers me to believe in the reality of my own forgiveness.  

Forgiveness the only thing that can relieve us from the torture of our own guilt.  Hope for the future rests 

squarely on being able to forgive what has happened in the past.  That is true of our relationship with God.  That 

is true of our relationships with each other. 

 

Dr. David Tiede was president of our Lutheran seminary in St. Paul, Minnesota.  He used to tell the story of a 

friend who had dealings with a subordinate of his over company funds.  The subordinate was a respected man in 

the company, but had fallen on particularly difficult times in his personal life.  His finances suffered, and seeing 

no other way out, the subordinate took advantage of his position and embezzled company money.  Dr. Tiede’s 

friend,  who was out of town when the situation was discovered, subsequently called the man and asked to meet 

with him at his home Monday morning. 

 

When Monday morning came, Tiede’s friend arrived at his subordinate’s home and was invited to the kitchen 

table for coffee.  The conversation inevitably turned to what was now going to happen.  Tiede’s friend began 

that difficult part of their meeting by saying, “We both know that what you did was wrong and that there will be 

legal consequences for your actions.  Whatever unfolds now will happen as it happens, but first I just want to 

ask you one question.  “What’s that?” the subordinate replied.  “Did you go to communion yesterday?”  “As a 

matter of fact, I did,” replied the man.  “Good,” said Tiede’s friend, “so did I.  So, it’s clear that we are both just 

a couple of forgiven sinners.  Now, let’s talk about your future.” 

 

Forgiveness is a door that leads us into the future – a future not tortured by guilt, shame and past transgressions, 

but a future based on reconciled relationships and changed living.  Jesus tells us to make the most of what 

forgiveness can do.  The more able we are to forgive each other in unlimited and unconditional ways, the more 

fully we will come to know that same kind of forgiveness God has for us, and the more we will experience the 

kind of future God seeks for us. 

 


