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North Kildonan United Church 
8th August 2021 ~Peter Latimer 

 

“All is Forgiven” 
 

Genesis 45: 1-9, 16-20        Matthew 18: 23-34                                                                         

In recent months we have been confronted by a number of horrifying incidents 

here in Canada, incidents shining a light on our brutality to one another.  There is the 

discovery of the remains of hundreds of Indigenous children on the grounds of former 

Residential Schools in Kamloops and near Regina.  Upon their deaths, these children 

were apparently plunked into their final resting place without ceremony, without grave 

markers and without being transported back to the loving arms of their families.  In 

most cases these deaths are directly attributable to the appalling conditions under 

which these children were obliged to live after being torn away from their families in 

order to protect them from what was deemed to be a savage upbringing by the only 

community they had known.  As we reflect on this tragedy, we must ask ourselves, 

“Who were the true savages?” 

We also have been shaken by the heart-rending inhumanity of a young man 

mercilessly ramming his truck into a family of the Muslim faith, who were doing 

nothing more than enjoying an evening stroll together. Seconds later a father, mother, 

grandmother and daughter lay crushed on the sidewalk, never to breath again, while a 

nine-year old son survived his injuries, only to relive the horror of the moment for the 

rest of his life.  What drove the perpetrator to such a despicable act?  Perhaps he was 

operating under the sick notion that he was cleansing this country of terrorists.  But 
who is the terrorist in this tragedy? 

In our reading about Joseph and his brothers this morning, we are reminded that 

acts of inhumanity are to be found in the Scriptures as well, but both readings offer us 

some valuable perspectives on forgiveness.  In considering the passage about Joseph 

and his brothers, it may be helpful to have a prequel so that we understand what led 

up to the lesson we heard earlier.  In Joseph’s earlier years, he was clearly favoured 

by his father over his eleven brothers, and he did nothing to disguise the fact that he 

was favoured, even prancing around in the famous cloak of many colours.  This led to 

what might be described as sibling rivalry gone crazy.   

Now I recall an incident in which at the age of about six I slid into a nearby creek 

after being told repeatedly by my mother to stay away from it.  While I was trying to 

come up with some credible reason for my pant legs being soaking wet, my younger 

sister filled our mother in on what really happened in meticulous detail.  While I was 

serving my penance, I would have been happy to contemplate tossing Jennifer into a 

deep hole and handing her over to a ship of pirates.  Of course, an hour later all was 

forgotten.  But in Joseph’s case, this is exactly what his brothers did.  In an act of 

malicious jealousy and resentment, they pushed him into a pit and then sold him to  
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itinerant slave traders, caring little for what might become of him.   

Now in our reading from Genesis, Joseph, upon seeing his brothers who, had 

come to beg the Pharaoh for grain, bursts into tears of relief at seeing his family after 

so many years.  What an amazing reaction!  He doesn’t utter a single word of reproach 

about their horrific actions in selling him into slavery years before.  No, instead he 

rejoices at this opportunity to be re-united with his brothers and to provide them with 

all they ask for and much more. 

Now isn’t this a contrast to how many families function?  How often do we hear 

of families torn apart over some perceived slight that happened years before?  Their 

sense of having been wronged continues to seethe just below the surface, 

undermining the ability of the whole family to savour loving, caring relationships with 

one another.  Now, why didn’t Joseph fall into the tempting trap of despising his 

brothers until his dying day?  Clearly what sets him apart is that he sees God’s loving 

hand at play in all that occurred, even including being sold into slavery by his brothers.  

That initial detestable act led Joseph on a path ordained by God that ultimately 

provided him the type of wealth and power than enabled him to contribute to 

addressing the widespread famine that brought his brothers back to him.   

We particularly see God’s hand at work as Joseph is blessed with untold joy at 

this opportunity to forgive his brothers.  How different would it have been if, upon 

seeing his brothers, Joseph had succumbed to the temptation to let long-suppressed 

anger boil to the surface.  How would he have ultimately felt if he had berated them 

and sent them away hungry and empty-handed?  Maybe there would be a momentary 

sense of satisfaction at having gotten his revenge.  But how long would that last?  His 

resentment would ultimately turn inward, eroding any sense of satisfaction at having 

got his “pound of flesh”.  Contrast that to the immense joy he experienced at having 

forgiven his brothers so completely.  Isn’t that more likely to enhance his long-term 

well-being than having exacted some sort of miserable vengeance on his brothers. 

For us too, isn’t it tempting to hold on to our grudges, no matter how petty the 

origin.  Of course, we want anyone who wronged us to feel the same sort of pain we 

went through, but in the end does that ease our hurt?  Hardly ever…in fact it usually 

causes us to re-live that painful experience over and over again.  Don’t we feel such a 

sense of joy when we can reach out to someone who wronged us with words of 

forgiveness?  So often that leads to a life-long bond with the other person.  Clearly if 

forgiving leaves us with such a sense of elation, that is what God meant us to do in all 

our relationships.   

And so, is the sole reason for extending forgiveness in order to help us feel 

better about ourselves?  That certainly feels more than a little self-serving, doesn’t it?  

I have to believe that, much more importantly, we should forgive because that is what 

God has called us to do.  In the reading from Matthew, Jesus uses the story of a 

servant who begs a king to forgive his debt to illustrate God’s call to forgive one 

another.  In Jesus’ story immediately after the king compassionately agrees to forgive 
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the servant’s debt, the servant is approached by another who is in debt to him and 

asks him for more time to repay his debt.  But despite having his own debt forgiven, 

the servant has the debtor thrown into prison.  Clearly, the message is that if we are 

looking for God’s forgiveness for our own transgressions, we should similarly be willing 

to forgive those who have hurt us.  

The question that seems to go unanswered in the reading about Joseph’s 

forgiveness is, “What must one do to deserve forgiveness?”  We aren’t told if Joseph’s 

brothers subsequently did anything that would entitle them to Joseph’s forgiving 

gestures. For instance, did they generously share the abundance of food and other 

goods Joseph heaped on them with their neighbours back in Canaan, who were 

presumably also starving as a result of the famine?  In the parable about the 

unforgiving servant, the impact of not offering forgiveness is highlighted, but the 

servant’s subsequent treatment of another suggests that he never deserved the king’s 

forgiveness of his debt.  But I would suggest that there is a reason this question 

remains unanswered.   True forgiveness is a gift, freely given, and is not dependent on 

some heartfelt apology or follow up action on the part of the person receiving 

forgiveness. 

That brings us back to considering the two tragic situations highlighted earlier.  

Do those who so cruelly disposed of the bodies of the Indigenous children in their care 

deserve forgiveness?  Does the young man who ruthlessly ran down the unsuspecting 

family deserve forgiveness?   Do all of us who are guilty of insensitivity, rudeness, 

lying, cheating and much more deserve forgiveness? 

I would suggest that no-one deserves to be forgiven.  That sounds rather 

heartless, doesn’t it, pretty much flying in the face of Jesus’ message of love.  What I 

challenge is that forgiveness can be deserved.  I would contend instead that, as I just 

mentioned, forgiveness is a gift granted only by God and, through God, by those who 

have been wronged.  Are those working in the residential schools entitled to 

forgiveness because their sole intent was to provide the indigenous children with a 

good education and help them find salvation through religious conversion? Or because 

many of the churches have since offered an apology and made some gestures towards 

reconciliation?  Is the young man who killed the family of new Canadians entitled to 

forgiveness because he may have had a troubled childhood and been emotionally 

damaged?  Are we entitled to forgiveness for remaining oblivious to the damage 

caused by the Residential School experience or to the countless incidents of 

Islamophobia in our institutions, our schools and in our neighbourhoods?  Again, it is 

only those in the Indigenous and Islamic community who have been so cruelly 

wronged who, through God touching their hearts, can truly extend the gift of 

forgiveness to those who have treated them so cruelly 

But we are blessed because God does guide us to extend the gift of forgiveness 

towards those who have wronged us.  Without following God’s path towards forgiving 

one another, we would all be consumed by anger and hate.  Of course, there are 
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examples throughout the world of individuals or groups who are focused solely on 

vengeance towards those whom they perceive as having wronged them.  But perhaps 

they have closed their hearts to God’s call to them to forgive, and as a result their 

anger continues to fester deep inside.  But thankfully there are countless others who 

have found it within themselves to live out God’s message of forgiveness.  There are 

so many of our Indigenous brothers and sisters who have demonstrated that the path 

to healing is to help the broader community understand the injustices that took place 

and to join with us in a new relationship of caring and respect.  Similarly, the 

statements I have heard from members of the Islamic community following that 

senseless killing of the family in London have all been about grieving the deaths of that 

family and the pain being felt by those close to them, rather than looking for 

retribution.  Clearly, they are answering God’s call to find healing through forgiveness.  

In conclusion I would like to share a quote from Dr. Martin Luther King that 

captures for me the importance of forgiveness.  Dr. King says, “We must develop and 
maintain the capacity to forgive.  He who is devoid of the power to forgive is devoid of 
the power to love.”  Can you think of any more compelling reason to choose 

forgiveness? AMEN. 

 


