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  We call this holiday Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement.  It is also known 
as Yom Selicha, the Day of Forgiveness.  Engaging in acts of forgiveness is an 
important way that we do God’s work here on earth.  What irony, then, that on 
this day dedicated to the work of forgiveness, I am compelled to speak rather of 
moments in our lives and events in our history in which it is resistance to 
forgiveness that, I believe, is in the name of God.  It is not as odd as it may 
seem.  For forgiveness to be meaningful and powerful and effective, we must be 
discerning about its use.  We honor its power when we know when to refrain from 
dispensing its good graces.  And so, the question can be simply put:  when is it 
appropriate to ask for forgiveness, and when is it not?  When is it appropriate to 
grant forgiveness, and when is it not?   
  
 Forgiveness blindly and blithely offered up is no forgiveness at all.  
Sometimes it is our refusal to offer forgiveness that shows greatest respect of all 
for the power of true forgiveness. 
 
 I am worried about a trend I see regarding the dispensing of forgiveness.  
There is a lot of literature in the popular culture that suggests that forgiveness is 
a necessary component of healing.  It is a trend that I fear most on behalf of 
those who have been the victims of violence.  Whether it be victims of political 
torture or domestic abuse, Holocaust survivors and their children, victims of 
sexual abuse or survivors of mass shootings, I worry when those who have been 
wounded get the message, or think Judaism would require, that they forgive their 
attackers - in the name of "moving on," or "healing their wounds,” or “finding 
peace.” 
 
 Forgiveness cannot be forced.  True forgiveness cannot be bestowed 
upon a person who has not done the work that qualifies them to receive it.  And 
rather than freeing the person who has been victimized, the suggestion that 
somehow they should forgive an unrepentant other, only adds to their pain. 
 
 Surely the Holocaust has forever changed the way we Jews look upon 
forgiveness.  Not for us the best-selling literature that claims ten easy steps 
towards turning your enemies into your friends through forgiveness.  Judaism 
speaks very clearly and very carefully about our obligations regarding the tasks 
of teshuvah and selichot, the tasks of repentance and forgiveness.  Much of the 
best literature comes out of the experience of the holocaust.   
 
 Simon Wiesenthal tells of a harrowing experience that he had while he 
was a prisoner in the Mauthausen death camp.  He was taken one day from his 
death-camp and brought to a makeshift army hospital.   Not having any clue as to 
why he was being brought to an army hospital, a nurse met him at the door and 
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took him to the bedside of a Nazi soldier whose head was completely swathed in 
bandages.   
 
 The dying Nazi extended his hand toward Wiesenthal, and in a cracked 
whisper, began to pour out a confession of having participated in the burning 
alive of an entire village of Jews.  The soldier, terrified of dying with this burden, 
begs for forgiveness from Wiesenthal, the Jew.  Wiesenthal is utterly convinced 
of the Nazi's true repentance.  He is also utterly repulsed by the massive crimes 
in which he engaged.  A repentant mass-murderer lies before him on his 
deathbed; his crimes committed in the name of a regime which, just outside the 
hospital window, continues to slaughter the Jews on a daily basis.  Wiesenthal is 
speechless and tormented about what to do.  Finally, he walks out of the room 
without ever speaking a word.   
 
 Should Wiesenthal have forgiven the man?  It would have allowed a truly 
repentant person to die in peace, and it would have made no practical difference 
regarding the circumstances of the Jews.  It would have hurt no person; why 
begrudge a man his dying wish?  Perhaps, too, it would have allowed Wiesenthal 
to be at peace, rather than to carry with him as he did, for decades after the 
encounter, a sense of torment and guilt, a worry that he held back when he 
should have moved forward.   
 
 Are there crimes too heinous to ever be forgiven?  Is there ever a truly 
repentant person whose request for forgiveness can’t be obliged?  Why did the 
Nazi soldier seek a Jew for his confession?  Why didn't he seek a clergyperson 
of his own faith, or go directly to God? 
 
 Wiesenthal walked out of that army hospital that day and shared his 
burden with his comrades in the concentration camp.  After the liberation, he 
continued to carry that moment with him and bared his burden to theologians of 
every stripe, whose opinions he sought.  Thirty years after his encounter with the 
Nazi soldier, Wiesenthal published the conversations he had with his friends in 
the camp and the written responses of theologians in a little book called The 
Sunflower.   
 
   The first people to whom Wiesenthal turned while imprisoned in the 
camp, were his friends Arthur and Josek.  He told his story to them, after which 
time Josek, a man whose deep faith and religion earned him the nickname 
"Rabbi", replied:  "Do you know, Simon, when you were telling us about your 
meeting with the SS man, I feared at first, that you had really forgiven him.  You 
would have had no right to do this in the name of people who had not authorized 
you to do so. What people have done to you yourself, you can, if you like, forgive 
and forget.  That is your own affair.  But it would have been a terrible sin to 
unburden your conscience with other people's sufferings."  
 
 Josek's response reminds us of a fundamental principle in the Jewish 
approach to forgiveness.  No one has the right to offer forgiveness to someone 
who has committed an offense against someone else.  Even God does not have 
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that kind of power.  That is why we read in our Machzor, our High Holiday 
prayerbook:  "For sins committed against God, the Day of Atonement atones; for 
sins committed against another human being, the Day of Atonement does not 
atone, until the sinner has asked forgiveness of the person."   
 
 Wiesenthal does not have the right or the power to grant forgiveness to 
the Nazi soldier because the soldier committed his crimes against others.  
Furthermore, the crimes were not simply committed against other individuals, but 
against the Jewish community as a whole.  Sins committed against a community 
cannot be forgiven by any individual.  
 
 These principles are clear enough in Jewish life.  But are these simply the 
particular principles of Judaism or are they universal principles of forgiveness?  I 
will never forget a particular visit I made to the United States Holocaust Museum 
when it had just opened.  I was living in Minneapolis at the time and a trip was 
arranged to fill an entire airplane with rabbis, ministers and priests for a one-day 
interfaith experience of the museum.  On the flight to Washington, one of the 
rabbis was asked to say a prayer.  The prayer was something to the effect of 
“Dear God, keep us safe on our journey and allow us to learn from each other as 
well as from history, of life’s cruelty and of the human capability of great evil and 
great kindness.”  After a haunting day at the museum, we boarded our return 
flight.  This time, a Christian minister was asked to give the prayer.  The prayer 
went something like this:  “Dear God, we thank you for all your gifts.  We thank 
you for the time we have spent with our Jewish clergy partners, and together, 
may we forgive those who perpetrated such evil.”   
 

I did not say “Amen” to that prayer.  I did not believe for one minute that 
our task was to forgive the Nazis.  But I must also ask:  should our Jewish 
principles guide the life of the Christian minister whom I encountered on the 
plane?   Though I experienced the minister's prayer as hurtful, perhaps it is I who 
needs to understand that, from a Christian perspective, the bestowal of 
forgiveness was a noble act.  Maybe that is why Simon Wiesenthal's other friend 
in Mauthausen, whose counsel he sought, responded to his story with these 
words:   
 
 "Surely you must know, Simon, that there are requests that one cannot 
and dare not grant.  Your soldier ought to have sent for a priest of his own 
Church.  They would soon have come to an agreement."  Wiesenthal then set out 
to find a Christian prisoner at Mauthausen.  He found a man in the camp who 
was known to have endured ruthless punishment at the hand of the Nazis 
because he was a Polish seminarian, studying to become a Catholic priest.  
 
 "Kind sir," Wiesenthal addressed him, "you who would have been a priest 
by now if the Nazis had not attacked Poland, what do you think I ought to have 
done?  Should I have forgiven him?  Had I in any case the right to forgive him?  
What does your religion say?"   
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 The seminarian’s response was clear:  "Whom had the SS man to turn to?  
None of those he had wronged were still alive.  He showed signs of repentance, 
genuine, sincere repentance for his misdeeds . . . .he deserved the mercy of 
forgiveness . . .. In our religion repentance is the most important element in 
seeking forgiveness . . .. And he had certainly repented . . .. Here was a dying 
man and you failed to grant his last request." 
 
 Dr. Edith Eger, a 92-year old survivor of Auschwitz, is (still!) a practicing 
psychologist in La Jolla, California.  In her book, The Choice, she reflects upon 
her time in Auschwitz and how it has impacted her practice as a psychologist.  
She takes a trip back to Auschwitz, to reckon with her past.  In her book, she 
writes about her trip which included a visit to what had been Hitler’s home.  She 
says:  “At best, revenge is useless.  It can’t alter what was done to us, it can’t 
erase the wrongs we’ve suffered, it can’t bring back the dead.  When we seek 
revenge, even nonviolent revenge, we are revolving, not evolving….So I stood on 
the site of Hitler’s former home and forgave him.  This had nothing to do with 
Hitler.  It was something I did for me.  I was letting go…I spent most of my mental 
and spiritual energy to keep Hitler in chains.  As long as I was holding on to that 
rage, I was in chains with him, locked in the damaging past, locked in my grief.  
To forgive is to grieve – for what happened, for what didn’t happen – and to give 
up the need for a different past…. I do not of course mean that it was acceptable 
for Hitler to murder six million people.  Just that it happened, and I do not want 
that fact to destroy the life that I clung to and fought for against all odds….” 
 
 We don’t have to look only to the Holocaust to wrestle with this notion of 
forgiveness and the unforgiveable.  We have seen ugliness revealed in our own 
country:  mass shootings, sex trafficking crimes, the wholesale slaughter of 
innocents by those infested with hatred.   
 
 I think of the murder of nine African-Americans engaged in Bible Study at 
the Emmanuel AME Church back in 2015.  These were people of deep faith.  In 
the aftermath of that horrific shooting, I will never forget the response of family 
members to the murder in cold blood of their loved ones.   

The judge in that awful case invited the families of the victims to come and 
address the shooter at his bond hearing. And instead of anger - instead of even 
sadness, the overwhelming message was one of forgiveness.  One family 
member said:  “You know, I forgive you. My family forgives you. But we would 
like you to take this opportunity to repent - repent, confess, give your life to the 
one that is the most - Christ.”   

Wow.  Can I admire this act of love and courage?  Yes.  Can I admire 
those whose Christian faith allows them to extend themselves so generously?  
Yes.  But it would not be true to our Jewish faith and our understanding of sin 
and forgiveness, of evil and its consequences.   

 Fast-forward to this past year at the Tree of Life Synagogue in Pittsburgh.  
Of forgiveness for the shooter, the Tree of Life Rabbi Jeffrey Myers said:  “You 
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have to seek forgiveness from those you’ve wronged. The hard part is you can’t 
get forgiveness from people you’ve killed, the dead can’t give forgiveness.” He 
went on to say: “The only way to change the world is to show love, not hate.  
Hate can never beat hate. And that has been the guiding force for me 
throughout.”  Love, yes.  Understanding, sometimes. Forgiveness, not 
necessarily.     
 
 On this holy day of Yom Kippur, I remind you, it is not always forgiveness 
that returns us to holiness or to wholeness or to peace of mind.  Sometimes it is 
acknowledging that the withholding of forgiveness is the right response.  That is 
why the rabbis said:  "Whoever is merciful to the cruel will end by being 
indifferent to the innocent."   
 
 On this holy day, it is worth our while to consider the task of forgiveness, 
and when our forgiveness is called for -- even required -- and when it is not.   
 
 On this Yom Selicha, this day of forgiveness, let us beware of extending 
our mercies to the cruel.  And in our careful refraining from extending forgiveness 
to the cruel, may we avoid being indifferent to the innocent.  And in avoiding 
indifference to the innocent, may we cultivate compassion towards the deserving.  
And in cultivating compassion towards the deserving, may we turn to the act of 
forgiveness.  
 
 For in true forgiveness lies the redemption of our world.   
 
     -AMEN-  


