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Introduction: a confession of crimes against humanity 
 “Who could have believed that the horrors of war 
could become a part of our lives? Surrounded with 
horrors, we got used to them and went on living like 
that. Among those horrors, things happened that 
were done by people who knew each other, people 
who, until yesterday, had lived almost as family 

members together. In Bosnia, a neighbour means more than a 

relative. In Bosnia, having coffee with your neighbour is a ritual, 
and this is what we trampled on and forgot. We lost ourselves 
in hatred and brutality. And in this vortex of terrible misfortune 
and horror, the horror of Srebrenica happened. 
I am here before Your Honours because I wish to express my 
remorse. I have thought for a long time, and I'm always 
followed by the same thought - guilt. I find it very hard to say 
this truth.  
I am to blame for everything I did at that time.  
I am trying to erase all this and to be what I was not at that 
time. I am also to blame for what I did not do, for not trying to 
protect those prisoners. Regardless of the temporary nature of 
my then-post. I ask myself again and again, what could I have 
done that I didn't do? Thousands of innocent victims perished. 
Graves remain behind, refugees, general destruction and 
misfortune and misery. I bear part of the responsibility for this.” 

These are the words of Dragan Obrenović, a senior officer and 
commander within the Bosnian Serb Army in July 1995. He was 
convicted for persecutions carried out through the murder of 
hundreds of Bosnian Muslim civilians, committed in and around 
Srebrenica. Obrenović was sentenced to 17 years’ imprisonment. 
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Main point 
So, let us be truly sorry for our sins and let us forgive others their sins 
 

1st Argument: only humans have the power to hurt and to 
heal 
Animals don’t forgive!  They don’t need to be sorry or to offer 
forgiveness.  Their search for food is part of their nature.  Driven by 
natural urges for food and defence the cycle of hunter and prey 
continues inexorably. 
But human beings do commit wrong and we do need forgiveness. 
Human beings are extremely advanced.  We can perpetrate harm 
way above our size. 
If we are not stopped, there is no end to the destruction we can 
inflict.  On each other; on our planet. 
The cycle of hurt can endure a lifetime and ruin lives.  It can go 
further and ruin generations. 
We, above all creatures, are called to freeze that cycle of hurt by: 

1. refusing evil acts 

2. choosing to forgive 
 

2nd Argument: the healing power of confessing sins and 
forgiveness 
And forgiveness is not beyond our powers.  Processes set up in time 
can yield fruit and there comes a time when our hearts can forgive 
the wrongs that we have suffered … or they can continue to poison 
us for the rest of our lives.   
In that famous film Dead Man Walking (with Susan Sarandon as Sr. 
Helen Prejean and Sean Penn as Matthew Poncelet) perhaps only 
Matthew Poncelet, the cruel murderer, is fully reconciled with his 
crimes as he faces his last hour of life.  Sr Helen helps him admit his 

own weakness and fear and to then admit to his crimes, even in the 
last moments of his life.  And he goes to his death a different man.   
However, the victims’ parents want revenge … as if that was going to 
heal the pain of the loss of their children. 
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Conclusion 
Modern theology sees our last judgment less as an accounting for 
our sins and more as a moment of clarity when we see everything we 
have done, good and bad.   
As Gehrard Lohfink SJ puts it:  

When we encounter God in death we will for the first time 

recognize with full clarity who we really are.  God has no need 
to sit in judgment on us, to harangue us as human judges 
lecture the accused; God has no need to tell us “on this or that 
point you were a miserable failure; I have to mark this and this 
against you; here and here are you sins; I have to condemn 
you.” 
There will be no judgment in that sense.  In our encounter with 
the holy God our eyes will be opened to behold our own selves.  
We will know who we are.  We ourselves will condemn and 
judge the evil in ourselves.  The encounter with God will become 
our own judgment of ourselves. 

And if we have developed the habit of forgiveness of others during 
our lives, then perhaps we can forgive ourselves and seek mercy.  
Mercy follows, if we are to believe the whole thrust of the Gospel, 
but only because we aren’t hiding our sins, denying them or 
mystifying them. 
As Pope Francis said in Assisi in 2016:  

“The world needs forgiveness; too many people are caught up 
in resentment and harbour hatred because they are incapable 
of forgiving. They ruin their own lives and the lives of those 
around them rather than finding the joy of serenity and peace.”  

Perhaps we need to make ours the words of an Act of Contrition: 
Lord Jesus, you opened the eyes of the blind, healed the sick, 
forgave the sinful woman, and after Peter's denial confirmed 

him in your love. 
Listen to my prayer: forgive all my sins, renew your love in my 
heart, help me to live in perfect unity with my fellow Christians 
that I may proclaim your saving power to all the world. 

 


