
Recently I heard a survivor of the Rwanda 
Genocide speak of her harrowing experience 
during a horrible civil war in which the Hutsu 
slaughtered more than 800,000 Tutsi in the space 

of 91 days. Immaculee Ilibagdiza, along with seven other 
Tutsi women, hid in the 3-by-4-foot bathroom of the home 
of a pastor while soldiers constantly conducted raids on the 
house. By the grace of God, the soldiers never looked in the 
bathroom, which was hidden behind a closet, and the women 
all survived. Unfortunately, Immaculee’s family did not. 

While in that cramped bathroom, 
Immaculee repeatedly prayed the 
Lord’s Prayer but found that she 
kept wanting to skip over “forgive 
us as we forgive those who trespass 
against us.” Not only did she not 
want to forgive those who murdered 
her family, but she also spent many 
hours plotting revenge. “Can’t I just 
leave out that part of the prayer?” 
she kept bargaining with God over 
that petition. 

Finally, one night she thought, “You 
can’t be wrong if You are God,” and 
decided to trust that His Word must 
be true. After she began to include 
that petition in her prayer, she started 
to remember the words of Jesus on 
the cross, “Forgive them for they know 
not what they do.” That Scripture 
somehow brought her more peace 
and, through the Holy Spirit, she was 
able to trust His Word and begin the 
process of forgiveness.
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One of the most di�cult chal-
lenges of our faith is to forgive. 
We want to hang onto our hurts 
and resentments. There seem to 
be several basic reasons we don’t 
want to forgive: we don’t know 
how, we are afraid to, or we don’t 
want to let go of our anger.
Many of us have never learned 
what it really means to say 
“I am sorry” or  “I forgive you.” 
We think if we forgive someone, 
it justi�es the wrong they did to 
us or removes accountability from 
the o�ender. It doesn’t. Rather, 
forgiveness is “surrendering my 
right to hurt you back if you hurt 
me” (de�nition by Archibald Hart). 
Forgiveness is choosing not to 
remember a wrong done to you 
(de�nition by Don Baker). It’s 
deciding “I’d rather be right with 
you than right.”
Some of us hang onto our anger 
because we are afraid to let it go. 
Our anger serves as a protection. 
We are afraid to trust or be 
vulnerable again. Because anger 
is such a powerful emotion, we 
would rather feel anger than hurt, 
stating, “I am never going to allow 
myself to get hurt again!” So we 
put up a shield of anger.
Many of us hang on to our anger 
because we feel justi�ed in doing 
so. Like Immaculee, we say, “You 
can’t expect me to forgive them 
after what they did to me and my 
family” or “It’s unforgivable!” Most 
of the atrocities, like the Rwandan 
Genocide, would appear to come 
under the heading of unforgivable. 
And yet Jesus says to “love your 
enemies … and pray for those who 
persecute you.” (Matthew 5:44).
Often in the deep recesses of 
our souls we wonder, “Where 
was God. How could He let this 
happen?” We don’t understand 
His ways and sometimes we even 
blame Him for our di�culties. Job 
su�ered enormous losses, yet in 

Job 1:21–22 (RSV) we read: Naked 
I came from my mother’s womb, 
and naked shall I return; the Lord 
gave and the Lord has taken away: 
blessed be the name of the Lord. 
Through all this Job did not sin nor 
did he charge God.
How I wish I could maintain 
Job’s perspective. Job knew that 
everything he had was a gift from 
God and that God had the right to 
take them away, just as He had the 
right to give them. 

Life isn’t fair, but God is. He shows 
no partiality. God wants everyone 
to be saved and to come to a 
knowledge of the truth (1 Timothy 
2:4) — the truth was revealed 
in His Son, Jesus. His death and 
resurrection won forgiveness, life, 
and salvation for all. 
Forgiveness is a perspective of faith. 
We can be led to forgive even if we 
don’t feel like forgiving because God 
is at work in us giving us the desire 
and ability to forgive. 
Back to the beginning of the 
story: After many years of learning 
about forgiveness by the power 
of the Spirit, Immaculee was 
ready to do the ultimate and 
personally extend forgiveness to 
the man who murdered her family. 
Arrangements were made to visit 
him in prison. You can imagine 

her shock when she discovered 
that the man who killed her family 
turned out to be a friend of the 
family who used to have a great 
job and family before he got 
caught up in the war. You see, the 
Hutsu government encouraged 
and even forced ordinary citizens 
to become part of the militia. As 
she remembered that time in the 
bathroom years ago when the the 
Holy Spirit reminded her of Jesus’ 
words, “for they don’t know what 

they do,” she broke down in tears 
of compassion for this broken 
down old man. 
That is what being willing to 
forgive resulted in for Immaculee. 
It took her a long time to work 
through her feelings. Her 
family and friends were brutally 
murdered, and she felt the full 
brunt of her anger and heartbreak. 
She brought all of those raw and 
genuine feelings to the Lord. He 
didn’t chastise her, but comforted 
her and helped her to see what 
was happening, through His eyes. 
Like Immaculee, most of us �nd 
that forgiving others is a process 
rather than an instantaneous 
thing. God walked her through 
every step of the way, and He will 
do the same for you when you are 
moved to forgive. Q
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