AS WE FORGIVE

a film review, by Mathew Swora


For such a jolly good romp of a story, its a shame it ends the way that it does. In Homer's ancient Greek epic, The Odyssey, Odysseus takes the better part of two decades to fight the Trojan War and return home, after being shipwrecked and stranded on islands with powerful and possessive goddesses, losing all of his crew members to storms, whirlpools, sea monsters and a cyclops, and passing through the domain of the dead. Cast up on the shore of his native Ithaca, looking for all the world like an old beggar, he returns home to find his wife, Penelope, besieged by selfish and disrespectful suitors who are eating her and his son out of house and home, until she should choose one of them to marry. The enraged wanderer, along with his son and his servants, slaughters the whole mob within his house. That sets in motion a civil war (Odysseus' second war), as the survivors and families of the slaughtered suitors march forth to avenge themselves upon Odysseus and his allies. But in the final scene, just as the battle is about to begin, the Greek goddess Athena descends from Mount Olympus and effectively tells everyone to knock it off, shut up and go home or she'll crack all their heads. And so peace comes to Ithaca. Sort of. As long as Athena is watching.


But this lame ending to an otherwise wonderful and skillfully-told story is better than the only other option Homer and his friends could conceive of, of having Odysseus return home after all that grief and trouble only to die at the hands of his fellow Ithacans. More importantly, it demonstrates how, once a cycle of violence and vengeance has been set in motion, no one really knows why or how to stop it. Homer didn't, not short of a divine nuclear option of sorts.  In some societies, vengeance is a sacred duty, regardless of who committed the first offense. In others, where everything is relative and nothing is sacred, forgiveness is at least as good as vengeance, but vengeance holds the trump cards of pride and pain. 


Thus there is nothing new under the sun. Or there wasn't, until it dawned on some people in the First Century that in the usual daily round of vengeance, scapegoating and sacred violence for the sake of law and order they had just nailed God to a wooden stake. That's when human history should have come to an abrupt end in a flaming wave of righteous wrath, hot and fierce enough to make whatever Athena threatened seem silly. Yet God took it, absorbed it into himself, and  returned it as a blessing, saying, “Peace be unto you,” thereby giving all who had betrayed, abandoned and killed him--and all humans who followed-- another chance to get it right. For as Martin Luther once said, "The nails of Christ's cross are in everyone's pockets."


Apart from this story of Gospel, the "good news," about the redeeming, reconciling nature of God, I am at a loss to say how or why we can ever be free from the endless rounds of violence and vengeance, grudges and judgment that are not only the lot of individuals and nations, but which often form the core of their sacred heritages, passed down through the generations. I hear in Homer's war story, The Illiad, and in the lostness and longing for home of Odysseus the war veteran in The Odyssey, a cry for a way out of this endless mess.


The cry is in few places more loud and painful than in Rwanda, where the murder of 800,000 Tutsi tribal members, and of their courageous and compassionate Hutu friends who tried to protect them, at the hands of their extremist Hutu neighbors and relatives, has left aching, angry, empty places in hearts, homes and communities. That hole could swallow up generations, and for centuries to come. With prisons full of fifty thousand Hutu men and women who confessed to the crimes of genocide against their own neighbors, what was a poor country like Rwanda to do but eventually release them? And where to put them but back into the very communities they had only so recently savaged? This the government did, and in a short time, fifty thousand confessed and convicted murderers reappeared in their homes and neighborhoods, next door and down the streets from the grieving children, husbands, wives, parents, friends and relatives of the very people they had murdered. 


This story, and its aftermath in Rwanda, have been honestly and compellingly told in a recent film, "As We Forgive ," directed by Laura Waters Hinson, and narrated by Mia Farrow. I saw it at the Oak Street Theater in Minneapolis this May, as part of a series of releases. Only an hour long, don't expect it to make the usual commercial cineplex theater circuit. But many churches, institutions and organizations are finding ways to order it and host it. When I know of one, I'll move heaven and earth to let others know about it.


I came away from As We Forgive glad that there was a media event about Africa  showing good news, telling a story from which the wider world can learn. I also came away thinking about how almost everyone--not just Rwandans--carry a bruised and brittle spot in our hearts where the painful memories of injuries, real and imagined, to ourselves or to our tribe, are kept. Listening to the grievances of Palestinians and Israelis, both personal and historical, I can't help but be amazed at how similar are their stories, how alike their pain, how nearly equal their outstanding accounts of grievances are with each other and the world. And how much so many among them are doing to perpetuate the cycle of hurt and hurting back, as from that bruised and brittle spot come actions that lead to more hurt and hatred.


And not just for the Palestinians, Israelis or Rwandans. I wonder if this haunting question of how and why we might forgive and be forgiven is not our bridge to neighbors who need the gospel. And not just as a way to an immediate sense of personal forgiveness, as though all we could offer our neighbors was an altar call to a conversion experience of repentance and release from personal guilt. That's how we usually frame the gospel, and its not wrong per se. Its a necessary start. But what the world is hungry and hurting to see is reconciliation as a journey, a way of life, and as a way of healing the world. Forgiveness, and being forgiven, is where many, many people are stuck, spiritually and relationally speaking. Its where many tribes and nations are stuck too. Yet we know, by experience and intuition, that Athena's kind of peace, maintained by threat of overwhelming force, is ultimately no peace at all. Not the kind of peace promised by the Gospel. Not one that can last.


We also know that peace and forgiveness are journeys, not just events. This was most vividly demonstrated in As We Forgive through the story of one woman, Chantal, whose newest neighbor was the recently-released murderer of her father. One can understand why she would be afraid to go near his house and see him. But he was just as afraid to see her. Fortunately, the Rwandan government and some non-governmental organizations (NGO's) have trained a cadre of reconciliation workers and counselors to address these very relationships. The counselor who came to help the relationship between this orphan and her father's killer was a lay pastor with access to biblical and spiritual resources for this hard work of reconciliation, who was unafraid to draw God into the process and urge prayer as part of it. 


First, he went to speak with both persons one on one, to urge and set in motion the process of meeting, toward eventual reconciliation. When the offender finally sat down with his victim's daughter in her livingroom (to make the space safest for her, the aggrieved?), in the presence of this reconciliation worker, he confessed to his sin, expressed his apology and requested her forgiveness. All three steps were necessary. But they weren't enough. Chantal was unwilling to offer forgiveness and began telling him exactly, in no sparing or polite terms, what she felt and how his actions had affected her life. One effect of his outrage and her suffering was that God seemed permanently distant to her now. Her anger was a barrier between herself and God, she acknowledged. But he, the murderer, was responsible for it. Given the gravity of his outrage against her and her father, how could she not be angry? With her confession we begin to see how forgiveness is just as necessary for releasing the offended, as it is for releasing the offender. "Unforgiveness is like acid eating at the inside of a metal container," said a pastor in the course of the film.


He interrupted her several times with the plea, "Please forgive me," until he apparently realized that he would get nowhere until Chantal had expressed every bitter thing in her heart. And until she was sure he had heard it. So he shut himself up and listened, thereby moving the focus of the encounter from his need for forgiveness to her need for healing. This kind of listening to the victim is the necessary fourth step.


But even then, once all her anger was expressed, she wasn't ready to forgive him.   Chantal couldn't see how she would ever feel free of the burden of fear, anger and the desire for revenge that weighed down her heart and which came between her and God. In fact, she found it hard to sleep in the days immediately following her confrontation with her offender. She was only ready, it seemed, to begin entertaining the possibility that she might eventually forgive him. Some day. This alone was a break-through, of sorts. But the perpetrator later reported that he felt lighter and freer, for having at least met with the victim and confessing to his crimes.


Hope began to dawn for Chantal when the reconciliation worker organized a work day, in which the released Hutu murderers in the neighborhood helped build a new home for the widow of a Tutsi genocide victim. The murderer of Chantal's father was there, making and laying bricks. This is typically a fifth or further step in the long, hard process of forgiveness and reconciliation: making amends and demonstrating a newfound trustworthiness. 


Chantal was there too. On the same worksite, on the same day, on the same job, working shoulder to shoulder with her unforgiven offender. This may have done bodily what the mind and spirit couldn't achieve: the beginning of the process of letting go of the grudge and of healing the internal injury. Forgiveness began to work its way in through the hands, up the arms and through the shoulders, when it was denied entry through the eyes and the ears. Or maybe seeing the offender and hearing the words of confession, apology and the request for forgiveness set in motion a process that needed time before the heart was open to what the hands were expressing. Just showing up at the same worksite on the same day was an expression of a slowly emerging openness to healing. By the end of the movie, we are told that Chantal has finally forgiven her father's murderer, and she is sleeping well again. Of course this is a happy ending, and not the only one in the film. 


But it is no quick and automatic Disney-type happy ending. It has the rough and gritty feel of real life in real time. Peace-making, reconciliation and forgiveness are indeed hard work, when vengeance and violence come so readily and easily to hand, literally. But when compared to the burdens of carrying grudges and guilt throughout one's life and down the generations, and the burden of enforcing Athena's kind of peace through threat and fear, peace is infinitely easier and simpler than the way of violence and vengeance. 


Where was God while Rwandans were butchering each other? we are asked several times in the film. I don't know how to answer that question, to tell the truth. But I think of Jacob in the Old Testament, going to meet and reconcile with his estranged and offended brother, Esau, after having sent ahead some gifts of livestock as a tribute, peace-offering and act of restitution. Upon meeting Esau, with no weapons in his hand, Jacob says, "Seeing your face is like seeing the very face of God (Genesis 33: 10)." God was in the very process that broke Jacob down to the point where he could confess, seek forgiveness and make restitution, as well as in the process that melted Esau's heart to where he could forgive.  And God was in their restored relationship. Need we look any further?

