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At approximately 10:25 a.m. on October 2, 2006, a man named Charles Carl Roberts IV entered the West Nickel Mines School, a one-room schoolhouse in Nickel Mines, an Old Order Amish community near Lancaster, PA.  Roberts took the occupants hostage and barricaded the front door.  Eventually, after attempts by police at negotiation failed, Roberts shot ten girls, ages 6-13, killing five, before turning the gun on himself.

The response of the Amish community to this unspeakable tragedy stunned the nation and made headline news in the national and international media.  On the very day of the shooting, the grandfather of one of the murdered Amish girls was overheard warning some young relatives not to hate the killer.  “We must not think evil of this man,” he said.  Another Amish father noted, referring to Roberts, “He had a mother and a wife and a soul and now he’s standing before a just God.”  

A Roberts family spokesperson said an Amish neighbor comforted the Roberts family hours after the shooting and extended forgiveness to them.  Amish community members visited and comforted Roberts’ widow, Marie Roberts, his parents, and parents-in-law.  About 30 members of the Amish community attended Roberts’ funeral, and Marie Roberts was one of the few outsiders invited to the funeral of one of the victims.

In 2007, Jossey-Bass published Amish Grace:  How Forgiveness Transcended Tragedy, a book about the Nickel Mines School shooting and its aftermath by Donald Kraybill and two other scholars of Amish life.  In 2010, the Lifetime Movie Network premiered a television movie based on the book which broke network records with more than 4 million viewers, and went on to become the highest-rated and most-watched original movie in the history of the Network. 

Why was the response of the Amish community to this horrible event and its world-wide repercussions so unbelievable and so fascinating to so many?  My guess it’s because the notion that the families of the children who lost their lives, let alone a whole community, could extend forgiveness to the one responsible for it is simply incomprehensible.

Forgiveness may be incomprehensible in part because it contradicts our sense of justice.  Somehow we’ve been educated, acculturated, socialized or duped into believing that, when boundaries are violated, our only recourse is not justice but revenge; not accountability but retribution; not reconciliation but “settling the score.”  After all, doesn’t the Bible say, “An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth”?  And those bumper stickers on the back of gun-toting pickup trucks that announce to the world “I don’t get mad, I get even”?  They certainly don’t help. 

But forgiveness might also be incomprehensible simply because it seems to be one of the hardest, if not impossible, things to do.  Sometimes it just seems to ask more of us than we can give.

We live in a society based on laws which set certain boundaries for both personal and corporate behavior, and provide ways to hold people accountable for their actions.  We have a criminal justice system.  There are civil remedies available.   There are approaches like restorative justice that are concerned with healing victims' wounds, restoring offenders to law-abiding lives, and repairing harm done to interpersonal relationships.  We have processes like arbitration and mediation designed to settle disputes between aggrieved parties equitably if not amicably.  

But for people of biblical faith, for those who follow the one who, despite occasional outbursts of anger, refused to get even, forgiveness is the first, if not the only option.  If Jesus’ words have any credibility with us, if his death on a cross has any meaning for us, it’s not hard to see that God gives us the gift of forgiveness, and then calls upon us to give that gift to others.

There are good biblical and theological reasons that this is so, but also psychological, and they all seem related in one way or another.  Paul advises the Romans, “Don’t insist on getting even; that’s not for you to do,” and follows with a quote from the Hebrew Bible:  “‘I’ll do the judging,’ says God” (Rom. 12.19).   The psalmist affirms, “…as far as sunrise is from sunset, God has separated us from our sins” (103.12).  Then there’s the famous exchange between Peter and Jesus.  Peter asks, “Master, how many times do I forgive a brother or sister who hurts me?  Seven?”  and Jesus replies, “Seven!  Hardly!  Try seventy times seven” (Mt. 18.21-22). [Quotations from The Message:  The Bible in Contemporary Language]
Forgiveness is also a two-way street.  In his book, Wishful Thinking: A Theological ABC, Frederick Buechner says, “To forgive somebody is to say one way or another, ‘You have done something unspeakable, and by all rights I should call it quits between us…However…I refuse to let it stand between us…’  To accept forgiveness,” Buechner goes on to say, “means to admit that you’ve done something unspeakable that needs to be forgiven, and thus both parties must swallow the same thing:  their pride.”

I’ve always been bothered a little by the words of the Lord’s Prayer, “Forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors.”  It almost sounds as if God’s forgiveness of us is conditional upon our forgiving others.  But as Buechner goes on to say, “…forgiveness that’s conditional isn’t really forgiveness at all, just Fair Warning, and our unforgivingness is among those things about us which we need to have God forgive us most.”  

We were talking about this in the men’s support group last week, and one of the men put it this way:  “It seems to me that if I’m unwilling to forgive someone, then my pride or hard-heartedness or whatever it is blocks the channels through which I experience God’s forgiveness.”  That made a lot of sense to me.  It’s not that God won’t forgive me if I don’t forgive my neighbor.  As in so many other things, it’s my own choices and my own ego that frustrates God’s loving intentions for me, for my neighbor and for the world.

What forgiveness does and doesn’t do is important.  One thing that Donald Kraybill and his colleges point out in their book on the Nickel Mines School shootings is that “letting go of grudges” is a deeply rooted value in Amish faith and culture.  They go on to explain that the Amish willingness to forego vengeance doesn’t undo the tragedy or pardon the wrong, but does constitute a first step toward a future that is more hopeful.   

Ironically, in an open letter she wrote to her Amish neighbors thanking them for their forgiveness, grace and mercy, Marie Roberts, the widow of the Nickel Mines School murderer may have summed it up most succinctly.  She wrote, "Your love for our family has helped to provide the healing we so desperately need.  Gifts you've given have touched our hearts in a way no words can describe. Your compassion has reached beyond our family, beyond our community, and is changing our world, and for this we sincerely thank you."
Maybe changing our world is what forgiveness is all about.  

Amen.
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