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This publication is part of a series of catalogues published in 
the context of the exhibitions organized by the EESC.
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The EESC’s mission 
Committed to the building of Europe, the EESC contributes to strengthening the democratic legitimacy and 
effectiveness of the European Union by enabling civil society organisations from the Member States to express 
their views at European level. It fulfils three key missions:

•	 Advising	 the	 European	 Parliament,	 the	Council	 and	 the	 European	Commission	 so	 as	 to	 ensure	 that	 EU	
policies and legislation match economic, social and civic realities

•	 Building	a	more	participatory	EU,	closer	to	its	citizens

•	 Promoting	EU	values	and	civil	society	organizations	globally

In a historical and political context where wars are such a dramatic landmark and against the backdrop of the 
anniversary of the First World War, it is crucial to learn and teach to forgive. Without the genuine, profound and 
committed will to forgive, no peace can be definitive and stable. This is how we rebuilt Europe after the Second 
World War, but a more global peace is necessary as we cannot content ourselves with peace on our continent. 
The EESC has always stressed, particularly in its cooperation with civil society organisations in war-torn areas 
such, that only by forgiving is it possible to build something new where people can work together to build a 
new and peaceful society and, ultimately, a better life.

The	Forgiveness	Project	is	a	UK-based	charity	that	uses	storytelling	to	explore	how	forgiveness,	reconciliation	
and conflict resolution can have a positive impact on people’s lives, through the personal testimonies of both 
victims and perpetrators of crime and violence. Their aim is to provide tools facilitating conflict resolution and 
promoting behavioural change. Central to this work is the charity’s commitment to work with ex-offenders and 
victims of crime as a way of modelling a restorative process.

European Economic and Social Committee
Comité économique et social européen
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The biggest obstacle to the future is the past. Look around the world today and we see 
grievances being played out that go back centuries. Guilt, shame and trauma are often 

transmitted through generations by stories shaped by enemy images and hostile stereotypes.

Yet there is also a more universal and redemptive response to conflict based on a personal 
acknowledgment of a shared humanity, a recognition of “the other” as “human like myself”.

Such responses to a traumatic past transcend identity and are often used to communicate 
alternatives to violence, models of peacebuilding, and stories of forgiveness. A classic example 
is the common plight of trench soldiers in World War 1 – the universal identification with the 
suffering of other humans, and seeing soldiers as victims too.

Art, literature and true stories can all help to illustrate the redemptive quality of memories, 
and a culture of recognition and potential peace. Some of the stories in the exhibition show 
how dehumanization of “the other” can facilitate mass killing. However they also show how 
peacebuilding demands the reverse, a conscious humanization of the other – worldwide. We 
need to build peace narratives, to highlight redemptive narratives – to celebrate, for example, 
the Christmas truce in its hundredth anniversary year.

Marina Cantacuzino 

Forgiveness cuts public opinion down the middle like a guillotine. It is a word that inspires and affronts in equal 
measure. To some, it is weak and offensive, while to others it is a form of self-defiance, the only way to live with 
the past without being held captive by it. These stories show the highly personal, diverse and complex nature of 
forgiveness.

The F Word exhibition was created by The Forgiveness Project, an organization that uses personal stories to explore 
how concepts of reconciliation, conflict resolution and dialogue can be used to break cycles of violence and restore 
hope. As well as this exhibition, The Forgiveness Project holds events and workshops, provides speakers and online 
resources and runs restorative programs in order to stir ideas, stimulate discussion and provoke positive action.



2 Eva Kor – Poland
The day I forgave the Nazis, privately I forgave my parents whom I hated all my life for not having saved me from Auschwitz.

At the age of ten, twins Eva and Miriam Mozes were taken to Auschwitz where Nazi doctor, Josef Mengele used 
them for medical experiments. Both survived, but Miriam died in 1993 when she developed cancer of the blad-
der as a consequence of the experiments done to her as a child. Eva Kor has since spoken explicitly about her 
experiences at Auschwitz and founded The CANDLES Holocaust Museum in Indiana where she now lives. In 2003 
the museum was destroyed in an arson attack, believed to be by white supremacists.

Miriam and I were part of a group of children who were alive 
for	one	reason	only	–	to	be	used	as	human	guinea	pigs.	Be-
cause we were twins, we were used in a variety of experi-
ments. Three times a week we’d be placed naked in a room, 
for 6-8 hours, to be measured and studied. It was unbeliev-
ably demeaning.

On January 27th 1945, four days before my 11th	birthday,	Aus-
chwitz	was	 liberated	by	 the	Soviet	 army.	After	 9	months	 in	
refugee camps I returned to my village in Romania to find that 
no one from my family had survived.

Echoes	 from	Auschwitz	were	a	part	of	my	 life	but	 I	did	not	
speak publicly about my experiences until 1978 after the tel-
evision series The Holocaust was aired.

Then in 1993 I was invited to lecture to some doctors in 
Boston	and	asked	if	I	could	bring	a	Nazi	doctor	with	me.	I	re-
membered that I’d once been in a documentary that had also 
featured	a	Dr	Hans	Munch	from	Auschwitz.	 I	contacted	him	
in Germany and he said he would meet with me for a vide-
otaped interview to take to the conference. I was so scared 
but when I arrived at his home he treated me with the utmost 
respect.	I	asked	him	if	he	would	come	with	me	to	Auschwitz	
to sign a document at the ruins of the gas chambers. He said 
that he would love to do it.

In my desperate effort to find a meaningful “thank you” gift 
for Dr Munch I searched the stores, and my heart, for many 
months. Then the idea of a forgiveness letter came to my 
mind. I knew it would be a meaningful gift, but it became a 
gift	to	myself	as	well,	because	I	realized	I	was	NOT	a	hopeless,	
powerless victim. When I asked a friend to check my spelling, 
she	challenged	me	to	 forgive	Dr	Mengele	 too.	At	first	 I	was	
adamant that I could never forgive Dr Mengele but then I real-
ized I had the power now… the power to forgive. It was my 
right	to	use	it.	No	one	could	take	it	away.

On January 27 1995, on the 50th anniversary of the liberation 
of	Auschwitz,	 I	 stood	by	 the	 ruins	 of	 the	gas	 cham-

bers with my children and with Dr Munch and his 
children and grandchild. Dr Munch signed his 

document about the operation of the gas 
chambers while I read my document of 
forgiveness	and	 signed	 it.	As	 I	did	 that	 I	
felt a burden of pain was lifted from me; 
I was finally free.

The	 day	 I	 forgave	 the	 Nazis,	 privately	 I	
forgave my parents whom I hated all 

my life for not having saved me from 
Auschwitz.	 Children	 expect	 their	 parents	

to	protect	 them,	mine	couldn’t.	And	 then	 I	
forgave myself for hating my parents.

Forgiveness is really nothing more than an act of self-
healing and self-empowerment. I call it a miracle medicine. It 
is free, it works and has no side effects.

I believe with every fibre of my being that every human being 
has the right to live without the pain of the past. For most 
people there is a big obstacle to forgiveness because society 
expects revenge. It seems we need to honour our victims but 
I always wonder if my dead loved ones would want me to live 
with pain and anger until the end of my life. Some survivors 
do not want to let go of the pain. They call me a traitor and ac-
cuse me of talking in their name. I have never done this. For-
giveness is as personal as chemotherapy – I do it for myself.
www.candlesholocaustmuseum.org/

“

Forgiveness is really nothing 
more than an act of self-healing 
and self-empowerment.
I call it a miracle medicine.



Bud Welch – USA
I had to do something different, because what I was doing wasn't working.

In April 1995, Bud Welch’s 23-year-old daughter, Julie Marie, was killed in the bombing of the Murrah Federal 
Building in Oklahoma City along with 167 others. In the months after her death, Bud changed from supporting 
the death penalty for Timothy McVeigh and Terry Nichols to taking a public stand against it. In 2001 Timothy 
McVeigh was executed for his part in the bombing.
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Three days after the bombing, as I watched Tim McVeigh be-
ing led out of the courthouse, I hoped someone in a high 
building with a rifle would shoot him dead. I wanted him to 
fry. In fact, I’d have killed him myself if I’d had the chance.

Unable to deal with the pain of Julie’s death, I started self-
medicating with alcohol until eventually the hangovers were 
lasting all day. Then, on a cold day in January 1996, I came to 
the bombsight – as I did every day – and I looked across the 
wasteland	where	the	Murrah	Building	once	stood.	My	head	
was splitting from drinking the night before and I thought “I 
have to do something different, because what I’m doing isn’t 
working.”

For the next few weeks I started to reconcile things in my 
mind and finally concluded that it was revenge and hate that 
had killed Julie and the 167 others. Tim McVeigh and Terry 
Nichols	had	been	against	the	US	government	for	what	hap-
pened in Waco, Texas, in 1993 and seeing what they’d done 
with their vengeance, I knew I had to send mine in a different 
direction. Shortly afterwards I started speaking out against 
the death penalty.

I	also	remembered	that	just	after	the	bombing	I’d	seen	a	news	
report	on	Tim	McVeigh’s	father,	Bill.	He	was	shown	stooping	
over a flowerbed, and when he stood up I could see that he’d 
been physically bent over in pain. I recognized it because I 
was feeling that pain, too.

In December 1998, after Tim McVeigh had been sentenced 
to	death,	 I	 had	a	 chance	 to	meet	Bill	McVeigh	at	his	home	
near	Buffalo.	I	wanted	to	show	him	that	I	did	not	blame	him.	
His	youngest	daughter	also	wanted	to	meet	me,	and	after	Bill	
had showed me his garden, the three of us sat around the 
kitchen table. Up on the wall were family snapshots, including 
Tim’s graduation picture. They noticed that I kept looking up 
at it, so I felt compelled to say something. “God, what a good 
looking kid,” I said.

Earlier,	when	we’d	been	in	the	garden,	Bill	had	asked	me,	“Bud,	
are you able to cry?” I’d told him “I don’t usually have a prob-
lem crying.” His reply was, “I can’t cry, even though I’ve got a 
lot	to	cry	about.”	But	now,	sitting	at	the	kitchen	table	looking	
at Tim’s photo, a big tear rolled down his face. It was the love 
of a father for a son.

As	I	walked	away	from	the	house	I	realized	that	until	that	mo-
ment I had walked alone, but now a tremendous weight had 
lifted from my shoulders. I had found someone who was a 
bigger victim of the Oklahoma bombing than I was, because 
while I can speak in front of thousands of people and say 
wonderful	things	about	Julie,	if	Bill	McVeigh	meets	a	stranger	
he probably doesn’t even say he had a son.

About	a	year	before	the	execution	I	found	it	in	my	heart	to	for-
give Tim McVeigh. It was a release for me rather than for him.

Six months after the bombing a poll taken in Oklahoma City 
of victims’ families and survivors showed that 85% wanted 
the death penalty for Tim McVeigh. Six years later that figure 

had dropped to nearly half, and now most of those who 
supported his execution have come to believe it 

was a mistake. In other words, they didn’t feel 
any better after Tim McVeigh was taken 

from his cell and killed.“

About a year before the execution I found it 
in my heart to forgive Tim McVeigh. It was 
a release for me rather than for him.
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4 John Carter – England
I was proud of my crimes - they were me and showed people that I was a nasty, evil bastard who was not to be messed with.

John Carter got involved in crime at the age of 12. After eight years in prison he finally got to meet one of his 
victims at a restorative justice conference. He is currently working as a gardener and lives in Shropshire with 
his partner.

My	life	of	crime	started	at	an	early	age.	By	the	time	I	was	14,	I	
had	various	juvenile	convictions,	but	it	was	joining	a	Hell’s	An-
gel motorcycle gang that led me into more serious crime. For 
once I felt an overwhelming sense of belonging. It seemed to 
me that this way – of violence, theft and robbery – was the 
path to follow.

By	the	age	of	22	I	had	received	an	8-year	prison	sentence	for	
armed robbery. I escaped twice during that time which added 
several years to my sentence and meant that I ended up in 
solitary confinement at Dartmoor prison, becoming even 
more violent. It was during this period that I was assessed 
for psychiatric evaluation and eventually found myself at the 
therapeutic prison, Grendon Underwood.

At	Grendon	the	whole	unit	was	run	on	the	guidelines	of	group	
therapy. I did exceedingly well in therapy working on myself 
and ultimately helping others until eventually I was given the 
opportunity to have part of my sentence reduced. Instead of 
being happy about this, I suddenly found myself feeling anx-
ious. I questioned whether the work I’d done on myself would 
be enough to encourage me not to reoffend. Then a proba-
tion	officer	told	me	about	restorative	justice	–	a	process	that	
could help me understand empathy and compassion.

My probation officer then asked me “Which one of your vic-
tims do you believe will have suffered the most from your ac-
tions?” I remembered a pub brawl incident which I’d started 
and	where	I’d	injured	various	people	including	a	girl	of	18.	My	
actions on that evening resulted in her being scarred for life. 
My victim was tracked down and six years after the event, she 
agreed to meet me, along with her parents.

When I walked into the visiting room I noticed the young 
woman had a prominent six-inch scar on the side of her face. 
I could see she was full of rage. Her father was clenching his 
fists, her mother looked distraught. I was the first to speak, 
and for the first time I found I was able express exactly how 
I’d felt at the moment of the offence. It was the first time I felt 
the reality of the hurt that I’d caused, not only to her but to 
her family too.

She then took me through what had happened to her that 
night. She also spoke about how that event had affected her 
ever since. Towards the end of the meeting we all broke down 
and cried. I told her how remorseful I felt and then, after a brief 
pause, she said “I forgive you”. I hadn’t asked for this and cer-
tainly didn’t expect it but those words had a profound effect 
on me. They gave me the resolve to not steal and to certainly 
not	commit	violence	against	another	person	ever	again.	As	
for my victim the meeting with me allowed her to put a face 
to her fear and hopefully reassured her that it would never 
happen again.

This meeting completely restructured my whole life. I was 
released from prison in 1990 and set about building a life, a 
family	and	a	future.	And	yes,	there	have	been	difficult	times	
but despite these I have never returned to a life of crime. The 
adrenaline rush and excitement I craved as a young man is 
now satisfied by mountain biking and kayaking, and I can 

now forge meaningful and positive relationships with 
people who know nothing about my past. I feel the 

whole	 restorative	 justice	process	and	meeting	
my victim changed me forever. I now feel 

eternally grateful to my victim and hope 
that she has found the happiness in her 
life that I eventually found in mine.

 “

She said “I forgive you”. I hadn’t asked for this and 
certainly didn’t expect it but those words had a 
profound effect on me. They gave me the resolve to 
not steal and to certainly not commit violence against 
another person ever again.



5Ginn Fourie and Letlapa Mphahlele – South Africa
Vulnerable feelings when expressed to each other have the potential to establish lasting bonds.

In 1993 Lyndi Fourie was killed in the Heidelberg Tavern Massacre in Cape Town, aged 23. Nine years later, her 
mother, Ginn Fourie, heard a radio interview with the man who had ordered the attack. Letlapa Mphahlele, 
the former Director of Operations of the Azanian People’s Liberation Army (APLA), the military wing of the Pan 
Africanist Congress (PAC), was in Cape Town to promote his biography, Child of this Soil. Since then both have 
been working to further conciliation in South Africa through the Lyndi Fourie Foundation. Ginn and Letlapa also 
feature in a documentary, Beyond Forgiving.

Ginn Fourie
On the evening of 30th	December	1993,	a	hail	of	AK-47	gunfire	
ended our daughter’s life and dreams. Lyndi had no time to 
debate	why	the	PAC	wanted	white	people	to	suffer	as	
black people had suffered under apartheid, even 
though	she	had	often	wept	at	the	many	injus-
tices that black people had endured.

Within a week of the Heidelberg Mas-
sacre three young men were detained, 
and	in	November	1994	they	stood	trial.	I	
sat in the Supreme Court in Cape Town, 
looking at them in the dock: Humphrey 
Gqomfa, Vuyisile Madasi and Zola Ma-
bala.	As	I	did	so	I	was	confronted	by	my	
own feelings of anger and sadness, but 
somehow I could engender no hate. During 
the trial I sent a message to them via the inter-
preter that said “If they are guilty or feel guilty, I 
forgive them.” However, I was relieved when all three 
were convicted of murder and sent to prison for an average 
of 25 years each.

Many could not countenance my forgiveness for Lyndi’s kill-
ers, but as a Christian I cherished the memory of Christ for-
giving his murderers. Since then I have come to understand 
forgiveness as a process that involves the principled decision 
to	give	up	your	justifiable	right	to	revenge,	because	to	accept	
violation is a devaluation of the self.

At	 the	Truth	 and	 Reconciliation	 Commission	 (TRC)	 Hearing	
in October 1997, I learnt that Lyndi’s killers were likely to be 
granted	amnesty	and	I	did	not	oppose	this.	At	the	conclusion	
of the hearings the three young men asked to speak to me. 
They thanked me and said that they would take my message 
of forgiveness and hope to their communities and to their 
graves, whether they received amnesty or not.

Then, in October 2002, I turned on my car radio and heard 
an interview with Letlapa Mphahlele – the man who had 
masterminded the Heildelberg massacre. I knew he had been 
dodging the public prosecutor and had not applied for am-
nesty and so with a sense of anger and righteous indignation 
I took myself down to his book launch.

During the event I stood up and asked him whether he was 
trivialising the TRC process by not taking part in it. To my sur-
prise he responded in a very positive way. He said he could 
understand why people might think this, but that in his view 
the	TRC	had	trivialized	the	fact	that	APLA	were	fighting	a	just	
war.	And	why,	he	asked,	while	his	 soldiers	were	being	held	
in prison, had the apartheid defence forces been spared? I 
hadn’t thought of it like this before, and I welled up with tears. 
Then Letlapa came straight from the podium to where I was 
sitting and said “I’ll do anything if you’ll meet with me this 
week.” In that moment I saw remorse in his eyes. It would have 
been so much easier if he had been a monster with horns 
and a tail.

People	said	he	was	unapologetic,	but	I	soon	discovered	that	
for Letlapa saying “sorry” is too easy. He wants to build bridges 

between our communities to bring conciliation. That Oc-
tober he invited me to his homecoming ceremony 

and asked me to make a speech. It was here 
that I was able to apologize to his people 

for the shame and humiliation which my 
ancestors had brought on them through 
slavery, colonialism and apartheid.

I know his comrades’ bullets killed my 
daughter, and that terrible pain will al-
ways	be	with	me.	But	I	have	forgiven	the	

man who gave the command. I feel his 
humanity.

Letlapa Mphahlele
I am an atheist but I believe absolutely in reconcili-

ation,	meeting	soul	to	soul,	person	to	person.	As	human	
beings we have to face each other and mend relationships. 
Getting to know Ginn has been a profound and humbling 
experience for me. From our first meeting in 2002 all the 
charges against me had been withdrawn, but still I felt noth-
ing inside. It was only when people extended gifts of forgive-
ness that the roots of my heart were shaken and something 
was restored inside me.

Since meeting Ginn I’ve had to face the fact that people were 
killed because of my orders. I believed that terror had to be 
answered with terror, and I authorized high profile massacres 
on white civilians in the same way that our oppressors had 
done	to	us.	At	the	time	it	seemed	the	only	valid	response.	But	
where would it have ended? If my enemies had been canni-
bals, would I have eaten white flesh? If my enemies had raped 
black women, would I have raped white women?

I have changed since that time and I no longer believe you 
should meet violence with violence. I now think you can deal 
with oppression in a more creative way. I believe what Ginn 
says, that even if violence comes your way, you should ‘absorb 
it’.	And	that	is	not	the	coward’s	way;	it’s	extremely	difficult	to	
do. My mission now is to reach out to those who survived, be-
cause by meeting together we are able to restore each other’s 
humanity. 

Some people have decided not to forgive me for what I have 
done, and I understand that. It’s not easy to forgive, but to 
those who have forgiven I believe that this is how we start to 
rebuild our communities. This is an intense human mission. 
People	sometimes	ask	me	if	I	have	also	killed	people	myself,	
with my own hands. When I am asked this I never answer. 
Not	because	I	am	afraid	of	speaking	the	truth,	but	because	I	
believe that every foot soldier who killed at my command is 
less guilty than me, because I authorized the targets. I exoner-
ate those who pulled the trigger. It is I who should shoulder 
the blame.
www.lyndifouriefoundation.org.za
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6 Sammy Rangel – USA
I went into prison as a street punk and came out as a brutal leader with a killer mentality.

Sammy Rangel embraced violence at the age of 11, joining the Maniac Latin Disciples gang and spending long 
periods in prison. It wasn’t until a drug abuse program helped him rehabilitate that Sammy began to further his 
education and start working for a Safe Streets Outreach Program in Wisconsin. Today, he writes articles for Life 
After Hate and consults with law enforcement on addressing and curtailing gang behavior.

It started aged three when my sister and I were raped by my 
mother’s brother. I was also systematically and sadistically 
abused by my mother and stepfather throughout my child-
hood.	By	the	age	of	eight	I	tried	to	hang	myself	–	only	failing	
because the extension lead broke.

I	spent	most	of	my	early	teenage	years	on	the	street.	I	joined	a	
gang, started drinking and smoking cocaine, and having lots 
of sex. I was still 11 when I lost my first baby. The shit that 
had happened at home turned my heart really hard – to a 
level	where	I	didn’t	give	a	fuck.	At	17	I	went	to	prison	for	the	
first time.

I went into prison as a street punk and came out as a brutal 
leader with a killer mentality. I started walking the streets with 
both a gun and a shank. Seven months later I was back in for 

armed robbery and again immediately put in the seg-
regation hole.

The first small change happened when this 
man called George came to the hole to talk 

to me one day. He confused me by calling 
me “nephew” and saying he wanted to 
see me in his office. He asked me for my 
story	and	I	told	him	the	whole	thing.	Af-
terwards he said “I want to help you get 
out of this place.” I left knowing I’d been 

affected in some way. The meeting had 
left me feeling vulnerable.

It was on an intense drug rehabilitation pro-
gramme that I made my change. I had to talk 

about my life, and my mother, which unleashed a 
torrent of emotion. I cried so much my face looked as if it was 
covered in bruises. When a fellow inmate told me that I didn’t 
love my daughter because I hadn’t properly tried to find her, 
that hurt terribly because I knew it was the truth. In an instant 
I went from feeling self-pity to feeling remorse. In fact it was 
the first time I’d experienced empathy.

When I left prison I decided I needed to find forgiveness from 
my son and daughter, and also to forgive my mother and eve-
ryone else who had hurt me including her brother. I had cre-
ated myths as to why I couldn’t forgive my mother, the myth 
that she must accept my forgiveness, that she didn’t deserve 
it, and most of all that what she had done was unforgiveable. 
I realized now I needed to let go of these myths because as 
long as I tried to collect what my mother owed me I would 
never	move	forward	in	my	life.	And	so	in	the	end	forgiveness	
released me from the hate that was consuming me.

“
I realized now I needed
to let go of these myths 
because as long as I tried to 
collect what my mother owed 
me I would never move forward 
in my life. 



Camilla Carr and Jon James – England
I learnt from practicing martial arts that to overcome your opponent you should meet hardness with softness.

In April 1997, Camilla Carr and her boyfriend, Jon James, went to Chechnya to set up a rehabilitation centre for 
traumatized war-children. Three months later they were taken hostage by Chechnyan rebels. Their ordeal lasted 
14 months, during which Camilla was repeatedly raped by one of her jailers. Camilla and Jon have since written 
a memoir about their experiences, The Sky is Always There.
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Camilla Carr
Rape is a terrible violation of a human being. I will never for-
give the act, yet I can forgive the man who raped me; I can 
feel compassion for him because I understand the desperate 
place he was coming from.

That’s not to say I condone what our captors did to us, and if 
I met them now I’d want to ask all of them “Did you have any 
idea	how	much	you	were	harming	us?”	But	I	understand	the	
desperation that caused them to do the things they did.

As	soon	as	we	were	taken	hostage	we	decided	to	take	the	line	
of least resistance, because our four captors were so clearly 
traumatized by the war. If we’d shown anger they could have 
reacted with violence.

After	several	weeks	in	captivity	one	of	them	–	an	ignorant	and	
wounded	person	who	we	named	Paunch	–	took	the	oppor-
tunity to rape me. The only way I could get through this horror 
was by thinking to myself, “You can never touch the essence 
of me. My body is only part of who I am.”

He raped me many times, but mostly I was able to cling on 
to this detached state of being. He always did it when he was 
alone and I didn’t dare tell the other captors in case it gave 
them the idea of gang rape. This went on until I got herpes, 
which	gave	me	the	strength	to	say	no.	Paunch	asked	me	to	ex-
plain	why.	With	a	dictionary	I	shakily	pointed	out,	“No	sex,	no	
violence.”	I	couldn’t	take	any	more.	He	said	he	just	wanted	to	
be my friend! In his own way he was apologizing. He stopped 
raping me and instead he would talk about his dreams.

We were released in September 1998. Initially I seemed to be 
doing well. We were basking in the euphoria of freedom and 
love from our family and friends. Then two months later I col-
lapsed. I couldn’t stop crying and had no energy. This lasted 
a few weeks, but it wasn’t until 2001, when Jon and I moved 
to Wales, that I found the space and silence to let go and sur-
render to weakness and vulnerability. Only this way could my 
nervous system finally heal.

Some of our Chechnyan friends can’t understand 
how we can forgive. I tell them that I believe 
forgiveness begins with understanding, but 
you have to work through layers to obtain 
it. First you have to deal with anger, then 
with tears, and only once you reach the 
tears are you on the road to finding 
peace of mind.

Jon James
I	 had	a	horrible	 feeling	as	Paunch	 took	Camilla	next	door.	 I	
heard a few muffled words, then silence, and an awful wave 
of realization hit me. I felt sick. I was powerless to take any 
physical action since I was handcuffed to the heating pipes. 
The only tool available was prayer. I prayed that the invasion 
would be swift and painless.

Throughout our ordeal, I continued to hold back my emotion, 
as I had learned from practising martial arts that to overcome 
your opponent you should meet hardness with softness. 
Knowing	 this	 saved	my	 life.	 But	 in	my	 dreams	 I	 murdered	
Paunch	several	times.

We’d do yoga and Tai Chi every morning and survived by the 
skin of our teeth. I got punched around and there was a lot of 
mental torture, even a mock execution at one point when we 
were certain we would die.

After	our	release	we	needed	space.	We’d	been	stuck	together	
like glue for 14 months. We were both so used to support-
ing each other we had to learn to stand alone again. For a 
long time I experienced anxiety and a lot of physical pain. 
Like Camilla I’ve come to an understanding of where our cap-

tors,	and	where	her	violator,	were	coming	from.	Not	
many people in this world do stuff out of pure 

maliciousness.	But	 it’s	 taken	me	a	 long	time	
to get to a point where I can think about 

what happened without feeling a charge 
of negative energy.
www.camillacarr.org

“

I believe forgiveness begins 
with understanding, but you 
have to work through layers
to obtain it. 
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8 Jo Berry and Pat Magee – Northern Ireland
I'm beginning to realize that no matter which side of the conflict you're on, had we all lived each others’ lives, we could all 
have done what the other did.

When Sir Anthony Berry MP was killed in the IRA Brighton bombing during the 1984 Conservative Party Confer-
ence, his daughter Jo was thrown into a conflict she knew very little about. Since then she has visited Ireland 
many times and worked with victims and former combatants from all sides. In November 2000 she met Pat Ma-
gee, the former IRA activist responsible for her father’s death. Pat had been given multiple life sentences for the 
Brighton bombing but was released under the Good Friday Agreement in 1999. He has since been actively in-
volved in peace work, including supporting Jo in her work with Building Bridges for Peace, a charity she founded 
to promote peace and better understand the roots of violence.

Jo Berry
An	inner	shift	is	required	to	hear	the	story	of	the	enemy.	For	
me the question is always about whether I can let go of my 
need	to	blame	and	open	my	heart	enough	to	hear	Pat’s	story	
and understand his motivations. The truth is that sometimes 
I	 can	and	 sometimes	 I	 can’t.	 It’s	 a	 journey	and	 it’s	 a	 choice,	
which means it’s not all sorted and put away in a box.

It felt as if a part of me died in that bomb. I was totally out of 
my depth but somehow I held on to a small hope that some-
thing positive would come out of the trauma. So I went to 
Ireland and listened to the stories of many remarkable and 
courageous people who’d been caught up in the violence. For 
the first time I felt that my pain was being heard.

In those early years I probably used the word ‘forgiveness’ too 
liberally – I didn’t really understand it. When I used the word 
on television I was shocked to receive a death threat from a 
man who said I had betrayed both my father and my country.

Now	I	don’t	talk	about	forgiveness.	To	say	“I	forgive	you”	is	al-
most condescending. It locks you into an ‘us and them’ sce-
nario keeping me right and you wrong. That attitude won’t 
change	anything.	But	I	can	experience	empathy,	and	in	that	
moment	 there	 is	no	 judgement.	 Sometimes	when	 I’ve	met	
with	Pat,	 I’ve	had	such	a	clear	understanding	of	his	 life	 that	
there’s nothing to forgive.

I	wanted	to	meet	Pat	to	put	a	face	to	the	enemy	and	see	him	
as	a	real	human	being.	At	our	first	meeting	I	was	terrified,	but	
I wanted to acknowledge the courage it had taken him to 
meet me. We talked with an extraordinary intensity. I shared a 
lot	about	my	father,	while	Pat	told	me	some	of	his	story.

Over	the	years	of	getting	to	know	Pat,	I	feel	I’ve	been	recover-
ing some of the humanity I lost when that bomb went 
off.	Pat	is	also	on	a	journey	to	recover	his	human-
ity. I know that he sometimes finds it hard to 
live with the knowledge that he cares for the 
daughter of someone he killed through 
his terrorist actions.

Perhaps	 more	 than	 anything	 I’ve	 real-
ized that no matter which side of the 
conflict you’re on, had we all lived each 
others’ lives, we could all have done 
what the other did. In other words, had 
I come from a Republican background, I 
could easily have made the same choices 
Pat	made.

Pat Magee
Someday	I	may	be	able	to	forgive	myself.	Although	I	still	stand	
by my actions, I will always carry the burden that I harmed 
other	 human	 beings.	 But	 I’m	 not	 seeking	 forgiveness.	 If	 Jo	
could	 just	 understand	why	 someone	 like	me	 could	 get	 in-
volved in the armed struggle then something has been 
achieved. The point is that Jo set out with that intent in mind 
– she wanted to know why.

I decided to meet Jo because, apart from addressing a per-
sonal obligation, I felt obligated as a Republican to explain 
what led someone like me to participate in the action. I told 
her that I’d got involved in the armed struggle at the age of 
19, after witnessing how a small nationalist community were 
being	mistreated	by	the	British.	Those	people	had	to	respond.	
For 28 years I was active in the Republican Movement. Even in 
jail	I	was	still	a	volunteer.

Between	Jo	and	me	the	big	issue	is	the	use	of	violence.	I	can’t	
claim to have renounced violence, though I don’t believe I’m 
a violent person and have spoken out against it. I am 100% in 
favour of the peace process, but I am not a pacifist and I could 
never say to future generations, anywhere in the world, who 
felt	themselves	oppressed,	“Take	it,	just	lie	down	and	take	it.”

Jo told me that her daughter had said after one of our meet-
ings, “Does that mean that Grandad Tony can come back 
now?” It stuck with me, because of course nothing has fun-
damentally	changed.	No	matter	what	we	can	achieve	as	two	
human beings meeting after a terrible event, the loss remains 
and forgiveness can’t embrace that loss. The hope lies in the 
fact that we are prepared to carry on. The dialogue has con-
tinued.

It’s rare to meet someone as gracious and open as Jo. She’s 
come	a	long	way	in	her	journey	to	understanding;	in	

fact, she’s come more than half way to meet me. 
That’s a very humbling experience.

www.buildingbridgesforpeace.org“

The hope lies
in the fact that
we are prepared
to carry on. 



Samantha Lawler – USA 
Forgiveness is not about forgiving the act but forgiving the imperfections which are inherent in all of us.

Samantha Lawler’s mother was murdered by her father in 1999 at the family home in Ft Lauderdale, Florida. Her 
father admitted to strangling his wife, pleaded guilty to first-degree murder and rape and was sentenced to life 
in prison without parole. 13 years later Samantha visited her father in prison – an event which would change 
her life.
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When my sister and I were old enough, my mum decided she 
didn’t need to stay in an unhappy marriage any longer. We 
planned to leave after Christmas. Then one day I came home 
and	my	mum	was	 lying	 on	 the	 couch.	 A	 friend	 came	over	
and we stayed in my room for about an hour. When I came 
downstairs I noticed my mum was in exactly the same posi-
tion. I knew instantly then that something was terribly wrong. 
Rushing over to her I saw her face was covered in blue spots 
and it was obvious she was dead. When I saw her purse lying 
next to her, I realized it wasn’t a burglar who had done this – it 
was my dad.

For the next 13 years I didn’t have a good view of the world. 
My life was a muted, drunken blur. I was consumed by a po-
tent mix of grief and anger; grief that I’d lost my mum and 
anger with my dad for taking her away.

Finally, when I was 32, I took a three day personal develop-
ment workshop. What I took from that course was a strong 
feeling of empathy and compassion towards hu-
manity. I felt empowered and tried to practice 
what I’d learnt in my everyday life by calling 
up people from my past to set things right. 
As	I	made	a	list	of	all	the	people	I’d	turned	
my back on I finally came across my dad.

I immediately contacted the facility 
where he was incarcerated and found 
out they had been trying to get hold of 
me because my father was in a critical 
condition, quite literally on his death bed. 
And	so	in	October	2012	I	set	out	from	New	
York to Florida to visit him.

I was only given ten minutes with my father. He 
was unrecognizable, a shell of his former self. He’d had 
multiple strokes and his muscles had atrophied. He was 
breathing from a tube, couldn’t talk and was handcuffed to 
the	bed.	He	also	had	AIDS.	But	his	eyes	were	open	and	for	all	
those ten minutes he made eye contact with me.

I was overwhelmed. The shock and the appalling state he was 
in wiped the slate clean for me. I told him over and over how 
much	 I	 loved	him	and	 that	 I	 forgave	him.	And	 I	apologized	
for waiting so long to come to see him and to tell him this. I 
realized later that during that ten minutes there were no feel-
ings	of	hate	or	guilt,	or	right	and	wrong.	There	was	just	a	deep	
connection. When I left I felt this incredible weight drop away.

Forgiveness for me is absolute and final. There isn’t a day I 
wonder whether I have forgiven my father or not. I’ve come 
to believe that we all have good and bad in us; we’re all figur-
ing life out as best we can. When people make the wrong 
choices they are figuring it out too. Forgiveness is not about 
forgiving the act but forgiving the imperfections which are 
inherent in all of us.

“

Forgiveness is not about 
forgiving the act but forgiving 
the imperfections which are 
inherent in all of us.



10 Katy Hutchinson and Ryan Aldridge – Canada 
Part of being human is rolling up our sleeves and taking an active part in repairing harm.

On New Year’s Eve 1997, Katy Hutchison’s husband, Bob, was beaten to death while checking on a party being 
thrown by his neighbour’s son. In the small town of Squamish in British Columbia, a wall of silence soon grew 
up around the murder. It was four years before Ryan Aldridge admitted to having delivered the fatal blow. Ryan 
was convicted of manslaughter and sentenced to five years in prison. Katy later wrote the book, Walking After 
Midnight: One Woman’s Journey Through Murder, Justice, and Forgiveness. Ryan has since been released from 
prison. He is employed and happily married with one child. 

Less	 than	 an	 hour	 after	 Bob	 was	murdered,	 I	 stood	 in	 the	
emergency ward beside his body, overwhelmed by a sense 
of	peace,	knowing	that	wherever	Bob	was	now,	it	was	much	
safer	than	the	place	he	had	just	been.	Then	I	went	home	to	
tell my four-year-old twins, Emma and Sam, that their Daddy 
was dead. I looked into their eyes and knew that I could not 
allow their lives to become dominated by their father’s death.

As	for	the	rest	of	the	community,	the	code	of	silence	began	
that	night.	No	one	called	the	police,	no	one	spoke	out.	The	
murder was devastating, but the silence from so many com-
pounded the devastation. In the end I chose to leave my com-
munity and return to the community I had grown up in.

Eventually,	after	four	years,	Ryan	Aldridge	was	arrested.	Police	
officers showed Ryan a video I’d made for him urging him to 
dig down deep to find the words to say, “I did this”. Four years 
of silence, grief and fear then fell away as he fulfilled my wish 
and confessed to the crime. He then stunned police by ask-
ing	to	meet	me.	And	so,	less	than	24	hours	after	his	arrest,	 I	
found myself face-to-face with the man who had murdered 
my	husband.	As	he	sobbed	it	was	all	 I	could	do	not	to	hold	
him. Second to the day I gave birth it was probably the most 
human moment of my life.

Sometime into Ryan’s sentence I discovered an incredible or-
ganization called Community Justice Initiatives that was able 
to organize a Victim-Offender Reconciliation between Ryan 
and me. It took place in the prison and lasted most of the day. 
In that meeting I told Ryan that I had forgiven him.

I’ve been able to forgive Ryan because of the immense sym-
pathy I have for his mother. I understood her loss. We haven’t 
met but we write and I cherish her letters. Forgiveness isn’t 
easy,	but	I	feel	compelled	to	do	something	with	Bob’s	legacy.	
I want to tell my story to help change people’s perceptions, 
and where possible I want to do this with Ryan by my side. If 
Bob	can’t	make	further	contribution	to	society,	then	perhaps	
Ryan can. Whether victim or perpetrator, part of being human 
is rolling up our sleeves and taking an active part in repairing 
harm.

Emma and Sam supported my choice to forgive 
Ryan, but others have asked, “How could you?” 
The way I saw it, how could I not? My chil-
dren had lost their father and I did not 
want them to lose me in the process. If 
I had been consumed my hatred, anger 
and vengeance, what kind of mother 
would I be? Something happened when 
Bob	died	and	I	found	my	voice.	Forgive-
ness became an opportunity to create a 
new and hopeful beginning.

Looking back seventeen years I realize how 
dynamic the forgiveness experience has been. 
It changes shape; some days growing, others 
withering. It is heart work of the highest order.

Ryan Aldridge
Katy’s	 forgiveness	 is	 the	most	 incredible	 thing	 that	 anyone	
has ever given me. It changed my life.

I grew up in a small town. I was bullied as a child but even-
tually I started hanging around with a group whose lifestyle 
impressed	me.	For	the	first	time	I	felt	accepted.	By	the	age	of	
16 we were experimenting with drink and drugs and the par-
tying began. Unfortunately I started getting into trouble with 
the local police and was involved in three separate alcohol-
related car crashes.

On	New	Year’s	Eve	1997,	a	friend	was	throwing	a	party.	His	fa-
ther was away. There were over 150 guests, and with so much 
drugs and alcohol going around fights started breaking out. 
When a stranger came up the stairs and asked us all to leave, 
my friend hit him. He fell to the ground and I kicked him four 
times	in	the	head.	After	that	I	moved	on	to	another	party,	not	
knowing I’d made the worst mistake of my life.

Throughout the investigation the secret of my crime began to 
destroy me. I became depressed and introverted. I could well 
have committed suicide if I hadn’t, after four years, eventually 
broken my silence. My family was devastated.

Having admitted my guilt, I wanted to apologize face-to-face 
for what had happened. So, within an hour of being arrested, 
I	wrote	a	letter	to	Katy	and	her	children,	apologizing	for	what	
I’d	done.	I	also	asked	a	police	officer	if	I	could	meet	with	Katy.	
I’d	 read	 about	 Katy	 in	 the	 papers	 but	 never	 expected	 her	
forgiveness. If I put myself in her shoes, I think I would have 
hated the person who had done what I’d done to her.

The big question I still ask myself is, “Why did you do this?” 
And	I	still	can’t	find	an	answer.	Doing	time	is	easy	compared	
to	the	guilt	I’ll	have	to	live	with	for	the	rest	of	my	life.	But	with	
Katy’s	forgiveness	I	hope	that	perhaps,	one	day,	I’ll	be	able	to	
forgive myself.
www.katyhutchisonpresents.com “

With Katy’s 
forgiveness I hope 
that perhaps, one 
day, I’ll be able to 
forgive myself.



Gill Hicks – England
My commitment is to be on the journey of understanding, to understand why a 19-year-old man from the north of England 
would take his own life and want to take mine.

On July 7th, 2005, 52 people died and many more were severely injured and maimed by suicide bombers attack-
ing London’s transport system. On a Piccadilly line underground train, between Kings Cross and Russell Square 
stations, Australian-born Gill Hicks miraculously survived but lost both her legs in the explosion. In 2008 Gill’s 
memoir, One Unknown, was published.
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As	 I	 lay	waiting,	 trapped	 in	what	 resembled	a	 train	carriage	
but was now a blackened, smoke-filled, indescribable “room” 
of destruction and devastation, I was able to think. This pe-
riod of time, some 60 minutes, was to prove to be the most 
insightful and blessed gift that I have yet to receive, apart that 
is from the ultimate gift of a second chance at life.

Incredibly,	 I	 believe	 I	 was	 offered	 the	 choice	 of	 life.	 As	 the	
blood	poured	from	my	body	(despite	the	scarf	I	had	tied	on	
each	 leg	 as	 a	 tourniquet	 to	 stem	 the	 flow)	 there	were	 two	
voices holding a very powerful but conflicting conversation in 
my head – one “voice” willing me to hold on, the other “voice” 
was calling me softly, telling me that it was all right to let go. 
Both	sides	were	stating	their	case,	asking	me	to	choose	be-
tween life and death.

I wanted to survive and so I chose life. Once I made this deci-
sion the conversation ended. I wasn’t going to die in the car-
riage, not down there in that tunnel and not on that day.

Within an hour, help arrived by way of the emergency ser-
vices. Each person who “saved” me that day did so without 
knowing who I was. To them, it didn’t matter if I was rich or 
poor, black or white, female or male, Muslim or Jew, religious 
or not. What mattered to the police, the paramedics, the sur-
geons, the nurses and all who never gave up the effort to save 
my life was that I was a precious human being. I arrived at 
hospital labeled as “One Unknown” – an estimated female.

When I awoke I was euphoric to be alive and to have sur-
vived. I had promised myself that if I survived the bomb blast, 
I would honour the gift of life by doing all I could to give back, 
to make a greater contribution to the world and to live it to 
the fullest.

And	honouring	 life	 is	 to	 live	without	hatred,	 to	not	seek	 re-
venge or want violent retribution, to ensure that the cycle of 
conflict ends with me. I don’t see these actions or feelings as 
forgiveness, as I question if the suicide bomber would want 
my forgiveness - and he is dead, so we shall never know. My 
commitment	is	to	be	on	the	journey	to	understanding,	to	un-
derstand why a 19-year-old man from the north of England 
would take his own life and want to take mine.

I knew instinctively that the vow I made in the carriage to 
make a difference was exactly what I needed to do, so I left 
my career within architecture and design and created a not 
for	 profit	 business,	 called	Making	 a	 Difference	 for	 Peace	 or	
M.A.D.	Through	my	experience	and	the	sharing	of	my	story,	
my work has helped create an alternative narrative, that we 
are all interconnected and interdependent, each and every 
“one	unknown”,	it	is	not	“us”	and	“them”.	Building	a	sustainable	
peace is, I believe, our collective responsibility.

In	January	2013	I	gave	birth	to	a	beautiful	daughter,	Amelie.	
I would like to raise my child in a world whose people were 
empathetic and actively engaged in peace as part of their 
everyday. I would like to live and share in a world where the 
killing and maiming of innocent people is not a course of ac-
tion, is no longer a reality. I would like to live in a world whose 
people	were	M.A.D.
www.madminds.org

“

I would like to raise my child 
in a world whose people 
were empathetic and actively 
engaged in peace as part of 
their everyday.



12 Wilma Derksen – Canada
We knew that murder takes a life but we also knew that the aftermath of murder can be just as deadly.

In November 1984, Wilma and Cliff Derksen’s 13-year-old daughter, Candace, went missing on her way home 
from school in Winnipeg, Canada. It wasn’t until 22 years later that Mark Grant was charged with her murder 
and in 2011, after a five-week trial, sentenced to 25 years without parole. For the past three decades Wilma has 
influenced victims, offenders and her local community by writing and speaking on the subject of forgiveness.

For six and a half weeks we didn’t know what had happened 
to	Candace.	She	just	disappeared	into	thin	air.	But	everyone	
knows that when a 13-year-old girl goes missing then some-
thing is terribly wrong. Eventually Candace’s body was found 
in a shack not far from our home – her hands and feet had 
been tied.

The day her body was found all our friends came to visit 
bringing warm food with them. There was so much love in 
the house that it helped us get through. Then at around 10.30 
that evening, when most people had left, there was a knock 
on the door and this stranger stood there. He told us, “I’m the 
parent of a murdered child too.” For the next two hours he 
told us in vivid detail everything he’d lost. He’d even lost all 
memory of his daughter because now he could only think of 

the murder, the trauma and the hate that followed.

Cliff and I went to bed that night horrified by the 
graphic	picture	he’d	painted.	And	so	we	made	

a decision that night that we would re-
spond differently, and we chose the path 
of forgiveness. We determined to resist 
anything that would keep us in a state 
of emotional bondage, both for our sake 
and the sake of our other two children.

Little did I know that the word forgive-
ness would haunt me for the next 30 

years – prod me, guide me, heal me, label 
me, enlighten me, imprison me, free me 

and	in	the	end	define	me.	When	I	joined	Fam-
ily Survivors of Homicide I was quite forcibly told 

to forget about using the word forgiveness because they 
could only see the dangers of forgiving. In some ways that 
was good for me because, as a Mennonite, it made me lose 
the religious lingo and forced me to be more authentic.

At	 times	 it	 was	 incredibly	 tough.	 People	 said	 we	 couldn’t	
have loved Candace because we forgave. One woman said 
my stance was dangerous because I was promoting a soci-
ety	where	all	the	murderers	would	go	free.	Also,	because	the	
perpetrator hadn’t been found, some people were suspicious 
of	Cliff.	But	it’s	true	that	your	enemy	becomes	your	best	and	
most wonderful teacher because people’s reactions taught us 
who our friends really were.

Then, in 2007, everything changed when Mark Grant was 
charged with Candace’s murder. We’d come to grips with liv-
ing with the unknown and now we were right back at the 
beginning with all the old emotions of fear, anger and grief. 
When Mark Grant received 25 years without parole his sen-
tence seemed to match the gravity of the offence and we 
were	satisfied.	But	unfortunately	that	wasn’t	the	end	of	it	be-
cause since then the case has gone to appeal and is currently 
before Canada’s top court.

For me forgiving has been about turning what has happened 
to	us	 into	good.	Forgiveness	 is	not	 just	a	one	off	event,	nor	
does it mean you’re doing the same thing again and again. 
The issues of Candace’s murder present themselves differently 
every day. Forgiveness is a fresh, on-going, ever present posi-
tion of the mind which takes on many different forms. It’s a 
promise	of	what	we	want	to	do,	a	goal,	a	North	Star,	a	mantra.
www.wilmaderksen.com

“
Forgiveness is a fresh,
on-going, ever present
position of the mind which 
takes on many different forms. 



Robi Damelin – Israel
The first words that came out of my mouth were “do not take revenge in the name of my son”.

In March 2002 Robi Damelin’s son, David, was shot by a sniper whilst serving in the Israeli army. He was 28 
years old. Robi now works for The Parents Circle, a group of bereaved Israeli and Palestinian families supporting 
reconciliation and peace.
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“
I have travelled the 
world spreading 
the message of 
reconciliation, 
tolerance and peace.

When I was told that David had been killed, the first words 
that came out of my mouth were, “do not take revenge in the 
name of my son.”

David	was	a	student	at	Tel-Aviv	University	and	he	was	doing	
his	Masters	 in	Philosophy	of	Education.	When	he	was	called	
up to the reserves he came to talk to me. “What shall I do?” he 
asked, because he was in such a quandary. The problem is we 
look at the world as black and white, nobody sees the grey, 
nobody understands this kid who belonged to the peace 
movement and who was torn about where his duties lay.

But	then	he	went	and	I	was	filled	with	dread.

He	was	murdered	by	a	Palestinian	sniper	who	as	a	child	had	
seen his uncle killed very violently. So this man went on a 
path of revenge and unfortunately David was in the way, 
along with nine other people.

After	David	was	killed	I	was	beside	myself	with	
grief.	Because	I	ran	a	PR	office	in	Tel	Aviv	at	the	
time,	journalists	wanted	to	interview	me.	In	
retrospect, I can’t believe that I spoke out 
so strongly so early on – telling the Israe-
lis to get out of the occupied territories.

The	 Parents’	 Circle	 noticed	 what	 I	 was	
doing and its founder, Yitzhak Fran-
kenthal, whose son had been kidnapped 
and murdered by Hamas in 1994, got in 
touch. The organization soon became my 
lifeline. I saw then that I had a choice about 
what to do with my pain - to invest it in revenge 
or try to think creatively. Since then I have travelled 
the world spreading the message of reconciliation, toler-
ance and peace.

A	few	years	ago	there	came	another	knock	on	my	door.	This	
time the army told me they had caught the sniper and asked 
me if I wanted to go to his trial. I said no because what was 
the point? Would it bring back David if I felt good about the 
fact	 that	 this	man	was	 rotting	 in	 jail	 and	his	mother	 sitting	
alone without him? I don’t believe in revenge because what 
revenge	could	I	take	to	bring	David	back?	But	I	am	also	very	
reluctant to use the word forgiving. Does forgiving mean giv-
ing	up	your	right	to	justice?	Does	it	mean	that	what	they	did	
is	OK	or	that	they	can	do	it	again?	Or	do	you	forget?	I	simply	
don’t know.

But	in	the	end	I	wrote	a	letter	to	the	family	of	the	sniper	which	
was	 delivered	 for	me	by	 two	 Palestinian	 friends.	 For	 a	 very	
long time I heard nothing back but then two and a half years 
later	I	received	a	letter	through	Ma’an	–	the	Palestinian	News	
Service.	It	was	a	letter	filled	with	hate	and	justification	for	kill-
ing, telling me that my son was a murderer. The letter upset 
me terribly but the wisest words came from my other son, 
Eran: “Listen, mum”, he said “perhaps this is the beginning of a 
dialogue.” I also recognized through this process that I was no 
longer a victim because my life was not contingent on what 
this man did.

The pain doesn’t go away. You could take anything and every-
thing from me, if I could only see David one more time, once 
more talk to him. I still think of him all the time.
www.theparentscircle.com



14 Assaad Emile Chaftari – Lebanon
I would venture into the jaws of hell if my story could shift just one person's views and move them away from violence.

Assaad Emile Chaftari served as a senior intelligence official in the Christian militia during the Lebanese Civil War 
(1975-1990) and was responsible for many deaths. In 2000, he wrote a letter of apology to all his victims, which was 
then published in the national Lebanese press. Since then he has dedicated his life to peace building and promoting 
personal change.

I was educated in a Christian school and studied at a Chris-
tian university. My war against the Muslims began on the 13th 
March	 1975	 at	 the	 start	 of	 the	 Lebanese	 Civil	War.	 By	 now	
friends, teachers, and everyone around me, would describe 
Muslims as “dirty”, “poor”, “lazy”.

We believed Lebanon had been given by the French to the 
Christians and that we were the rightful inhabitants while the 
Muslims	were	invaders	and	traitors.	We	also	hated	the	Pales-
tinians, who by now had made Lebanon their headquarters, 
gaining support from the Muslim Lebanese in their fight 
against	Israel.	I	started	off	disliking	the	Muslims	and	Palestin-
ians, then I hated them, and eventually I was afraid of them 
and wanted only to destroy them.

When	 the	war	began	 I	 joined	 the	 telecommunications	unit	
in the Christian forces and later did an artillery course. I was 
responsible for many deaths whilst shelling the Muslim 
quarters	and	 it	was	very	easy	 for	me	 to	 justify	my	actions.	 I	
eventually became second-in-command of the Christian 
intelligence unit. My task was to decide the fate of all those 
rounded up at checkpoints – whether someone should be 
spared,	exchanged,	or	killed.	By	now	a	human	being	was	little	
more than a product to me. During all this time I still went to 
Sunday Mass and if I had anything to confess I would confess 
just	small	mistakes,	like	losing	my	temper.	I	never	confessed	to	
killing because I didn’t see it as a sin. I was a crusader.

By	1985	the	war	was	getting	us	nowhere	and	we	decided	to	
negotiate with our enemies. We signed an agreement that in 
principle put an end to the war. However, 15 days later there 
was a coup by our fellow Christians. The agreement disinte-
grated, many of us were killed and I fled from my home with 
my wife and baby son.

We were thrown into our enemy’s mouth and for the follow-
ing	six	years	we	had	to	live	close	to	the	Muslims	and	Palestin-
ians, protected by the Syrians who were by now our only al-
lies.	No	one	liked	the	situation	and	many	attempts	were	made	
on my life. My wife said she understood the hatred in the eyes 
of	the	Palestinians	because	now	she	knew	what	it	was	like	to	
be despised.

It was in 1988 that my wife attended her very first meeting 
held	by	the	Initiatives	of	Change	movement.	As	a	good	intel-
ligence officer I asked her what their hidden agenda was but 
she had no answer for me and invited me along to their next 
meeting	instead.	At	this	meeting	something	began	to	change	
in me. It happened when they asked me to look back over my 
life and all I saw was a path full of blood. Gradually I discov-
ered I was not the perfect guy I thought I was. I had so much 
to change on every level.

I was still involved in the war but two years later I was invited 
to my first dialogue meeting. I discovered many things at 
those meetings. I discovered Muslims had real names, they 
had families, dreams, and expectations and that if we did not 
have the same political opinion we could at least still respect 
each other.

In the year 2000, when my son was 13, I heard him repeat-
ing some very ugly words about Muslims. I said to myself “Do 
we really need another civil war for my son’s generation to 

discover	 that	 this	way	 of	 thinking	 is	 wrong?”	 And	 I	
realized then that nothing would ever change if 

people like me, who had discovered the truth, 
kept	 it	 to	 themselves.	 And	 so,	 some	 days	

later, I decided to write an open letter in 
the press to the Lebanese people, asking 
for their forgiveness.

Since then I’ve given my life over to 
working for peace, even if it means 
sometimes making great sacrifices. I 
would	venture	into	the	jaws	of	hell	if	my	

story	 could	 shift	 just	 one	 person’s	 views	
and move them away from violence.

www.iofc.org/iofc-international

“

Do we really need another civil 
war for my son’s generation 
to discover that this way of 
thinking is wrong?



Linda Biehl & Easy Nofemela – South Africa
I have come to believe passionately in restorative justice.

On August 25 1993, Amy Biehl, an American Fulbright scholar working in South Africa against apartheid, was 
beaten and stabbed to death in a black township near Cape Town. In 1998, the four youths convicted of her 
murder were granted amnesty by the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) after serving five years of 
their sentence – a decision that was supported by Amy’s parents. Easy Nofemela and Ntobeko Peni, two of the 
convicted men, now work for the Amy Biehl Foundation Trust in Cape Town, a charity that dedicates its work to 
putting up barriers against violence. Since Peter Biehl’s sudden death in 2002, Linda still regularly returns to 
Cape Town to carry on her work with the Foundation.
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“

I now passionately believe
that things will only change 
through dialogue.

Linda
When	we	heard	the	terrible	news	about	Amy	the	whole	fam-
ily was devastated, but at the same time we wanted to under-
stand the circumstances surrounding her death.

We took our strength in handling the situation directly from 
Amy.	She	was	intensely	involved	in	South	African	politics	and	
even though the violence leading up to free elections had 
caused her death, we didn’t want to say anything negative 
about	South	Africa’s	journey	to	democracy.	Therefore,	in	1998,	
when the four men convicted of her murder applied 
for	amnesty,	we	did	not	oppose	it.	At	the	amnesty	
hearing we shook hands with the families of 
the	perpetrators.	Peter	spoke	for	both	of	us	
when	 he	 quoted	 from	 an	 editorial	 Amy	
had written for the Cape Times: “the 
most important vehicle of reconciliation 
is open and honest dialogue,” he said. 
“We are here to reconcile a human life 
which was taken without an opportu-
nity for dialogue. When we are finished 
with this process we must move forward 
with linked arms.”

A	 year	 after	 Easy	 and	Ntobeko	were	 released	
from prison, an anthropologist who was inter-
viewing them sent us a message to say they’d like to 
meet with us. We wanted to meet them too. It wasn’t about 
pity or blame, but about understanding. We talked about 
their lives and our lives, but we didn’t ask about the past. We 
were all looking to the future.

I’ve grown fond of these young men. They’re like my own kids. 
It may sound strange, but I tend to think there’s a little bit of 
Amy’s	spirit	 in	 them.	Some	people	 think	we	are	supporting	
criminals, but the Foundation that we started in her name 
is all about preventing crime among youth. I have come to 
believe	passionately	in	restorative	justice.	It’s	what	Desmond	
Tutu calls “Ubuntu”: to choose to forgive rather than demand 
retribution, a belief that “my humanity is inextricably caught 
up in yours.”

I can’t look at myself as a victim – it diminishes me as a person. 
And	Easy	and	Ntobeko	don’t	 see	 themselves	as	killers.	They	
didn’t	set	out	to	kill	Amy	Biehl.	But	Easy	has	told	me	that	it’s	
one thing to reconcile what happened as a political activist, 
quite another to reconcile it in your heart.

Easy
When	 the	 anthropologist	 suggested	 bringing	 the	 Biehls	 to	
meet me my mind was racing. I’d grown up being taught 
never to trust a white person, and I didn’t know what to make 
of them. Yet I thought that if I could meet them face to face, 
then perhaps they might see that I was sorry.

The	next	day	Peter	came	to	Guguletu.	I	was	very	nervous,	but	
my first thought was to protect him because there was vio-
lence outside. I took him inside my home and told him about 

the	work	Ntobeko	and	me	were	doing	in	a	youth	club.	
He was very interested and said Linda would love 

to see what we were doing.

Later	we	became	involved	in	the	Amy	Biehl	
Foundation because they were having 
trouble in Guguletu where they ran a 
community	 baking	 project.	 Crime	 had	
become so bad in the township that 
drivers were getting shot at every day. 
We helped them by talking to the com-

munity.

Not	until	 I	met	Linda	and	Peter	Biehl	did	 I	
understand that white people are human be-

ings	 too.	 I	was	a	member	of	APLA	–	the	armed	
wing	of	the	PAC.	Our	slogan	was	‘one	settler,	one	bul-

let’. The first time I saw them on TV I hated them. I thought this 
was	the	strategy	of	the	whites,	to	come	to	South	Africa	to	call	
for	capital	punishment.	But	they	didn’t	even	mention	wanting	
to hang us. I was very confused. They seemed to understand 
that the youth of the townships had carried this crisis, this 
fight for liberation, on their shoulders.

At	first	 I	didn’t	want	to	go	to	the	TRC	to	give	my	testimony.	
I thought it was a sell-out, but then I read in the press that 
Linda	and	Peter	had	said	that	it	was	not	up	to	them	to	forgive:	
it	was	up	to	the	people	in	South	Africa	to	learn	to	forgive	each	
other. I decided to go and tell our story and show remorse. 
Amnesty	wasn’t	my	motivation.	 I	 just	wanted	to	ask	 for	 for-
giveness.	 I	wanted	to	say	in	front	of	Linda	and	Peter,	face	to	
face, “I am sorry, can you forgive me?” I wanted to be free in 
my mind and body. It must have been so painful for them to 
lose	their	daughter,	but	by	coming	to	South	Africa	–	not	to	
speak of recrimination, but to speak of the pain of our strug-
gle – they gave me back my freedom.

I am not a killer, I have never thought of myself as such, but 
I will never belong to a political organization again because 
such organizations dictate your thoughts and actions. I now 
passionately believe that things will only change through dia-
logue.	People	are	shocked	I	work	for	the	Amy	Biehl	Founda-
tion	Trust.	I	tell	them	that	I	work	here	because	Peter	and	Linda	
came	to	South	Africa	to	talk	about	forgiveness.



16 Arno Michaelis – USA 
Forgiveness is a sublime example of humanity that I explore at every opportunity, because it was the unconditional forgive-
ness I was given by people who I once claimed to hate that demonstrated the way from there to here.

From the age of 17, Arno Michaelis was deeply involved in the white power movement. He was a founding mem-
ber of what became the largest racist skinhead organization in the world, a Reverend of self-declared Racial 
Holy War, and lead singer of the race-metal band Centurion, selling over 20,000 CDS to racists round the world. 
Today he is a speaker, author of My Life After Hate, and works with Serve2Unite, an organization that engages 
young people of all backgrounds as peacemakers.

I grew up in an alcoholic household where emotional vio-
lence was the norm. I reacted to that by lashing out and 
hurting	people.	As	a	teenager	I	got	into	the	punk	rock	scene,	
which for a while was the ultimate outlet for my aggression. 
But,	 like	any	other	addiction,	my	 thrill	 seeking	needed	con-
stant cranking up, so when I encountered racist skinheads I 
knew I’d found something far more effective.

I truly believed white people were under threat of genocide at 
the hands of some shadowy Jewish conspiracy. It made total 
sense to me, probably because nothing else in my world was 
making sense. So I assumed an identity where all that mat-
tered was the colour of my skin. I remember one Thanksgiving 
dinner, when I was very vehemently and drunkenly spouting 
off	my	views,	my	mother	saying	to	me,	“Well,	Mr	Nazi,	did	you	
know that you’re one-sixteenth Indian?” That completely shut 
me up right there and then, but later that night I went back to 
my own house and continued to drink beer out of glass bot-
tles, until I broke a bottle and slit my wrist with it. That’s how 
convinced I was that my racial identity was all I had.

Once I’d stepped down this path, violence became a self-
fulfilling prophecy. The more violence and hatred I put into 
the world, the more the world gave it back to me, which of 
course only further validated all my paranoia and conspiracy 
theories. I radiated hostility, especially towards anyone with a 
darker complexion than mine and I had a swastika tattooed 
on the middle finger of my right hand. One time I was greeted 
by a black lady at a McDonald’s cash register with a smile, as 
warm and unconditional as the sun. When she noticed the 
swastika tattoo on my finger, she said: “You’re a better person 
than	that.	 I	know	that’s	not	who	you	are.”	Powerless	against	
such compassion, I fled from her steady smile and authentic 
presence, never to return to that McDonald’s again.

It wasn’t until I became a single parent at age 24 that I began 
to distance myself from the movement. It started to occur to 
me that if I didn’t change my ways then street violence would 
take me from my daughter, and once I began to distance my-
self from the constant reinforcement of violence and hatred. 
Suddenly it began to make much less sense to me.

Soon I got immersed in the rave scene, which couldn’t have 
been more different from the skinhead scene. While there 
was still a lot of drug use and irresponsible behaviour, there 
was also a lot of forgiveness. I was embraced and accepted 
by people who formerly I would have attacked on sight, and 
that	was	a	very	powerful	thing	for	me.	But	it	took	me	a	long	
time to work through my feelings of guilt and remorse for the 
harm I’d caused.

Once I quit drinking in 2004, I felt the need to really make a 
positive impact and speak out publicly against racism and ha-

tred. In 2007, I began writing a reflective memoir and 
co-founded	the	online	magazine	Life	After	Hate.	

I’ve come to realize that responding to ag-
gression with compassion is much, much 

more difficult than to respond to it with 
anger and violence.

Forgiveness is a sublime example of 
humanity that I explore at every oppor-
tunity, because it was the unconditional 
forgiveness I was given by people who I 

once claimed to hate that demonstrated 
for me the way from there to here.

www.mylifeafterhate.com
www.serve2unite.org

“

I’ve come to realize that
responding to aggression with 
compassion is much, much more 
difficult than to respond to it with 
anger and violence.



Marian Partington – England
Forgiveness began with murderous rage.

In 1973 Marian Partington’s younger sister, Lucy, disappeared from a Gloucester bus stop after visiting a friend. 
Twenty years later, in 1994, the gruesome discoveries at 25 Cromwell Street revealed that Lucy Partington had 
been a victim of serial killers Frederick and Rosemary West. Marian’s memoir If You Sit Very Still tells the story 
and explores the restoration of the human spirit, traumatic loss and brutality.
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As	soon	as	the	news	came	through	that	Lucy’s	body	had	been	
found at 25 Cromwell Street, I vowed to try and bring some-
thing positive out of this meaningless trauma.

But	 first	 I	 had	 to	 face	 the	 truth.	 Lucy	 had	 been	 abducted,	
gagged, raped, tortured and murdered, before she was be-
headed and dismembered. For a year after the discovery, her 
remains were needed as an exhibit for the defence. I felt an 
instinctive need to go to the mortuary in Cardiff to hold and 
wrap her bones. During that moving ceremony something 
shifted and I made a step towards peace.

In	 that	 same	year	 I	 also	began	 to	go	on	Chan	Buddhist	 re-
treats. It was at one of these that I made a vow to try and 
forgive the Wests. It seemed the most liberating, positive way 
forward. When I came home from the retreat I had an over-
whelming, involuntary, and profoundly physical experience of 
rage:	it	went…	Whoosh!	All	the	way	up	from	my	belly	to	my	
skull. I wanted to scream, pull my hair out, claw at the ground. 
So for me, forgiveness began with murderous rage. Until then 
I hadn’t thought of myself as a murderous person, but at that 
moment I too was capable of killing. In other words, I was not 
separate from the Wests.

At	 the	 committal	 trial,	 when	 I	 saw	 Rosemary	West	 sitting	
there, it was almost impossible to match her expressionless 
face with the endless graphic details of sexual depravities and 
brutality.	But	then	I	heard	her	voice	on	tape,	shouting,	swear-
ing and full of rage, and I began to have some insight into 
her mind. I later discovered she’d been sexually abused by her 
brother, then abducted from a bus stop and raped aged 17.

Her story seems to be about the impoverishment of a soul 
that	knew	no	other	way	to	live	than	through	terrible	cruelty.	A	
life deprived of truth, beauty or love. During my time working 
in	Bristol	prison	on	a	project	about	restorative	justice,	I	came	
to understand that most perpetrators have been victims of 
abuse in their childhood. Since then my work has been about 
connecting with Rosemary West’s humanity and refusing 
to go down the far easier and more predictable path of de-
monizing her.

I once met a mother whose daughter had been murdered. 
She gave me a phrase that I now have pinned to my door: 
“Forgiveness means giving up all hope of a better past.” 
Gradually, I have grown to face, accept and integrate the un-
resolved pain of the past.

Working towards forgiveness seems to be the most imagi-
native way of becoming free and offering freedom. It is only 
something you can line yourself up for; you can’t make it hap-
pen.	But	I	know	it’s	the	only	creative	way	forward,	because	it	
allows me to find a positive relationship with my own suffer-
ing which can be beneficial to others. In this way I can use my 
life to transform the cycle of violence. Sometimes I have expe-
rienced the sacredness of my own life and the inter-connect-
edness of all our lives. In this place forgiveness is spontaneous.

Some people have asked whether I feel I’m betraying Lucy 
by	doing	this	and	I	say,	“No,	absolutely	the	opposite:	I	feel	I’m	
honouring Lucy by lining myself up for forgiveness.”

“

Working towards forgiveness 
seems to be the most 
imaginative way of becoming 
free and offering freedom.



18 Mary Johnson and Oshea Israel – USA 
It was such a healing poem all about the commonality of pain and it showed me my destiny.

On February 12th 1993, Mary Johnson’s only son, 20-year-old Laramiun Byrd, was murdered. The perpetrator 
was 16-year-old Oshea Israel who received a 25-year sentence for second degree murder. Many years later Mary 
visited Oshea in prison and since his release in 2010 they have lived as neighbors in the Northside community of 
Minneapolis. Mary now dedicates her time to From Death to Life, an organization she founded that uses healing 
and reconciliation to end violence between families of victims and those who have caused harm.

Mary
I was at work when a caller rang to ask if my son had come 
home that night. She said she didn’t know if it was true but 
she’d heard that his body was at the morgue. I was so con-
fused	and	immediately	called	my	sister	who	called	the	Police	
department. When she called me back she said, “Mary, they 
said they’re coming to see you so it must be true.”

I must have fainted because when I came round my supervi-
sor was holding me. I don’t remember leaving the building or 
taking the short ride downtown, but by the time I arrived at 
my sister’s house they had identified the body.

Three days later I was told they’d picked up the 16-year-old 
boy who had taken Laramiun’s life. I believe hate set in then 
and there. Here was I, a Christian woman, full of hatred. In 
court I viewed Oshea as an animal and the only thing that 
kept me going was being able to give my victim impact state-
ment. I was inspired by my faith, and so I ended off by saying 
I’d	forgiven	Oshea	“because	the	Bible	tells	us	to	forgive.”	When	
Oshea’s mother gave her statement she asked us to forgive 
him, and I thought I had.

But	I	hadn’t	actually	forgiven.	The	root	of	bitterness	ran	deep,	
anger had set in and I hated everyone. I remained like this for 
years,	driving	many	people	away.	But	then,	one	day,	I	read	a	
poem that talked about two mothers – one mother whose 
child had been murdered and the other mother whose child 
was the murderer. It was such a healing poem all about the 
commonality of pain and it showed me my destiny. Suddenly 
I had this vision of creating an organization to support not 
only the mothers of murdered children but also the mothers 
of children who had taken a life. I knew then that I would nev-
er be able to deal with these mothers if I hadn’t truly forgiven 
Oshea. So I put in a request to the Department of Corrections 
to meet him.

Never	having	been	to	a	prison	before,	I	was	so	scared	when	
we	got	there	and	wanted	to	turn	back.	But	when	Oshea	came	
into the room I shook hands with him. I could see how 
sorry he was and at the end of the meeting, for the 
very first time, I was genuinely able to say that 
I forgave Oshea. He couldn’t believe how 
I could do this and he asked if he could 
hug me. When he left the room I bent 
over	saying	–	“I’ve	just	hugged	the	man	
who’d murdered my son”. Then, as I got 
up, I felt something rising from the soles 
of my feet and leaving me. From that day 
on I haven’t felt any hatred, animosity or 
anger. It was over.

In March 2010 we gave Oshea a welcome 
home party arranged by my organization and 
some Catholic nuns from the hood; even some 
ex-gang members from Chicago drove down to wit-
ness what was happening. When Oshea told me he wanted 
to share his story publicly with me so that he could help oth-
ers, I couldn’t believe he wanted to do this. He is my spiritual 
son. It’s not easy for us to stand next to each other, and share 
our story again and again, but I say to other mothers that talk-
ing and sharing your story is the road to healing.

Oshea
As	a	child	I	never	looked	at	myself	in	the	mirror	and	thought	
you’re going to grow up a murderer. That night things got out 
of hand. I was a 16-year-old at a grown up’s party. Laramiun 
was there with his people, I come in with my people and we 
started playing off our egos. I took it too far.

The court proceedings were a blur. I separated myself – it was 
just	my	physical	shell	going	through	the	motions.	For	years	I	
didn’t want to hold myself responsible for taking someone’s 
life over something so trivial and stupid. You blame everyone 
else because you don’t want to deal with the pain.

In prison I spent a lot of time in segregation and for a long 
time had a face on which looked like I didn’t care. Then one 
day I had a sort of epiphany and started to look at how I was 
living my life. I went through a real growth process. Luckily I 
had started changing and educating myself by the time Mary 
approached me. To call myself a man I had to look this lady in 
the eye and tell her what I had done. I needed to try and make 
amends. Whether she forgave me or not was not the point.

People	ask	if	I’ve	forgiven	myself	for	taking	Mary’s	son’s	life	and	
I think the process of forgiving myself has started but it’s not 
complete.	Knowing	Mary	has	made	me	more	humble,	made	
me approach things differently and not always expect the 
worst from a situation. I am more positive now because I have 
someone in my life who supports and believes in me even 
though I know Mary would prefer to be giving all that love 
and emotion to her son.

I have learnt that if you hold on to pain it grows and grows but 
if you forgive you start to starve that pain and it dies. Forgive-
ness is pretty much saying I give up holding on to that pain. 
Hurt people usually haven’t forgiven and have so much pain 
they end up causing even greater pain.
www.fromdeathtolife.us “

Talking and sharing 
your story is the 
road to healing.



19Shad Ali – England
At this point he raised his hands to me in the public gallery, put his hands up against the glass and with tears rolling down his 
face, asked for my forgiveness.

Shad Ali, an ex-social worker, is a British Pakistani who has lived and worked in Nottingham all his life. In July 
2008 he came to the rescue of two Pakistani women who were being racially abused by a passing pedestrian. Six 
years later Shad met his attacker at a face-to-face restorative justice meeting.
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One	warm	afternoon	 in	July	 I	was	cycling	through	Notting-
ham city centre when I heard a man being extremely aggres-
sive	towards	two	Pakistani	women	who	had	done	nothing	to	
provoke him. I tried to calm him down but this seemed to 
aggravate him even further, and so realising I was not making 
any progress, I made the fatal error of turning round and get-
ting back on my bike.

The next thing I remember was being punched with such 
force that I fell to the ground unconscious. Whilst I lay there 
the	man	started	stamping	and	kicking	my	face	repeatedly.	By	
the time I was taken to hospital I had brain fluid coming out 
of my nose and was in excruciating pain.

When eventually my assailant was arrested he pleaded not 
guilty. The first trial lasted a week and remarkably there was 
a	hung	 jury	but	when	we	went	back	 to	 court	 a	 few	weeks	
later this time the defendant realised the trial wasn’t going his 
way and knocking on the glass window he announced he’d 
decided	to	change	his	plea	to	guilty.	At	this	point	he	raised	
his hands to me in the public gallery, put his hands 
up against the glass and with tears rolling down 
his face, asked for my forgiveness.

Forgiveness for me began long before 
that. It began the day after the attack 
when I woke up in my hospital bed feel-
ing remarkably at peace, but surround-
ed by family and friends, who were 
all distraught – particularly my male 
friends	who	wanted	retribution.	But	hav-
ing been on the receiving end of violence 
I couldn’t conceive of inflicting similar pain 
on another human being and made quite 
sure they knew this wasn’t what I wanted.

Although	my	 attacker	 had	 been	 using	 foul,	 racist	 lan-
guage, I didn’t believe that his violent actions were racially 
motivated – he was so full of rage that I think he would have 
reacted in the same way if I had been white. I couldn’t help 
feeling that he was also a victim of some kind; something had 
happened in his life that had manifested itself in this horrific, 
violent outburst.

I received a huge amount of criticism and confusion from 
friends and family who didn’t understand why I wanted to 
forgive – especially from my wife who initially felt nothing but 
hatred towards this man. In spite of this, forgiving has really 
helped me move forward after the attack. It has been about 
me and has nothing to do with the man who attacked me. 
And	yet,	from	the	beginning,	I	wanted	more	than	anything	to	
meet my attacker.

After	years	of	persisting	with	my	request	to	meet	him,	I	was	
finally allowed to exchange letters with him, and I found out 
that he was full of remorse and wanted to meet me, too. I tried 
not to have any expectations of what this day would bring. 
Once we shook hands, we spontaneously hugged, which was 
totally unexpected, and I became very emotional and started 
crying.	By	the	end	of	the	restorative	justice	meeting,	it	felt	like	
we had become friends.

Restorative	 justice	 introduced	 an	 element	 of	 humanity	 into	
a situation which had dehumanised both the attacker and 
myself. The process may seem difficult, but I think victims and 
offenders can get so much out of it. The only way to resolve 
conflicts between people is to sit together, talk, and find a 
way to move forward.

“
The only way to resolve 
conflicts between people is to 
sit together, talk, and find a way 
to move forward.



20 Ghazi Briegeith & Rami Elhanan – Israel
If Ghazi and I can talk and stand together after paying the highest price possible, then anyone can.

Ghazi Briegeith, a Palestinian electrician living in Hebron, and Rami Elhanan, an Israeli graphic designer from 
Jerusalem, met through The Parents Circle – a group of bereaved families supporting reconciliation and peace. 
Ghazi’s brother was killed at a checkpoint in 2000. Rami’s 14-year-old daughter was the victim of a suicide 
bombing in Jerusalem in 1997.

Rami
I was on my way to the airport when my wife called and told 
me Smadar was missing. When something like this happens a 
cold hand grabs your heart. You rush between friends’ houses 
and hospitals, then eventually you find yourself in the morgue 
and you see a sight you’ll never forget for the rest of your life. 
From that moment you are a new person. Everything is dif-
ferent.

At	 first	 I	was	 tormented	with	 anger	 and	grief;	 I	wanted	 re-
venge,	to	get	even.	But	we	are	people	–	not	animals!	I	asked	
myself, “Will killing someone else release my pain?” Of course 
not. It was clear to my wife and I that the blame rests with 
the	occupation.	The	suicide	bomber	was	a	victim	just	like	my	
daughter, grown crazy out of anger and shame.

I don’t forgive and I don’t forget, but when this happened to 
my daughter I had to ask myself whether I’d contributed in 
any way. The answer was that I had – my people had, for rul-
ing,	dominating	and	oppressing	three-and-a-half	million	Pal-
estinians for 35 years. It is a sin and you pay for sins.

At	first	I	foolishly	thought	I	could	just	go	back	to	work	and	re-
sume my life, but the pain was unbearable. Then, a year later, 
I	met	Ytzhak	Frankenthal,	the	founder	of	the	Parents’	Circle.	He	
was wearing a “kippah” on his head, and immediately I ste-
reotyped	him	as	an	“Arab	eater”.	 Even	when	he	 told	me	his	
personal	story,	and	about	the	reconciliation	work	of	Parents’	
Circle, I was very cynical.

He	invited	me	to	a	meeting,	and	reluctantly	I	went	along,	just	
to take a look. I saw buses full of people, among them leg-
ends – parents who had lost kids in wars and who still wanted 
peace.	I	saw	an	Arab	lady	in	a	long	black	dress.	On	her	chest	
was	a	picture	of	a	six-year-old	kid.	A	singer	sang	 in	Hebrew	
and	Arabic,	and	suddenly	 I	was	hit	by	 lightening.	 I	can’t	ex-
plain it, but from that moment I had a reason to get up in the 
morning again.

Since	then	my	work	with	the	Parents’	Circle	has	become	the	
centre of my life, a sacred mission. If we – Ghazi and I – can 
talk and stand together after paying the highest 
price possible, then anyone can. There is a high 
wall between our two nations, a wall of hate 
and fear. Someone needs to put cracks in 
the wall in order for it to fall down.

Ghazi
You	need	a	ticket	to	belong	to	the	Parents’	Circle	–	the	ticket	is	
to have lost a member of your close family. This means Rami 
and I are brothers of pain.

My own brother was killed in 2000 at the beginning of the 
Intifada.	 I’d	been	with	him	 just	minutes	before	he	died.	As	 I	
was walking home I heard a shot. I found out later he’d been 
stopped and searched at the checkpoint. When he protested, 
the soldier shouted, “Shut your mouth, or I’ll shoot you, you 
son of a bitch,” to which my brother replied: “YOU son of a 
bitch!” So the soldier shot him. It was a machine gun in a kid’s 
hand. Sometimes the power makes them mad.

At	first	 I	was	completely	out	of	my	mind	–	crazy	with	grief.	
There should be no forgiveness for the killers of innocents, 
and yet even then I saw the soldier as a victim of the occu-
pation	 just	as	my	brother	was,	 just	as	 I	am	still.	But	 forgive-
ness is a very personal thing. Even if I choose to forgive the 
person who killed my brother, I can’t force my brother’s kids 
to	forgive.	But	I	can	show	them	that	far	more	valuable	than	a	
violent response, is opening your heart to reconciliation and 
peace. I can show them that opening a new page is their only 
hope of living a better life than ours.

The	Palestinians	have	nothing	left	to	lose,	so	the	Israelis	must	
realise that they are destroying their own nation by causing 
so much suffering. You don’t need to love each other to build 
a bridge between the two nations: you need respect. If I can 
stand with my Jewish brother Rami, respecting him as he re-
spects me, then there is hope.

“

You don’t need to 
love each other 
to build a bridge 
between the two 
nations: you need 
respect.



21Mary Blewitt – Rwanda
Genocide is beyond forgiveness.

In 1994, in just one hundred days, a million people were killed in Rwanda as the world stood by and did nothing. 
Mary Kayitesi Blewitt, a Rwandan, had left the country some years prior to the genocide. On hearing of the kill-
ings, she tried to return home, but all the borders were closed. When the killing was finally over, she journeyed 
straight to her home village to discover that more than 50 of her family had been slaughtered. Mary, who now 
lives in England, founded The Survivor’s Fund to aid, assist and support survivors of the Rwandan genocide. 
Mary has also written a book: You Alone May Live.

{ Culture } expo

I	was	born	in	1963	in	a	refugee	camp	in	Burundi.	My	parents	
had fled Rwanda in 1959, during the revolution in which over 
200,000 Tutsis were murdered – foreshadowing the genocide 
that was to come. 

Ironically, in the months before the 1994 genocide, there was 
a great deal of optimism among Rwandans as a new peace 
agreement was about to be signed. Little did we know that 
all the while the government was planning the killing lists.

I got wind that something was going to happen and rushed 
to	 the	border	with	Kenya.	 I	managed	 to	 contact	my	broth-
er and told him to get out, but like so many Rwandans he 
thought nothing would happen. He died in the second week 
of the genocide.

When, three months later, it was safe to go back, I walked 
around	the	streets	of	Kigali	asking	 for	names.	No	one	knew	
where anyone was. Then, slowly, the whole terrible 
story started to unfold. In my village 50 family 
members had been slaughtered, then thrown 
into a mass grave. 

Of my family, only my niece survived. Mi-
raculously, she escaped death and man-
aged to clamber out of the mass grave. 
She ran to some Hutu friends for help. 
Two of the boys went to the grave, fin-
ished off any survivors, then came back 
to rape her. Later, when I went to the vil-
lage to put up a memorial for the 200 killed 
there, their mother denied they had been 
involved. She said she felt sorry for me and 
hugged me, but I didn’t think she was genuine. If 
you’re really sorry you say, “Yes, my sons did this.”

I stayed eight months in Rwanda and began to despair. There 
was so much money for aid, but the agencies spent it all on 
supporting refugees – many of whom were killers. I started 
my own organisation to make sure that survivors had support 
and that their voices would be heard.

What happened in Rwanda was not a tribal issue, but a 
humanitarian	 one.	 Any	 country	 in	 the	 world	 is	 capable	 of	
genocide. Survivors say they’ve forgiven, but many don’t un-
derstand the word. The world is obsessed with moving on, 
but there’s no closure for a victim of such atrocity. Without 
dialogue, accountability or apology you can’t move on. It’s 
exhausting. Genocide is beyond forgiveness.

I met a woman who, after watching her husband and son 
being killed, was raped alongside one of her daughters. Her 
other daughters were killed at roadblocks. She was on the run 
for 100 days, meeting different people on the way, and was 
repeatedly raped. Finally she went mad and ended up in a 
mental	hospital	where	she	discovered	she	had	AIDS.	Now,	if	
there was one person who had done all this and that person 
was	found	and	apologised,	perhaps	you	could	forgive.	But	if	
there are hundreds who have hurt you, how can you forgive?

You	can’t	heal	without	feeling	justice	has	been	done.	The	per-
petrators languish in prison and see themselves as innocent 
because they haven’t been tried. It’s a dangerous situation, 
because if nothing is done for the first generation of survivors, 
then the second generation will shoulder the burdens and 
become more extremist.

As	 for	me,	 I’m	not	 a	 victim.	 I	 have	no	 right	 to	grieve	when	
so	many	lost	their	lives	in	cold	blood.	But	only	now,	after	so	
many years, can I close my eyes and feel the pain.

“
Without dialogue, accountability 
or apology you can’t move on. 
It’s exhausting. Genocide is 
beyond forgiveness.
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