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INTRODUCTION HONORING THE PAST, HEALING THE SOUL


CHOOSE LIFE GOES A POPULAR saying, expressing a sentiment that is undeniably noble and good. Yet in fact, we have little choice in the matter. For life is a gift—one that chooses us. Our decision is in what we do with that life, with how we endeavor to lead it—with how tenaciously, and wisely, we defend it; with how well we cope with its tragedies and hardships.

In the course of researching this book, I listened to countless personal narratives, many of them either heartrending or shocking, a fair number of them inspirational. Perhaps the most powerful was the story shared with me by a poor peasant woman from a tiny village in Peru.

She was snatched from her home for no apparent reason. Then she was shot in the back of the head at point-blank range and tossed into a river and left for dead. Somehow she survived. And she managed to get on with her life.

Her ordeal (and I will tell her story in more detail later) was unimaginably horrific—infinitely more so than anything most of us are ever likely to go through. Yet, in a sense, her challenge is one we have all faced—albeit on a markedly lesser scale. For we have all been unjustly harmed. And somehow we manage to deal with it.

Much of living, as we all learn, is about dealing with pain caused by others, about accepting the pain or getting past it, about reconciling with—or trying to move beyond the reach of—those who caused it. The child eventually accepts the loss of a parent; a parent even accepts the loss of a child. And in time a people, individually and collectively, fashion lives no longer quite so focused on the horrors of apartheid, the genocide of Rwanda, the hell of the Holocaust, the mass murder of Armenians, or the devastation of September 11.

Yet to deal with pain or trauma, to “get over it,” is not the same as being free of it. An abusive lover may get so deep under your skin that you find it nearly impossible to let go. An unforeseen tragedy may so shake your faith that years later you curse the capriciousness of fate. Or question the goodness of God. Injuries take on a life of their own. So even when the wound seems all but healed, the pain and the memories linger—sometimes for days, sometimes for months, sometimes for generations.

Psychologist Robert Enright found that nearly half of a group of over two hundred seven-year-olds he worked with in Northern Ireland were clinically depressed. The reason, he speculated, had a lot to do with the centuries of suffering the people of Northern Ireland have endured. Somehow the parents transmitted their trauma to their children. “When husbands and wives marry,” observed Enright, “they bring what they learned from their mom and dad.… They bring in the wounds of the earlier generation, which also brought in the wounds of the earlier generation.” At a 1997 conference on Northern Ireland at Georgetown University, political scientist Paul Arthur made much the same point. “This sense of memory, I think, has been one of our deadliest problems.”

This is a book about memory and a book about wounds. About the honoring of one; about the healing of the other. It is about the complex—sometimes insidious—relationship between the two; and about the movement—actually many movements—flowering at the intersection. It is about memory recovered and memory denied, about making amends and also excuses; and about the search for relief from wounds that won’t heal unless swaddled in the gift of forgiveness.

This is not to say that forgiveness and reconciliation are always possible. Brutes, bullies, and people beyond redemption will always have a place in the world. Rogue states are, by definition, beyond civilized constraints. And at times they must be met with something significantly more compelling than an understanding heart. The need for justice, the call to war, the hunger for revenge: all are as old as mankind, and no less enduring.

As I write this, American troops are in Iraq. A proposal for a truth-and-reconciliation commission is on the table, but no one expects one to be formed anytime soon. Not even the strongest proponents of national reconciliation believe a commission alone could heal the wounds—both new and old—from which that country suffers. Yet only a simpleton would suggest that Iraq’s future can be divorced from the memory of its past or that its wounds can be left untended without consequence.

Upon accepting the Nobel Prize for literature in 1980 Czeslaw Milosz declared, “It is possible that there is no other memory than the memory of wounds.” Surely no other memories are more powerful, more corrosive, or more enduring. And lately those memories have sent a new generation in unlikely directions. They have impelled crime victims from Austin to Australia to commune with perpetrators, spawned truth commissions around the world, and sired a branch of psychology anchored in the conviction that forgiveness is the key to inner peace—and man’s best hope for ending trauma that has lasted for generations.

In the following pages, we will focus less on the deadly consequences of memory than on its converse: the harm that comes from not giving memory its due. We will meet people from South Africa, to East Timor, to Greensboro, North Carolina, who see sifting through painful memories—exposing ugliness to light—as a sacred duty and as the key to their people’s salvation. Herein also are parables of forgiveness and reconciliation; stories of extraordinary individuals who have learned a powerful lesson: that moving from trauma to recovery, from tragedy to renewal, sometimes means reaching out to those you have every right to hate.

There are those people—the few, the special—who come to such attitudes and behavior naturally. They seem to float through the world, free of rancor, on a cloud of charity and goodwill. When I asked John Lewis, the congressman from Georgia, how—in his life as a grassroots civil rights leader—he had avoided anger while being beaten, repeatedly, by cops in the Jim Crow South, he answered like the seminary graduate he is: “If you believe there is a spark of the divine in every human being… you cannot get to the point where you hate that person, or despise that person… even if that person beats you.… You have to have the capacity, the ability to forgive.”

Few of us glimpse the divine in bullwhip-wielding bullies. Or see much point in forgiving sadism—even if sanctioned by the state. But what if the spirit of mercy can be taught—or at least actively nurtured? Are there any benefits other than knowing that God has touched one’s soul? Richard Nethercut’s experience argues that there can be, not just for the world—which can only gain if vindictiveness wanes—but also for the victimized individual seeking peace.

A thin, angular man in his seventies with dark, mostly receded hair and a gentle, earnest manner, Nethercut spends much of his time these days working with prisoners. It was a path he could not have foreseen while growing up in Wisconsin during the 1930s. After serving two years in the army during World War II, he earned a master’s degree from the Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy at Tufts University, and eventually ended up in Hong Kong, as a foreign service officer. In Shanghai in 1960, Nethercut and his wife, Lorraine, adopted a two-year-old girl of Russian descent.

Eight years later, Nethercut was assigned to the State Department’s Washington headquarters. Their daughter, Eugenia—or Jaina, as they called her—had trouble adjusting to America. Nonetheless, she made it through high school and decided to go to Washington State University. But instead of focusing on her studies, Jaina began hanging out with a sleazy crowd. And in January 1978, she ended up in a welfare hotel in Seattle, apparently looking for marijuana.

She went to the room of a man she reportedly had met the previous night. The man, stoned out of his head, attacked her. She struggled. She managed to get out of the door; but she was dragged back in, raped, and strangled with a pair of stockings. It was Martin Luther King Jr.’s birthday. Jaina was nineteen years old.

The news left Nethercut angry, shocked, and struggling with feelings of powerlessness. He also felt a great deal of guilt. For Jaina’s move out west seemed, at least in part, an attempt to distance herself from her family. She wasn’t even using the family name, which, for Nethercut, was a source of shame.

Police captured the assailant immediately. And though Nethercut couldn’t bear to go to the trial, he was happy the man was sentenced to life in prison. Still, Nethercut was unable to put the tragedy behind him. He was depressed, and his State Department career seemed stalled. Though only in his midfifties, he took early retirement two years after Jaina’s death and moved to Concord, his wife’s hometown, the place where his daughter was buried.

Shortly after the move, Nethercut felt an inexplicable desire to contact the man who had murdered his daughter. He wrote to the chaplain at the Washington State Penitentiary in Walla Walla, Washington. Weeks later the chaplain called as the murderer waited to get on the line. The conversation lasted roughly ten minutes. Nethercut scarcely remembers what was said. He does recall that the conversation was awkward. “We both danced around the issue. We were quite polite with each other. I wanted to learn more and I didn’t learn more.… I couldn’t understand what had happened.” The man expressed regret and yet never acknowledged his crime, and certainly didn’t provide the explanation and apology Nethercut so desperately craved. Nevertheless, Nethercut muttered words—insincere though they were—of forgiveness.

The men exchanged Christmas cards a few times; but there was no real relationship to maintain—and no release from the confusion and impotence Nethercut felt. For years, he bottled up his emotions: “I kept my daughter’s death to myself. I suppressed it. I didn’t go through an authentic grieving process.” He blamed himself for being a bad father and wallowed in anger and guilt. Finally, he got psychiatric help for his depression; and he got more involved in the activities of his Congregationalist church.

At a religious retreat in 1986 Nethercut had an encounter that radically changed his life. A Catholic bishop suggested that he become part of a prison Bible fellowship program. The idea strongly appealed to Nethercut, who was searching for a way to fill “the hole in my soul… I really wanted to do something positive.” Several years later, he got involved in the Alternatives to Violence Program, a two-and-a-half-day immersion experience that brings together prisoners and outsiders to role-play, confess, confide, empathize, and explore ideas about the causes—and cures—for violence. In one of those sessions Nethercut got a chance to role-play the part of the man who had murdered Jaina.

In the exercise, he went before the pretend parole board to make his case for freedom; and for the first time, he felt he understood some part of the man who had killed his daughter. It was unexpectedly empowering.

In 2001, at a national conference of the Alternatives to Violence Program, Nethercut met another man who had murdered a woman. That man, who was no longer in prison, had reached out to the family of the women he had killed; and the family had refused his apology. As the killer and Nethercut talked of their respective experiences, they realized they could help each other. Shortly thereafter they went through a ceremony with a victim-offender mediator. His new friend apologized for the murder and Nethercut accepted. The ritual served its purpose: “I no longer feel the need to hear directly from the man himself.”

Nethercut’s life has come to revolve around his volunteer work in prison—and in promoting prison reform and nonviolence. It is his way of honoring his daughter, of “giving a gift of significance to my daughter’s life.” He sees in many of the young prisoners and ex-offenders something of his daughter. “They are angry, alienated, at the same time… looking for love, acceptance.” And he has come to realize, he says, voicing John Lewis’s precise words, that everyone has “a spark of the divine.”

Thoughts of the murderer—given parole after seventeen years despite his life sentence—no longer torment Nethercut, who has finally and totally forgiven the man. “Forgiveness is something you do for yourself,” said Nethercut. “It releases you from a prison of your own making. You forgive the individual and move on.… Reconciliation is a step further.… That takes both sides.”

Nethercut feels that he is a man transformed, and he is no longer depressed. “I feel more whole, more kind of at peace.” Through his work, his faith, determination, and grace, he has turned a tragedy in his past into something about which he feels unequivocally positive.

Nethercut is a very unusual man, one whose spirituality paved the way for his particular journey. But, increasingly, psychologists such as Robert Enright argue that the process of forgiveness can be and should be taught, that it can lead one out of the desert of resentment and rage, that it can be a key to coping with the pain of traumas nursed for years or even generations. I will explore that notion shortly. But let us begin with an idea more modest, yet still grand: that goodwill and confession—acknowledging the sins of the past—can heal a wounded soul, even a wounded nation. That was a large part of the theory behind South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission. The TRC fueled the dream that, by going through a process combining acknowledgment and absolution, a country sundered by years of separatism and violence could move toward genuine reconciliation.

Like countless others who have spent time in South Africa, I was captivated by the dream. The dream’s essence was captured by a poster hanging in a tenth-floor hearing room of the Cape Town headquarters of the TRC. Don’t Let Our Nightmares Become Our Children’s read the yellow letters on a black background. Let’s speak out to each other by telling the truth, by telling the stories of the past, so that we can walk the road to reconciliation together implored smaller white characters beneath.

The commission called on apartheid-era perpetrators of every political stripe to confess their sins in exchange for amnesty from prosecution. Victims also were urged to tell their stories. In return they presumably would find release, closure, and if Parliament cooperated, some modest financial reparation.

By at least one standard the hearings were an astounding success. They exposed some of the deepest secrets of the apartheid state—things whispered about, long suspected, but never before openly admitted. Assassinations, bombings, massacres, mutilation—all were dutifully confessed, along with schemes as bizarre as anything dreamed up by Hitler’s henchmen. A covert chemical-biological warfare program contemplated mass sterilization of the black majority through secretly administered drugs. Another scheme envisioned flooding black townships with lethal microorganisms and hallucinogens. Yet others called for applying deadly poison to clothing worn by student activists and contaminating drinking water with noxious bacteria. The hearings revealed numerous such mad plots. They also created moments of high human drama. At times victim and perpetrator weepingly embraced, bringing tears to the eyes of those in the audience—moving even some of the most cynical to marvel at the human capacity for empathy and conciliation.

Nobel Peace Prize winner and Anglican Archbishop Desmond Tutu chaired the TRC. Along with a Newsweek colleague, Marcus Mabry, I interviewed him in his Cape Town office in 1998. The chemical warfare revelations were very much in the news. But it was clear even then that, in some quarters, the TRC was shaping up as something of a disappointment. Victims and victim advocates were already complaining about the lack of reparations and about their inability, in many cases, to get to the truth. Many perpetrators, they said, were lying; and TRC investigators simply didn’t have the resources to verify more than a fraction of what they were told. Over the years, those complaints would grow louder.

Tutu acknowledged the imbalance in a process that almost immediately awarded amnesty to perpetrators but made victims wait indefinitely. Only after the wheels of Parliament’s bureaucracy had turned would they know whether they would get any compensation. Still, Tutu seemed almost giddy with delight as he described a recent visit to a church.

“It’s a very fashionable church in the Afrikaans community,” he said. “And I preached and made reference to what we had heard from the chemical and biological warfare programs.… One of the six ministers of that church then came up into the pulpit where I was standing and he was in tears because he said he had been an ordained minister for over thirty years and also been chaplain of the defense force and he had not known about these things. What he really wanted to say was ‘Can you forgive us?’… And as I was sitting down, the congregation gave me a standing ovation. And a few of them also were crying.”

Tutu clearly saw the moment as a breakthrough for that group of whites. A dam of psychological innocence had come tumbling down. No longer could they say their hands were totally clean; for the system they had believed in, the leaders they had supported, had shed too much innocent blood.

He talked at length about the contortions people went through to avoid facing the truth. “If a revelation is made about how ghastly you are, or how ghastly the policy has been, which you supported, and which your church said you should support, which basically the whole structures of society was saying, ‘These are the policies to support, and we have provided you with considerable privilege… in accordance with God’s will’… and then suddenly you are shown that it is actually evil, I don’t know that you would be dancing in the streets in acknowledgment.… You would look at all sorts of justifications.” Such reactions, Tutu added, were as old as man himself: “When God said to Adam, ‘You’ve broken my law,’ Adam didn’t say, ‘Yes, I did.’ He said, ‘No… It’s this woman here.’ And when God asked the woman, she said, ‘It’s the snake.’ ”

“We are the Children of Adam and Eve,” he said solemnly. “Some people have made a study of how human beings deal with an unpleasant truth, like a bereavement, or like you are told you have cancer. You deny, you’re angry, you make bargains. And, if you are fortunate, you eventually move to the point of acceptance.” Coming from Tutu, who had recently been diagnosed with prostate cancer, the point was particularly poignant.

South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission was not the first such body convened. Sixteen so-called truth commissions came before it, according to a count by Priscilla Hayner, author of Unspeakable Truths. Uganda, Argentina, Nepal, Germany, and a number of other countries had experimented with the process. Indeed, two of the truth commissions had been in South Africa—appointed by the African National Congress to investigate its own alleged abuses of prisoners and detainees. But though Archbishop Tutu’s TRC was not the first, it was far and away the most popular. And because it was so celebrated, it inspired numerous others in places as disparate as Peru and East Timor.

Each commission has had its unique approach to two key questions: How do you most effectively and most compassionately conduct the search for truth? How do you help a nation and suffering individuals to put the past behind? In some countries the process has been as simple as granting a blanket or provisional amnesty. In others it involves seeking and accepting an apology for past deeds. In yet others, it means helping people determine what became of their loved one, where—in a literal sense—the bodies were buried. Many victims, of course, are seeking answers to even more difficult questions, questions having to do with the origins of evil. What drove people to do such awful things? And, having done them, were the perpetrators truly capable of remorse?

Several years ago, over lunch in a fashionable Cape Town restaurant, Alex Boraine, deputy chairperson of South Africa’s TRC, spoke of the difficulties inherent in the TRC’s mandate. “I think some people expected there to be even more truth than we have been able to lay our hands on. I think they imagined that the process would be a lot less complicated than it has been.… We had sixty-odd trained investigators. That’s all we could afford.… We could have done with two hundred. We were sidetracked, quite deliberately, by people who made it very difficult.… A lot of records were destroyed, deliberately so.”

But he, like Tutu, felt that in the end the TRC had performed a great service, that it had opened the eyes of people, even such as himself, who thought they were beyond surprise. “I thought I knew my country. I really thought I knew the extent of its racial policies. My whole life has been fighting, however modestly or ineffectually, against it. And I never, never knew that torture… was not confined to certain key prisons, but was endemic throughout the country. It’s not a police station in the country where it wasn’t practiced as a way of life. And that’s come as a hell of a shock. And the realization of just how vicious the system has been.… I didn’t realize really the amount of suffering that has taken place in this country, just how deep in the psyche of the nation this has been, and therefore, of course, how much work has to be done over a long period of time to restore this.”

Something else surprised him: “The generosity of spirit of so many people who have been hurt so badly.… They have said, ‘We are sick and tired of people going to prison… I just want to know what happened, and who did it and why.’ The possibility of forgiveness is there.”

Thandi Shezi is the living embodiment of that possibility. We met in May 2002 in her tiny office in Johannesburg within the headquarters of the Khulumani Support Group—an organization born after the end of apartheid to help those who suffered at the hands of apartheid’s enforcers. She is a short, round—though not quite fat—woman of early middle age with deep brown skin, tight thin braids, and a sweet, shy smile that tends to come out when she relates a memory that is particularly distressing. The smile showed itself quite a lot the morning we talked.

She grew up in Soweto, the most famous of South Africa’s black townships. For as long as she can remember, she had chafed under apartheid, at being treated with so much less respect than whites, at watching her mother and other family members work around the clock for pennies, at being forced to study math and other subjects in the tongue of the oppressor. She was part of the fed-up generation, the generation that collectively shouted “no more”; the generation that took to the streets in mass protest against the using of the Afrikaans language in teaching in 1976. Nearly seven hundred people died in that protest, most of them shot by the police. Barely in her teens at the time, Shezi joined the protestors. She was relatively lucky. Though she was shot with a rubber bullet, she survived, along with the scar she still carries on her left leg.

Given her resentment and the historical moment in which she came of age, it was inevitable that Shezi would end up working—albeit at a lowly, clerical level—for a community organization fighting against apartheid.

That work led to her arrest in 1988. The police poured out of perhaps twenty cars and swept her up with several others during a search, they claimed, for ammunition. “As they took me from home, I was beaten with the butt of guns. They kicked me.” The handcuffs were so tight that she still bears the scars. And the handcuffs, she discovered, were to be the least of her worries.

It was their intention to break her, to force her to talk by destroying any sense she might have of her own power or dignity. They began by forcing her to watch their assault of a friend, a man with whom she had worked, who was pushed up against a desk with his penis dangling within an open drawer. Unless she talked, they told her, they would slam the drawer. She cried out in protest, begging them to accept the fact that she knew nothing; but they ignored her cries and delivered on their threat—provoking a scream so chilling, so unbearably heartrending, that she can hear it still. “While he’s screaming they come to me and said, ‘You want to tell us anything?’ And I said, ‘I know nothing.’ ”

Later, when they had finished with her friend, they turned their total attention to her. They took her into a room and beat her. Four different white policemen raped her, leaving her a bloody mess and her dress ripped to shreds. “When I came in I was swollen… I couldn’t even walk properly.… Can you imagine your hands being in cuffs and four men raping you without any defense, and you can’t talk properly because your whole body is in pain?”

They covered her head with a sack that was wet down with water. The wet bag treatment was a well-developed torture technique. As she breathed in, the wet sack would cling to her nostrils, taking her to the edge of suffocation. And then they applied the electric shocks, which, among other things, forced her teeth to clamp repeatedly on her tongue as her mouth, pressed tightly against the bag, fought to suck in air.

Eventually, they took her to a doctor. She was barely able to walk and unable to talk. “And because I couldn’t talk—my tongue was so swollen—they told the doctor that I was a prostitute, that I was trying to escape when I bit my tongue.” She stood by, suffering and seething, unable to tell the truth.

She was incarcerated in solitary confinement for roughly a year and never tried for any crime. And when she finally emerged, she kept the horrors to herself, not even sharing with her mother the details of her journey through hell. Instead, she expressed her anger by lashing out—sometimes violently—at her family and her friends.

It was her work with Khulumani that led her to open up. When the TRC began taking testimony in 1996, the organization encouraged its clients to get involved, to seize the opportunity to tell what they knew and to get some measure of compensation for what they had endured. Shezi was hostile to the idea. She was totally opposed to the concept of amnesty for perpetrators. She also doubted that testifying would give her much solace. “I didn’t want to go and open up my wounds. At the end of the day I would go home with a hungry stomach, with the kids not going to school.… What was the use for me of going to the TRC to submit?” What kind of satisfaction was possible for one who had been through such horrors?

Her colleagues eventually persuaded her she had to testify, that it would be hypocritical to urge others who came to Khulumani to go before the TRC if she was not willing to do so herself. So she filed her statement. When she was selected in 1998 to give public testimony with other women who had been abused, she persuaded herself that the experience would be healing.

“To me, it was like opening up my wounds and giving me a chance to tell the whole world actually what was happening behind closed doors in detention. And also it was for me to say how brutal was the apartheid system when it comes to women.… Actually, it was a sense of relief. At last I told somebody about my pain. At last, I opened up.”

There were also some ugly consequences. As a result of the public and heavily covered hearing, her daughter and son, fifteen and thirteen respectively, were teased about their mom having been raped. The experience was so difficult for them that she arranged counseling at a trauma center.

But it was the second part of the TRC procedure—the part where perpetrators came forward to tell their stories in exchange for amnesty—that tore her apart. She came expecting some sense of closure but instead ran into a wall of denial. One of those white cops who had brutalized her—whose face was branded on her memory—refused to admit knowing her at all or participating in the acts that she described. So she sat stunned, listening to him in horror. Her imagination had conjured up a totally different scene, one in which he would acknowledge what he had done and she could accept his remorse. Instead “he’s totally denying everything.… That was my chance to tell him ‘Everything that you and your friends did to me, I forgive you.’ But I couldn’t say that because he was saying ‘I don’t know you. I haven’t seen you.’ And I said, ‘You are the one who suggested that black policeman should put a sack over my head. You are the one.’ He said, ‘No, I don’t remember.’… I felt like I was empty.”

Thus the scars of the so-called reconciliation process were added to the scars apartheid had left on her leg and wrists. And the one tangible thing she had been promised, monetary reparations for her suffering, had yet to be delivered in any meaningful amount.

A decade and a half after her arrest and torture, she was still living with the pain of memories, the pain from lack of acknowledgment that real reparations would represent. And she was tormented by the idea that people who committed awful abuses were walking around free in the townships; that others who danced around the truth have held on to their nice positions and houses; and she wondered whether the reconciliation process, so widely celebrated, was designed more for perpetrators than victims.

“There is no reconciliation without the truth,” she concluded. “And there is no reconciliation without reparations. Yes, it’s reconciled the top guns of the government, because now they are sitting high and they are earning a good salary. But the grassroots people are not reconciled; because if I say, ‘I reconciled with my perpetrator and my perpetrator is now a station commander and is earning fifty thousand rands a month and I’m living in a shack,’ can you call that reconciliation? No it’s not reconciliation.… I managed to reconcile with what happened to me. But I haven’t reconciled with the perpetrators because I didn’t get any truth. I didn’t get anything out of it.”

Shezi’s story is not so unusual in South Africa; nor is it exactly typical. Everyone’s story has its own lessons and truths. But both Shezi’s and Nethercut’s experiences demonstrate how difficult it can be to shake free of the wounds of the past even when the victimized party is willing; they demonstrate as well how difficult the search for common ground can be, how bringing victim and perpetrators together doesn’t necessarily lead to confession or catharsis but sometimes simply deepens the pain.

Nonetheless, in talking to both Shezi and Nethercut, I was deeply moved by their shared compulsion to forgive. In both cases that impulse is rooted, to some substantial degree, in their respective views of the role of a good Christian. But it seemed rooted, as well, in the need to believe in the possibility—to use Alex Boraine’s term—of “restoration of the moral order.”

When that order is shaken—by murder, by torture, by simple betrayal—individuals are understandably thrown off balance. “People who are victims are diminished.… You feel, emotionally, you must have done something wrong, or that something is wrong with you,” noted Ervin Staub, a University of Massachusetts psychology professor who has worked extensively in postgenocidal Rwanda. Because we tend to “see the world as a just place,” he added, “people who suffer [often feel they] must somehow deserve it.” They see their misfortune as “God’s punishment.” Having the wrongdoer accept responsibility is a step in the process of putting things in perspective. And apology takes it a step beyond. Forgiveness is yet another possible step. “Under the right conditions, people can move to a position of acceptance of each other, including acceptance of what the other has done,” said Staub, author of The Roots of Evil.

Theologians and philosophers have long recognized the power behind the ritual of apology and forgiveness. The leap made by the TRC was to believe that what applied to individuals could apply to nations and groups within nations as well, that the bringing together of the wrongdoer and aggrieved could, under the proper circumstances, lead to healing that went far beyond the particular people reconciling.

In the past few years, we have seen an outbreak of apologies. Polish President Aleksander Kwasniewski and a group of Polish bishops apologized for a massacre of Jews in 1941. The New Zealand prime minister apologized for the 1918 introduction of Spanish influenza into Western Samoa. The Canadian government apologized for its abuse of its indigenous population. President Bill Clinton apologized for “The Tuskegee Study of Untreated Syphilis in the Negro Male.” And the list goes on, as does the list of those demanding apologies—for Japanese sexual slavery during World War II, for American slavery, for European colonialism.

Do such apologies matter? Mary Robinson, former president of Ireland, believes that they do. When we spoke in 2001, during her tenure as United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, Robinson recalled the letter British Prime Minister Tony Blair had sent in 1997 expressing sorrow for those who had died in the Irish potato famine of the 1840s. “That one million people should have died in what was then part of the richest and most powerful nation in the world is something that still causes pain as we reflect on it today. Those who governed in London at the time failed their people through standing by while a crop failure turned into a massive human tragedy,” he wrote.

Blair’s action was “an event talked about in clubs and pubs,” said Robinson. “It made a difference.” How could an apology a century and a half after the fact conceivably matter? If psychologist Robert Enright is right, it’s because the “wounds of the earlier generation” continue to fester in the current generation.

Kirkland Vaughans, a friend and clinical psychologist, confided during a conversation that he had become fascinated with the cross-generational transmission of attitudes. He had noticed that his European immigrant clients and his African American clients had totally different takes on the child welfare system and laws. Some of the Europeans resented those policies because they thought they denied them the right to properly discipline—or beat—their children. Many African Americans resented them because they thought those laws could be used to take their children away. Why the difference? He wasn’t sure but wondered whether it didn’t have something to do with the black American experience under slavery when children could be taken at the whim of an owner and parents had no rights.

Why are aboriginal people around the world demanding apologies and satisfaction for actions that go back decades and, in some cases, centuries? Why are some black Americans obsessed with the idea of reparations for slavery? Why do people insist that memories of the Holocaust be kept alive? The answer, of course, is that the past matters. It shapes the present no less than a mother shapes a child.

To what extent can we correct the wrongs of the past? How, in both a personal and political sense, can we confront and conquer the pain of past wounds? What does it mean to reconcile—or even to peacefully coexist—as individuals, as groups, as nations? Can a model of reconciliation appropriate for friends, lovers, or members of a family—rooted in the catharsis of confession, coupled ideally with acknowledgment, maybe apology, and if God smiles, forgiveness—work when there are no close ties?

Writing in the October 12, 2001, issue of the National Catholic Reporter, journalist William Bole observed that today’s ethnic and religious conflicts were “highly resistant to the standard remedies of realism” and suggested that perhaps “a radical new factor, such as forgiveness” was needed: “For us in the United States, forgiving those responsible for the slaughter of September 11 is nearly unthinkable. But what of the wider populations from which these terrorists came with their desperate hatred of the United States? Could we afford not to embark on a journey of forgiveness and reconciliation with these communities?”

Forgiveness is not always possible, nor is reconciliation. They are concepts grounded largely in religion that, depending on the situation, may require a level of compassion or a brand of spirituality that many of us don’t have; or they may require an effort many of us are not prepared to make. As a friend and a daughter of Holocaust survivors suggested, sometimes it may make sense to hold on to outrage. Some would argue that certain wrongs can only be repaid with revenge.

Are some things so horrible—the September 11 tragedy, for instance, the abuse of children, perhaps—that they provide no context in which to even consider reconciliation? And where reconciliation is possible, must it be preceded by atonement? And, if so, how does one atone for past actions? How does a country, how do a people, atone for past deeds? Do demands for reparations and the trend toward truth commissions represent meaningful ways of dealing with the past? Is the need to remember necessarily at odds with the need to move on? Does social justice sometimes demand the settling of scores? Does this new movement to recover memories, to recover history, represent an important change for better in the world? I will consider those issues in due course, along with several related others. But let us stay for a while on forgiveness, which has lately been the source of a lot of new work and a lot of new hope and which, as Nethercut discovered, is a richly paradoxical phenomenon: an act impelled by selflessness whose primary beneficiary is likely to be oneself.






1. DECIDING TO FORGIVE


TO FORGIVE THE TRULY HORRIBLE is to kiss the robe of God, to emulate no less a figure than the dying Jesus Christ. Father, forgive them; for they know not what they do. Those words leapt into Colleen Kelly’s mind when she realized her brother was gone forever, buried in the smoldering graveyard that had once been the World Trade Center. The architectural pride of Wall Street, an icon of America’s power and beauty, was now a symbol of incomprehensible horror, an unlikely resting place for Bill.

Bill was in financial services, a salesman for Bloomberg L.P. He did not normally work at the World Trade Center. So the family initially had no idea he was there. But once the planes plowed into the towers, New Yorkers everywhere picked up phones, mostly to reassure one another life would go on.

Colleen learned that Bill had been attending a conference at Windows on the World, the restaurant on the 107th floor of the World Trade Center. And that September day it fell on her, a nurse and mother of three living in the Bronx, to make the trek into Manhattan. Sustained by the hope, the dream, that Bill had somehow made it out, she wandered from hospital to hospital, inquiring about her brother. Eventually she grew cognizant of an ominous fact: though doctors and nurses abounded, there was no one for them to treat—no one, at any rate, from the World Trade Center. “That’s when I knew Bill was dead.” And that’s when the words of Jesus Christ flashed through her mind. Father, forgive them; for they know not what they do.

She realized the words made absolutely no sense, not in the present context. The terrorists had clearly known, with horrifying precision, exactly what it was that they were doing. Her response, she later concluded, stemmed not from an urge to forgive but from an almost instinctive resolve not to hate. The leap to Jesus’ words on the cross was her mind’s way of reaffirming values that she had clung to all her life, values that embraced peace over war. In the face of the most wrenching provocation imaginable, she rejected vengeance. “These terrorists had taken my brother,” she told me over lunch many months later, “and I wasn’t going to let them take anything else.”

Colleen was among the founders of September Eleventh Families for Peaceful Tomorrows. The families sought to honor their lost loved ones by condemning vengeance and violence—even if that meant visiting Iraq as America prepared to make war on Saddam Hussein, or meeting with the mother of Zacarias Moussaoui (the so-called twentieth hijacker) in an effort at dialogue and reconciliation.

It is not my purpose here to consider the political effectiveness or appropriateness of such efforts. I am more interested in Kelly’s initial impulse, in the notion that forgiveness, albeit as a proxy for a larger set of values, could even be considered in the context of acts so vile as those perpetrated by the September 11 terrorists.

Are some things so awful they cannot be forgiven? Or does wisdom lie closer to Kelly’s instinctive response? Are some acts so horrifying, so incomprehensible, so beyond the scope of norḿal humanity, that they must be forgiven—or at least consigned to that section of the heart most open to mercy and compassion, most inclined to let go of the urge to revenge?

A developing school of psychology argues that forgiveness is a gift not only to the person forgiven but to those who grant the gift, those strong enough to forgive. Robert Enright, a leader in that school, sees forgiveness as a route to personal freedom, a way of rejecting the self-imposed, self-reinforcing label of victim and escaping an ultimately soul-destroying maze of anger and resentment. Indeed, practicing forgiveness may even lower your blood pressure, while relieving other ailments—physical and mental—traceable to the stress of chronic anger.

It is not just a handful of psychologists, but also holy men and philosophers, who trumpet the benefits of a forgiving soul, who see forgiveness as much of the answer to what is wrong with mankind. Like all true believers, they overreach; many would turn the whole world into the church of forgiveness. And they tend to seek converts where they cannot (and perhaps should not) be found. But I believe they are onto something important—at least for those capable of or willing to take on the challenge of living the attitude these particular believers promote.

In Forgiveness Is a Choice Enright tries to explain what forgiveness is and what it is not. It is not giving up the ability to hold people accountable or letting wrongdoers off the hook. It does not mean forgetting the wrong that they did, or becoming complicit in continued abuse. It does not mean turning your head as a pedophile abuses children or a violent husband batters his wife. Instead—and he borrows the definition from philosopher Joanna North—forgiveness means responding to unjust hurt with compassion, with benevolence, perhaps even with love. While it does not deny the right to resentment, it does not wallow in bitterness; nor does it necessarily demand that the perpetrator respond with gratitude or grace. Or as Enright and Richard Fitzgibbons spell it out in Helping Clients Forgive, “People, upon rationally determining that they have been unfairly treated, forgive when they willfully abandon resentment and related responses (to which they have a right), and endeavor to respond to the wrongdoer based on the moral principle of beneficence, which may include compassion, unconditional worth, generosity, and moral love (to which the wrongdoer, by nature of the harmful acts, has no right).” Michael McCullough, another psychologist and forgiveness researcher, defines the concept considerably less grandly—as ending estrangement and letting go of resentments and of the urge to revenge.

Granting the kind of forgiveness Enright endorses seems a tall order for a mere mortal—even one who hopes it will lower her blood pressure and otherwise make her a better, more healthy human specimen. Yet I have repeatedly found myself amazed at the capacity of and willingness of otherwise ordinary human beings to return injury with compassion.

Consider Azim Khamisa, an elegant, international investment financial consultant who is of Persian and Indian lineage. Khamisa was born in Kenya, educated in England, and immigrated to the United States in 1974. He was living in La Jolla, California, in January 1995 when tragedy shattered his theretofore peaceful existence.

After returning from a business trip to Mexico City, Khamisa had gone directly to a party. Having just endured a painful breakup with his then-girlfriend, Khamisa was soaking in the warmth and goodwill from a group of people particularly close to him. Khamisa and his friends left the party together and went to his home. Once they departed, an exhausted Khamisa collapsed in bed; he apparently slept through the knocks on the door later that night. The next morning, Sunday, his maid brought him a business card from a policeman—a homicide detective—that had been left in his door.
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