Ash  Wednesday,  February  17,  2010

Sermon given by the Rev. Eleanor Panasevich


Today is Ash Wednesday – the day that marks the beginning of the Season of Lent.
Traditionally, the Church has observed the seven weeks before Easter as a time of penance, reflection, and fasting.   We mark our foreheads with ashes on this day – not to proclaim our piety to the world, but to remind us of our mortality – a reminder that we are dust, and to dust we shall return.  Ash Wednesday is not meant to depress or frighten us, but simply to remind us who we are:  human beings, mortals, not God;  that  in the end, there are no distinctions.  It doesn’t matter how important one has been in one’s lifetime, how rich one has managed to become, what one’s faith tradition has been or not been.  It is the same for all of us.  We are all equal before God.  That is the message of Ash Wednesday.


For many, the question still remains, “So, why are we here today?  What is to be gained from this yearly exercise of submitting to the solemnity of the Ash Wednesday rite?    Philip A. Apol has written:  “Reconciliation with God is the heart of the matter, so that Paul calls for it first, ahead of the crying need for reconciliation between himself and the Corinthian believers.  Whatever else it is, reconciliation is always the making of more room within ourselves, within our hearts.    So is the opening up to generosity, whether it is the generosity best done in secret, as Jesus says, or the generosity best done together, as Paul calls for later in 2 Corinthians.”


In these Wednesday evening services of worship, the Bethany House of Prayer has been focusing on a particular theme for each month’s service.   In the spirit of reconciliation with God, and the call for opening up to generosity, the theme  for this month’s service is forgiveness.   I want to share with you what I see  as examples of forgiveness, or at least of  moving on, moving forward.


An acquaintance of mine recently told me about a good friend of hers – a man named Dick, who for a number of years has volunteered with her in the prison ministry program at Norfolk Prison.   Many years before his doing this, his only child -- a daughter, was raped and murdered.   At the time, she was seventeen years old.   After going through years of depression, Dick eventually came to the decision that he needed to forgive the man who had murdered his daughter.   In time, he joined a Bible study group -- which eventually lead him to volunteer in the prison ministry program at Norfolk.  A year ago, (he was by then, in his early 80’s) – a year ago, while visiting California, he decided to meet with the daughter of the man who had murdered his own daughter (the murderer, her father, had since died).   At the time of their meeting, the young woman happened to be the same age as his own daughter had been when she was killed --  seventeen years old.   Not surprisingly, the experience for each of them was profoundly moving, and poignant.   A few months ago, Dick was taking a walk in the woods he knows well, and where he often goes.  Apparently, he walked deep into the woods, and became disoriented, and lost.  Eventually, he was found.   Sadly, he had fallen down a ravine and had died.   There was a large funeral service held for him.   Many of the prisoners at Norfolk had become devoted to him, and asked if they could have their own service for Dick, inside the prison.  The prisoners created their own liturgical service, with music and readings – one, which lasted over two hours.  Apparently, thirty different prisoners got up to speak about Dick.   Clearly, he had touched many, many lives.  I have since learned that many of the prisoners who got up to speak about Dick had been former murderers themselves.   I can’t help but think that it all seems to have sprung from his decision to forgive the man who had murdered his daughter.   As Bob Libby writes in his book on forgiveness, “When we are unable to let go of the past and so to forgive, our identity is defined by who we hate and who has hurt us.”   Clearly, Dick refused to let that happen.  


I now want to share with you two other examples of forgiveness – ones which are starkly different from the story about Dick.  Perhaps,  I should describe them more as an effort, a determination, to move on – rather than ones of actual forgiveness.   You can decide.  As many of you know,  I recently returned from a trip to Uganda and Rwanda, ostensibly to see the wildlife -- in particular, the gorillas.   One of the leaders of our small band of adventurers was an African American woman in her mid-forties, who teaches at the School of Social Work at Smith College.   For the past six years, she has been making an annual, month-long visit to Northern Uganda to document the reintegration of the children (now, obviously,  no longer children) who were abducted by the Lord’s Resistance Army, and what that process of reintegration and reconciliation has been like -- both for the community welcoming the abducted ones back (knowing that they had been forced to commit terrible atrocities in their absence– often against members of their own families and communities), as well as for the abducted one.   In the case of young girls, many of them had been abducted when they were only eight years old, and were usually raped by their abductors.   These formerly young girls were now returning with one or two children each.    The process of reintegration is obviously, highly complex and emotional.   But it is clear that the Ugandan community is determined to move on, and to bring about some level of healing and reconciliation.   Again, I am reminded of something Bob Libby wrote in his book on forgiveness: “The Christian communities in which we live play a vital role in the business of forgiveness.   No matter what the Bible says, and no matter what the bishop pronounces, it is the community that forgives the sinner and receives him back into fellowship or, “retains the sin” and closes the door on the sinner. It is a forgiving, reconciling community which can receive back the individual who has missed the mark.”  The task is not an easy one.   The Social Work professor has been striving for the past six years to establish a training program for those committed to bringing about healing and reconciliation.   It is a daunting task.


Lastly, I want to speak of my experience visiting the Rwandan Genocide Memorial in Kigali.   It is one of the most searing experiences I have ever known.   On our trip, we happened to have as our drivers and guides two young men, both born in Rwanda.    One of them, Paul, lost his entire family to the genocide.    Together with his father, and several of his brothers, Paul fled to the woods at the time ,  while his mother, uncle, and several of his other siblings sought shelter in a nearby church.   The church was one of those which was boarded up and locked, and then set on fire.  By fleeing to the forest, Paul, his father, and brothers managed to escape – at least temporarily.   Subsequently, Paul’s father and remaining brothers were also killed.  Paul, alone among his family, survived the genocide.  In time, Paul was fortunate to receive counseling.  For him, the process of being able to move on required him to ask of himself the question, “Could I have been capable of carrying out such atrocities?”  Since  the genocide, the Rwandan people have been determined to become, once again, “one people, one language, one culture “ which, of course, they always had been, up until the time the Belgians came in (1918), and made the outrageous decision to classify the Tutsies and the Hutus – the Hutus, as less intelligent  than the Tutsies – thereby, sealing the fate and terrible destiny that would ultimately come to pass.   After the genocide, the Rwandans held what they refer to as Cachachas – or courts of justice, at which the arrested perpetrator (Rwandans prefer to refer to the killers as “perpetrators”)  was required to stand up in court, and tell the assembled (each session of the court included survivors of the persons killed),  exactly what the atrocities were he had carried out.   Having done that, surviving members of the family concerned were allowed to ask the perpetrator a question.  Amon, our other driver and guide,  told us that at one of the courts of justice he attended, a young survivor stood up, and addressed the person who had killed his family, and said,   “I have only one question to ask of you.   Why did you have to gouge out my father’s eyes before you killed him?”


The Genocide Memorial documents hundreds and hundreds of examples of the genocide.  There are rooms upon rooms. Eye-witness accounts are given on film by many of the survivors, telling of their own experiences witnessing the killings of family members, as well as of how they have managed to move on, after losing so many loved ones.   One room of the exhibit has three enclosed glass cases containing nothing but skulls of the victims;  another two cases, containing leg bones.   One room alone has hundreds of photographs of children who were killed.   Under each photograph are four lines which offer a brief window on the child’s life:  the child’s name,  the child’s favorite food, the child’s favorite activity, and lastly, how the child died.   It is wrenching beyond any possible words.    Outside the Memorial lay three tennis-court size, paved areas in which lie the remains of 258,000 Rwandans.  In a period of three months, one million Rwandan people were killed.   Given the horror of all this, the astonishing fact is  that the Rwandan people are trying to move on,  trying to come together again as a people – as Rwandans, which once upon a time they had been– before they were classified and stamped as two different ethnic groups – one superior to the other. 


Could this effort to move on . . . be termed one of forgiveness?  I don’t know.  Some would say that it is only God who ultimately can forgive.   I don’t know the answer.   I have been struggling with this ever since being there. I am lead to remember the words of Rilke which Curtis Almquist shared with us at the retreat for the Sisters this past weekend.   “I would like to beg  you to have patience with everything unresolved in your heart and try to live the questions themselves as if they were locked rooms of books written in a very foreign language.  Don’t search for the answers, which could not be given to you now, because you would not be able to live them.  And the point is, to live everything.  Live the questions now.  Perhaps then, someday far in the future, you will gradually, without even noticing it, live your way into the answer.”


I do not know the answer, but I do know that I am utterly awed by the extraordinary willingness and generosity of survivors like Paul, to open their hearts, and to look within -- so that, in time, some kind of healing and reconciliation may eventually take place. The only way I can possibly explain such extraordinary courage is to attribute it to God -- that somehow, God’s grace is in the midst of it all.


Henri Nouwen once wrote, “To cry out to the God of life in the midst of darkness, to hold on to joy while walking in a valley of tears . . . that is what prayer is about.    . . . . In its pure form, prayer is the divine breath of those whom the world tries to suffocate with terror.  Prayer is the martyrdom of those who live.”    Perhaps, it is this that is being reflected in the lives of these brave and courageous people of Uganda and, especially,  Rwanda – that, in fact, they are actually living a kind of pure form of prayer.     

