Putting Together the Pieces: Forgiveness & Peace
Psalm 32:7-8, 10b-11 & Luke 7:36-8:3

Several years ago I shared a story about a man who’d been falsely convicted of a violent crime Ronald Cotton spent eleven years in prison before DNA evidence proved his innocence.


Recently I read about a friendship that’s developed between Ron Cotton and Jennifer Thompson-Cannino, the woman who incorrectly identified him as her attacker. That friendship has led both of them to believe in forgiveness.

Jennifer recalls that it was unbearable when she learned she’d made a mistake in picking Ronald out as the man who’d attacked her. In her mind, he’d become a monster. For eleven years she prayed each day for him to die. Discovering the truth filled her with overwhelming guilt and shame for mistakenly putting an innocent man in prison.

Jennifer’s healing process began when she asked Ron if he could ever forgive her. She recalls that “with all the mercy in the world,” he took her hands and with tears in his eyes told her he’d forgiven her a long time ago.


Ron explains that forgiving Jennifer for picking him out of a lineup took less time than most people think. He’d gone to prison an angry man and had become comfortable with that anger. But that kind of emotion was keeping him a prisoner in his own private jail. He decided he had to let the hate go and learn to live and forgive.


When it came to Jennifer, Ron realized that she was a victim who was hurting badly. He was hurting too. He missed his family, his girlfriend, and his freedom. But he knew who he was—and he was not the monster who’d attacked Jennifer.


Jennifer credits Ron with teaching her how to let go of all her pain. She ways his forgiveness set her free. She also says that without him, she’d still be shackled to that moment in time, and it would have owned her forever.


Ron acknowledges that some people don’t really understand how he and Jennifer can be friends. But he explains that since they were both victims of the same injustice by the same man they have common ground on which to stand. Together they’ve been able to help each other heal.


It’s that healing power of forgiveness in which Ron believes. He says: “I could choose to be bitter; I could hate the prison guards and the system. But I choose to forgive them all, so that I stay free and not be a prisoner for the rest of my life.”


Jennifer also believes in forgiveness—the kind that she says “has the power to release a person from a place of anger and hate, to a place of peace.”


Forgiveness and peace. Two more of the pieces that may help us complete the puzzle that represents our life of faith. And perhaps we can put those pieces together in more than one way.

Forgiveness freed Ronald Cotton to see himself in a different way. And that new perspective enabled him to live in a different way.


As he attempted to piece his broken life back together, he discovered that he had a choice—a choice of how he viewed his situation, how he dealt with his emotions, how he reacted to others. He could allow what almost anyone would agree was justifiable anger to control his life. Or he could choose another way.


It’s this other way that the outside world saw in the Amish community following the horrific shooting of ten schoolgirls at Nickel Mines, Pennsylvania, several years ago. In the face of this tragedy, members of that Amish community chose to forgive the man who ended his own life, as well as that of five of the children he shot.

An international spotlight was directed this community, which tries to live a simple and quiet life out of the view of others. Question after question surfaced as to how a group of people who’d suffered so greatly could react with forgiveness rather than seek revenge.


Three college professors took a closer look at the situation in Nickel Mines. In speaking about the Amish in that community, one of the professors noted:

   
Their grief was intense. But they did not convert their grief and shock into calls for retribution. True, the killer was dead, but the Amish did not engage in the most common form of revenge we see in contemporary society: attacking his character or degrading his memory. While other neighbors said they hoped he was enjoying burning in hell, the Amish said they trusted he had met a merciful God. Nor did they ever imply that his apparent mental illness was evil or a moral failing—again, as some others did. Instead, they sought to treat him as a fellow human being—troubled, to be sure, but one whose memory warranted respect and whose survivors needed love and compassion.


Despite what other outsiders concluded, the professors learned that the Amish have a far from simplistic understanding of forgiveness. It’s true that the decision to forgive came quickly and instinctively. The Amish knew they wanted to forgive so clearly that they could express it immediately and publicly—even if and when they didn’t feel that way.

One Amish grandmother laughed when the professors asked if there’d been a meeting to decide if the gunman should be forgiven. No, she and others said, forgiveness was a decided matter—decided long before the shooting.

But this grandmother and others also made it clear that forgiving is hard emotional work and that deciding to forgive and expressing that desire with words and actions are only a first step. Many of those close to the tragedy made use of professional counselors and, a year later, continued to work with their grief.

The Amish also explained that forgiveness is a long process by citing biblical language. In noting that Jesus said even small offenses need to be forgiven seventy times seven, they suggested that forgiving takes time and isn’t a simple once-and-done event.


The professors learned that for the Amish forgiveness isn’t pretending that nothing happened or that the offense wasn’t so bad. It’s also not saying that there shouldn’t be consequences for actions. Instead, forgiveness is about giving up—giving up the right to revenge and feelings of resentment, bitterness, and hatred. It’s also about replacing those feelings with compassion toward the offender and a willingness to treat that offender as a fellow human being.


This understanding of forgiveness seems to be missing in the life of the Pharisee named Simon in today’s gospel reading.

What seems to be a pleasant dinner at Simon’s house is interrupted by a woman who’s heard that Jesus is eating there. We don’t learn the woman’s name or her background—only that she’s from the city and that she’s a sinner.


She enters the room where Simon, Jesus, and the other men are leaning back on couches and sharing food and conversation. She goes directly to Jesus and bathes, kisses, and puts ointment on his feet.

It’s hard to miss how differently Simon and Jesus react. Simon’s understanding of righteousness causes him to distance himself from the woman. But for Jesus, righteousness means moving toward this woman with forgiveness and a blessing of peace.


This story also includes another contrast—that between Simon’s failure to extend even the basic elements of hospitality and the woman’s lavish acts of respect and honor.

Jesus points out this contrast by telling a parable. The parable reveals that because Simon doesn’t feel as though he needs forgiveness, he can’t know the power of that forgiveness or experience the love that makes it possible to forgive others. But because the woman—the one openly known as a sinner—has been forgiven much, she’s able to love much.


While Simon the Pharisee fails to grasp the understanding of forgiveness that the Amish embrace and that Ron Cotton discovered, the woman of the city fits the pieces of forgiveness and peace into the puzzle of her life. And she does so in a manner that shows another way those pieces might help complete the picture of a life of faith.

This woman—like Jennifer Thompson-Cannino—received forgiveness that had the power to release her from a place of anger and hate to one of peace. The forgiveness and love she received from Jesus helped draw her toward a new way of living.

A few years ago the pastor of a congregation in New York City introduced a new element into the weddings at which he officiates. Several weeks before the ceremony he asks the couple to write love letters to each other. He asks them to write the letters privately and not to show them to anyone—not even each other. Just seal the letter in an envelope, and give it to him.

The pastor then asks the couple if he may select excerpts from their letters to read as part of the wedding homily. The letters are invariably moving. When he reads from them, everybody in the family has a good wedding cry.

A couple of attractive and bright graduate students wrote a pair of especially unforgettable letters. When the pastor read from one of their letters, it wasn’t just family members who cried—but also the cellist who’d been hired for the wedding and the pastor himself.

It was the groom’s letter that did it. He wrote about how his wife-to-be loved him. He said that his fiancée’s love was most amazing because she loved him as he was—imperfections, male foibles, and all. That was amazing enough, he wrote, but even more wondrous was the fact that her unconditional love had this way of pulling him to grow to be more worthy of it. Her love did this without ever implying that he wasn’t worthy of it. Her unquestioning love took him as he was but somehow nudged him to be a better man.


It’s the same kind of experience that freed a woman whose mistake led to a man’s imprisonment and another woman who’d worn her mistakes as her identity. And it’s the kind of experience that’s available to us. The experience of forgiveness and peace. Amen.


Kathryn Palen


June 13, 2010


Central Baptist Church


Jamestown, RI
� Jennifer Thompson-Cannino and Ronald Cotton, “Finding Freedom in Forgiveness,” This I Believe series, National Public Radio, March 5, 2009.





� Steven M. Nolt, “Why the Amish Forgave a Killer,” a speech delivered at Goshen College, October 1, 2007.





� Michael Lindvall, “Scandalous Behavior,” The Christian Century, June 1, 2004, p. 10.





PAGE  
2

