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 Back in 1994 in Rwanda in central Africa, one of the bloodiest massacres in human 

history transpired.  Over a period of 3 months, approximately 800,000 people were brutally 

murdered.  Thousands more were raped, mutilated, and otherwise violated.  Eventually, order 

was restored.  Years later, attempts were made to bring the perpetrators to justice. What was 

truly remarkable to me was that, in the process of seeking justice, the people of Rwanda 

abandoned recourse to the death penalty.  I find this remarkable because I speak as a citizen of 

one of the most advanced nations in human history, considered to be a paragon of progress, 

prosperity, and cultural development.  Yet this same society of mine implements the death 

penalty with greater frequency than any other, coming second only to Communist China in the 

total number of annual executions.  And despite the supposed deterrent effect of capital 

punishment, our country remains one of the most violent among the industrialized nations.   

 The death penalty concerns me not just because our Church has come to regard it as 

obsolete.  At a deeper level, I fear there stands a contradiction between the Lord’s call to forgive 

and the mindset that clamors for the execution of criminals.  The theme of forgiveness runs 

throughout all today’s readings.  Israel, fresh from liberation from Egyptian slavery, commits 

idolatry, violating the first and most foundational of the Ten Commandments, right there at the 

foot of Mt. Sinai where they were to receive the Law.  But the Lord forgives them, and Israel is 

spared from destruction.  In the 2
nd

 reading, Paul recalls his past:  an arrogant and violent 

blasphemer who persecuted the Church of God, but he was treated mercifully by Christ and went 

on to become a tremendous missionary and apostle.  And finally, the gospel recounts the famous 

tale of the forgiving father and the prodigal son.  The Good Book is teaching us that the good 

God confronts our not so good choices, that is, our sins, by forgiving us and welcoming us to 

friendship with himself.   

 Our God, like the forgiving father of the parable, forgives us and expects us to forgive 

our brothers and sisters who have sinned against us.   But a lot of people are coming to resemble 

that elder son of the story.  He’s so angry about the fact that his sinful brother has been 

welcomed home that he won’t even go back into the house.  It’s a cruel irony, but at the end of 

the story the elder brother is still standing out in the cold; he’s the one who has left home and 

won’t come back, because his anger won’t let him forgive, accept his brother, and join in the 

party.  You know, there are many angry people in this world who seem a lot like that.  And the 

death penalty is an expression of that anger.  I mean the kind of anger that won’t accept life in 

prison as sufficient penalty, because this kind of anger just can’t accept a world in which 

someone who has committed a supposedly unforgivable crime can continue to exist.  And I think 

that anger is also why so many of the traditional forms of community, from the family to the 

highest levels of political society, are being torn apart.  People just refuse to forgive and accept 

life with imperfect spouses, siblings, and neighbors in this fallen world.   

 I think the Rwandans have something to teach us.  They have suffered horrifically; 20% 

of their country’s population was annihilated in the civil war of 1994.  Most of the survivors 

have close connections to some of the dead.  But most of them have learned to forgive, at least to 

forgive enough not to demand a life for a life, eye for eye, blood for blood.  I think it no 

coincidence that these amazing people are deeply religious people as well. For the hard lesson of 

forgiveness cannot be learned without a little help from on high.  We Catholics in the USA 

would do well to meditate on their example and the Scriptures for today.  If the survivors of 

Rwanda can learnt to forgive, with God’s help, so can we.  I especially encourage everyone to 



make more frequent use of the Sacrament of Reconciliation.  There in the tribunal of God’s 

mercy we confess our many sins against God’s goodness.  We encounter God’s merciful love.  

And we are empowered to forgive others.  May the grace of this Eucharist and the grace of 

Reconciliation transform us into agents of forgiveness and reconciliation in a broken world.   


