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Fr. Curtis Miller February 19-20, 2022  Homily for the 7th Sunday in Ordinary Time 

 

 Immaculée [“Im-ma-ku-lay”] Ilibagiza grew up in Rwanda, enjoying a peaceful life with 

her parents and three brothers in a small village.  Immaculée and her family belonged to the 

minority Tutsi tribe.  The majority tribe are known as the Hutus.  In 1994, Immaculée was a 23-

year-old college student, home for Easter break, when her world was turned upside down.  

Militants shot down the plane carrying Rwanda’s president, a Hutu.  The Hutus blamed the 

Tutsis and began a genocide against them, eventually murdering nearly 800,000 Tutsis. 

 

As the violence broke out, Immaculée’s father told her to flee to the home of a Hutu 

pastor, who hid her and seven other young women in a three-foot by four-foot spare bathroom, 

its door concealed behind a cabinet.  There the women hid for 91 days, listening helplessly to the 

cries of their fellow Tutsis being massacred outside.  Even more frighteningly, they heard the 

nearby shouts of machete-wielding Hutus who searched the pastor’s house several times, trying 

to find them and kill them.  One day, Immaculée recognized the voice of one of her neighbors, 

Felicien, who had always been polite to her.  She even used to play with his children.  But on 

that day, Felicien called out Immaculée’s name, saying he knew she was in there somewhere.  

When he found her, he said he would kill her, as he had killed the rest of her family. 

 

Immaculée prayed like she had never prayed before, clutching the Rosary her father had 

thrust into her hand as she fled.  She begged God to protect her and the other women from being 

discovered.  Her prayers were answered.  Miraculously, despite the house being torn apart, top to 

bottom, numerous times, they were never found.  Eventually, Immaculée and the other women 

escaped to the protection of French soldiers and UN peacekeepers.  After the genocide ended, 

Immaculée sadly learned that only she and one of her brothers had survived.  The rest of her 

family had been murdered. 

 

Years later, Immaculée was able to go to the prison to confront the man who had 

murdered her family.  It was Felicien, the man who had called out her name, searching for her.  

As the guards dragged him from his cell, Felicien saw that it was Immaculée.  The color drained 

from his face, and he fell to the floor in fear and shame.  The guards shouted, “Stand up, killer!  

Stand up and explain to this girl why her family is dead.”  Immaculée saw that Felicien was 

bruised and beaten, filthy and emaciated.  She later recalled, “I wept at the sight of his suffering.  

Felicien had let the devil enter his heart, and the evil had ruined his life, like a cancer in his 

soul… I was overwhelmed with pity for the man.”  As the guards shouted and shoved him 

around, Felicien sobbed.  Then, their eyes met.  Immaculée reached out, took his hand, and said, 

“I forgive you.”  Immediately, she felt all the tension that had built up in her heart for years 

suddenly release.  She saw the same release in Felicien as he was dragged away.  The guards 

were angry at Immaculée.  “What was that all about?” they asked.  “We brought him here so that 

you could question him, or even spit on him if you wanted to.  But you forgave him!”  

Immaculée answered that, “Forgiveness is all I have to offer.”  This woman, who had prayed the 

Our Father over and over again as she recited the Rosary in hiding, had learned the meaning of 

the words: “Forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us.” 

 

Hopefully none of us will ever have to confront such terrible evil and suffering as 

Immaculée did.  But we will all have opportunities to offer forgiveness, in matters both large and 
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small.  Will we take these opportunities when God sends them our way?  It’s not easy.  It wasn’t 

easy for Immaculée.  But forgiving is better than holding on to the hate.  Carrying grudges is 

exhausting.  It doesn’t solve the problem or heal the wound.  Holding a grudge is like drinking 

poison and hoping it will hurt the other person.  It won’t.  We only hurt ourselves. 

 

Last week, we heard the Beatitudes in our Gospel reading.  The Beatitudes turn worldly 

wisdom on its head.  I’m blessed not when I get everything I want and everything goes my way, 

but precisely when things are not going well, when I’m empty and turn to God to be filled.  This 

weekend, the same reversal of expectations comes when Jesus tells us to love our enemies and 

pray for those who persecute us.  How does that even make sense?   

 

In order to understand what it means to love our enemies, we first have to know what 

love is.  It isn’t having nice, warm feelings for someone or being their friend or pretending away 

their harmful actions.  That’s not love.  Love is an act of the will, a choice to will the true good 

of the other person.  Thus, when we love our enemies, we don’t have to become their friends 

necessarily, and we can and should try to stop them from doing things that are harmful to 

themselves or others.  Love the sinner, hate the sin.   

 

That’s what David did with King Saul in today’s first reading.  The king was jealous of 

the young David, and he was trying to hunt him down and kill him.  Yet when David had the 

opportunity to have Saul killed, he resisted the temptation.  Saul was evil and later his own 

wickedness would destroy him.  But David left that up to God.  He did not take vengeance into 

his own hands. 

 

Centuries later, another holy man forgave a persecutor named Saul.  As St. Stephen was 

being dragged out and stoned to death, the Acts of the Apostles tells us that Saul stood by, 

collecting the cloaks of the executioners, approving of the murder.  Yet Stephen prayed, “Lord, 

do not hold this sin against them.”  They were his last words.  Later, Saul had his miraculous 

encounter with the Risen Christ, completely changed his life, and became the Apostle Paul. 

 

Most importantly, Jesus Himself, as He was being nailed to the cross, prayed for those 

who were crucifying Him, “Father, forgive them for they know not what they do!”  Which 

enemies was Jesus praying for?  The High Priests?  Yes.  Pontius Pilate and the Roman soldiers?  

Yes.  Judas, His apostle turned betrayer?  Yes.  But also for everyone who crucifies Him by their 

sins, including you and me.  Jesus doesn’t define us by our faults, but by our status as beloved 

sons and daughters of His Heavenly Father.  Jesus sees our potential for holiness and goodness if 

we repent and turn back to Him.  As Jesus observed, it is the one who is forgiven the most who 

will love the most.  The worst sinners have the potential to become the greatest saints.   

 

Now, let’s keep Jesus’ merciful love for us in mind as we consider who inflicted the 

deepest wound, the greatest harm on us.  Can we forgive that person?  Maybe we can’t right 

now.  That’s okay.  God understands.  But let’s pray that God will make our hearts more 

merciful, like His.  And let’s pray that the person who hurt us repents, too.  Perhaps our prayers 

will turn their lives around and prevent them from hurting others.  Perhaps our prayer of mercy 

might be what changes us both, so that one day God will welcome us together into His Heavenly 

Kingdom. 


