
 “Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray 

for those who mistreat you” (Lk 6:27-28).  Love is expressed in care for one another. “If 

your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him something to drink… for the Lord 

will vindicate you” (Mt 5:44, Prv 5:22). 

 We look to the cross and we see how Jesus loved his enemies. He suffered 

excruciating pain and death to set all sinners free including the Pharisees and scribes who 

plotted his death, including those who lashed him at the pillar, including those who mocked 

him by offering him vinegar when he thirsted for our salvation, including the soldiers who 

pierced his side with a lance. Loving an enemy is no easy task, but with the help of God all 

things are possible. 

 Rwanda was a land full of enemies in 1994 when ethnic hatred between the Hutu and 

the Tutsi perpetrated unspeakable horrors among brothers and sisters from the same nation. 

Immaculée Ilibagiza was a Tutsi. Hutu murdered her parents and brother. She found it 

difficult to forgive. Hatred and a desire for revenge welled up inside her. 

In a desperate act to save her life, she and seven other women asked for safe shelter 

from a Hutu Protestant pastor. They begged for refuge in his home, and he offered them 

very cramped quarters, hiding them for months in a tiny bathroom. He did not see these 

women as enemies. He did not share in the ethnic hatred that ran rampant in the country. He 

did see them as sisters in Christ and offered them the safe haven they needed along with 

food and drink. “Those days were filled with terror, because machete-wielding Hutu 

frequently searched the pastor’s house.” The women needed to stay silent and whisper to 

avoid detection. 

Immaculée tells of her journey of faith in several books. She explains how she 

moved from hatred and a desire for revenge to compassion and forgiveness. She had a 

Marian devotion and prayed the rosary. In the Lord’s Prayer we pray, “Forgive us our 

trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us.” Praying this over and over again 

helped to begin an inner transformation even as she lay in hiding.  

 At the dawn of each new day, Immaculée recited the rosary of the seven sorrows, 

beginning with Simeon’s words to Mary that a sword would pierce her heart. As I pray the 

Rosary, my mind can be distracted or wander away from the task at hand. When Immaculée 

prayed “she said these prayers from deep within, meaning deeply each word. Again and 

again, ‘Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us.’”  

“If God really is the father of everyone, including the [enemy] Hutu who were 

carrying out the slaughter and looking for me by name … How could I keep wishing I could 

destroy them?” She felt she would be lying to God. She also saw an inner image of Jesus on 

the cross and heard his words, “Forgive them, they do not know what they are doing.”  

 Eventually, French troops came and helped bring an end to the genocide. But peace 

did not come immediately. A group of Hutu men with machetes advanced upon Immaculée 

and a group of frightened women. One Hutu in particular stared at Immaculée with evil 

intent.   

What would you do? We often avert our eyes in the face of danger. Jesus teaches: 

“Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for 

those who mistreat you.” 

Immaculée looked into the eyes of her enemy and prayed to the Holy Spirit. The 

man’s evil seemed to dissipate. She explained, “I could feel him begin to change, and I 

thought, You are a human being like me.” Finally, “he blinked and turned away his gaze.” 



The group of women passed through their enemies with no harm and made it safely to a 

refugee camp. 

 In that camp, Immaculée heard other horrifying stories of the genocide. One lady 

named Florence had been attacked with machetes and thrown off a cliff  and yet she 

survived. She told Immaculée, “I can only believe that God spared me for something.” The 

two saw the hand of God giving them strength and emboldening them to tell their stories. 

We must spread the message of God’s all-embracing love and forgiveness. 

 Immaculée sought out the man who killed her mother. Before the insanity of 

genocide, this man was an upstanding member of the community. The family knew him by 

name. Face to face with Felicien, the man who killed her mother, she asked “How could you 

do this? How could you kill so many people?” God’s mercy touched her heart, and she 

began to cry. And then he began to cry. He began to express remorse for his horrible sins.  

 The warden of the jail, grew angry, asking: “How can you do this, forgive the killer 

of your own mother? Are you crazy?” He wanted her to slap him and spit on him, but she 

refused. “Instead, her act of forgiveness began to affect the official himself.” God’s mercy 

can be contagious if we give it a chance.  

 Immaculée continues to tell her story and to sow seeds of forgiveness. When we are 

transformed by God’s love and mercy, it is a story that we must share with others. After one 

presentation, a woman came to Immaculée and told her that she had not spoken to her 

mother in 20 years … but hearing the journey of faith of this survivor of genocide, the 

woman was inspired to call her mother and to seek reconciliation. “Love your enemies, do 

good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who mistreat you.” 

_____________ 
Source: americamagazine.org/issue/716/article/survivors-story 


