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story’
nation’s shameful deeds are not to be
repeated, they must be recognised
and remem
bered, not swept under
the rug.”
Those who planned the genocide
were aiming for extermination, she
says now. “Their motto was ‘Leave no
one to tell this story.’ But history
must not be forgotten. I must bear
witness.”
Remarkably, simply bearing wit
ness has not proved enough for
Denise. She has also determined to
forgive her killers, and help others to
do the same. “The whole world needs
to learn from us survivors. It is up to
me to spread the message of healing
and forgiveness.”
Forgiveness is a process, she em
phasises, and remains a constant
daily struggle. A personal turningpoint came when she met other wid
ows, and they told their stories.
“Every
one shared what she experi
enced, how she passed through hell,”
she says. “Before that, I thought I was
the only one.”
THE accounts were horrific: women
raped and tortured, forced to witness
their children being beheaded before
their eyes; victims brutally mutilated,
or burned alive; entire families ex

terminated. Denise’s mother-in-law,
for example, lost all eight of her adult
sons. Besides being profoundly
traumatised, many of the women
were now HIV positive or pregnant
as a result of rape.
Having heard their accounts and
given her own, Denise felt able to
reach out to others. “I made home
visits with my colleagues, in order to
listen. I began to see [widows]
smiling. I became a mother to many
others. Luckily, my children never
complained.”
It was never easy. When Denise
returned to Bugarama, she found it
harmed is not reliant on the person
who harmed him or her to initiate a
forgiveness process.
IT IS worth noting that different
religions approach forgiveness
differently. The Buddhist approach
is rather like that of the psycho
logists. It emphasises the selfpoisoning effects of negative emo
tions, and encourages people to let
their resentment and anger melt
away so that they may achieve peace
of mind.
The monotheistic religions all
place a greater emphasis on justice,
and tend to have more respect for
the value of the indignation that we
feel when we have been harmed.
Islamic teaching sometimes makes
distinctions according to whether
the victim had the power to do any
thing other than accept his or her
fate.
It does not consider the situation
in which the victim has no choice
but to accept and suffer as virtuous
forgiveness. Forgiveness can be said
to have taken place when the victim
has power to extract revenge or
leverage appropriate punishment,
but declines to do so.
In the Jewish tradition, the only
one who can forgive is the victim.
God is forgiving, but does not
forgive in the place of the victim.
This is evident at Yom Kippur, when
the liturgy makes it clear that, if the
offence being confessed is

impossible to live in her house, which
bore the bloodstains to prove the
slaughter. She encountered a former
neighbour in the street wearing her
own best dress. Another time, she
found herself invited to exchange the
Peace in church, only to find that she
was standing next to one of the
perpetrators.
“It is a battle every day,” she says.
“I remember Jesus saying, ‘Father,
forgive them; for they know not what
they have done.’ I must forgive.”
She couldn’t help asking God how
he could allow this atrocity to
happen. “Then, one day, I heard God
speaking clearly to me,” she says.
“‘You survived only by grace. Give
that grace to others.’”
Healing takes a long time. The
needs are great: many of the widows
were uneducated, and could not find

“

Evil is always in the
world; so healing is
always there, too

work after the genocide. As well as
practical assistance, they needed
psychological help. This was espe
cially so in the villages, as NGOs
tended to focus their work in towns.
“But I did not give up. I wanted to
help others.”
IN THE mean time, in 2005, the
Rwandan government re-established
a traditional community court sys
tem, Gacaca, designed to get people
to speak the truth. “The country is
behind us, and wants to help us heal,”
she says. Nowadays, there is one day
every month where people come
together. “We come together for
community work, and that gives us a
chance to talk.”
Having found healing herself,
interpersonal, then confession —
and reparation — needs to be made
to the person who has suffered.
When that is sorted out, then God’s
forgiveness is relevant and possible.
Forgiveness lies at the heart of
Christianity. It is mentioned in the
Lord’s Prayer, and, in St Matthew’s
Gospel, Jesus has strong words of
condemnation for those who do not
forgive. It is one of the virtues men
tioned in several of the epistles —
alongside compassion and love —
and Jesus authoritatively and regu
larly pronounces the forgiveness of
sins, a phrase that is an article of
belief in the Apostles’ Creed. And, as
we have seen, the dying Jesus prays
that his father will forgive those who
are murdering him.
THE forgiveness that is integral to
the Easter faith that we share is not,
therefore, the forgiveness of thera
peutic psychology or Buddhism. It is
the forgiveness of God which flows
from the reconciling sacrifice and
resurrection of Christ.
Christians are invited to share in
the divinely forgiving attitude, and
there are times when we absolutely
should forgive in a thoroughgoing
sense: when, for instance, the harm
we have suffered has healed, and the
person who hurt us has had a serious
change of heart and mind, and
shows a reliable change of behaviour
towards us.
In other circumstances — for

Denise started working with Solace
Ministries, an organisation support
ing the widows and orphans of the
genocide. In 2015, she founded her
own charity, Iriba Shalom Inter
national, to promote healing and
reconciliation.
“‘Iriba’ means foun
tain or
wellspring. Iriba Shalom is a ministry
of women from different back
grounds,” she says. “We are a mix of
women who stand for peace. We offer
an oasis of hope.”
Last year, the Iriba Shalom Centre
opened in Makoma, Charles’s home
village, in an area of the country
which had experienced some of the
worst of the genocide and whose
survivors were severely traumatised
as a result. Her mother-in-law, Con
soletia, do
nated a plot of land to
enable the work to happen.
The charity provides trauma
healing and counselling and medical
treatment, and offers accommodation
and financial support to widows and
orphans, and help into work. There is
also a project to give cows to
survivors. Cattle have a symbolic as
well as financial and practical value in
Rwanda, and thousands were
deliberately slaught
ered during the
genocide. Giving the widows cows is
“a sign of giving back dignity, and an
important part of healing process”,
Denise says.
Eventually, Denise took steps to
have Charles declared dead, but she
still doesn’t know what happened to
him. She has remarried, and now lives
with her second husband, Wolfgang
Reinhardt, in Germany, from where
she continues her work. Her sons are
in their twenties. Their journeys have
been painful. The oldest literally could
not speak about his experience; it took
him more than 20 years to tell his
mother that he had witnessed the
death of a close neighbour.
Her second son still suffers from
violent nightmares that men are
coming to kill him. “He didn’t want
to tell me, because he thought it
might make me sad.” Her youngest
never met his father, and they all feel
the loss of not knowing how Charles
died, or where his body lies.
instance, when we are still suffering,
or when we cannot trust the person
who hurt us not to do so again if we
let our guard down — then
forgiveness is often inappropriate.
The message for pastors and
preachers at Easter is: “Jesus lives;
the most profound, unlikely and
freeing forgiveness has happened at
a cosmic level; so let us now allow
that spirit and energy to permeate
our communities and personal
lives.”
But it is vital to be clear: the Easter
gospel does not mean that every
victim has a duty to forgive under
every circumstance. Sometimes, it is
wiser and truer to say, “It’s not time
for forgiveness yet,” and to help
someone carry the burden of re
sentment, indignation, and possibly
bitterness and the desire for retribu
tion in such a way as causes no more
harm, until things change.
Forgiveness is wonderful and
important. So, too, is the care and
support for those for whom the time
to forgive has not yet come.
The Revd Dr Stephen Cherry is the
Dean of King’s College, Cambridge.
He will deliver the 2019 Queen’s
Foundation lecture, “Is forgiveness
the answer? Reflections on living well
after violence, abuse, or betrayal”, at
Bournville Parish Church,
Birmingham, on 13 May, at 7 p.m.
www.queens.ac.uk/news/queensfoundation-lecture-2019

Denise Uwimama, the author of From Red Earth

Will the work of Iriba Shalom ever
be complete, I wonder. “No. It is
never finished,” she says. “Evil is
always [in the world]; so healing is
always there, too. And the source will
never stop, because it is living waters.
Our source is Christ.”

From Red Earth: A Rwandan story of
healing and forgiveness by Denise
Uwimana will be published by
Plough Publishing on 25 April, at
£12.99 (Church Times Bookshop
£11.70).
www.iriba-shalom-international.org
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