March 14, 2010                   4th Sunday of Lent              Philippians 4: 2-9
Prayer: Dear Lord, Please go with us into our study of your word. Make it resonate in our minds and in our hearts. In the name of the one we walk alongside in this season of Lent, Amen.

‘As We Forgive’ 

In central east Africa, there’s a little country called Rwanda. On a map of Africa, you hardly notice it. It’s only one third the size of South Carolina,  a little landlocked country. 

Historically, two groups have lived alongside each other in Rwanda --  the Tutsis and the Hutus. They shared the same land, the same language, the same culture, the same towns and villages. 


Both groups were brown-skinned, but the Tutsis were tall and thin, with long faces. The Hutus tended to be shorter, stockier and darker.


When Belgium colonized Rwanda in 1916, it chose to elevate the Tutsi people over the Hutus. Everyone had to carry ID cards, listing their ethnicity. The best jobs and educational opportunities went to the favored Tutsis. 

Needless to say, this caused a great deal of resentment among the Hutus, who were in the majority.


In 1959, the Hutus grew so resentful that they overthrew the ruling Tutsi king, whom the Belgians had helped elevate to power. The Hutus killed thousands of the Tutsis and drove another 150,000 into exile. Three years later, the Belgians handed over control of the country to the native Rwandans and left.

Because the Hutus were in the majority, they now became the ruling party. In the towns and villages where people worked and lived, it wasn’t such a big deal. Tutsi and Hutu neighbors lived side by side. They intermarried. They raised their children.


But politically, the turmoil continued to build. The anger left behind by the decades of Tutsi favoritism continued to fester.


The children of the Tutsis exiled in 1959 formed a rebel army, the Rwandan Patriotic Front. In 1990 civil war broke out, and the country was wracked by political and economic upheaval.


Then on April 6, 1994, the president of  Rwanda, who was a Hutu, was flying in a plane with the president of neighboring Burundi and other officials. Their plane was hit by a rocket, killing everyone on board. 


Though it was never proved who launched the rocket, the Hutus assumed the Tutsis had assassinated the president. That very day, the presidential guard launched a campaign of revenge.


 The majority Hutus went on a rampage, trying to wipe the Tutsi minority out of existence. There was evidence that the ruling Hutu army forced Hutu civilians to take part in killing their Tutsi neighbors. Forced or not, neighbors indeed killed their neighbors. 

People tried to hide in the churches, and the Hutus came in with machetes, hacking them to pieces. There were even reports that some priests took part in the massacre, using bulldozers to bring their church buildings down on top of people cowering inside.


If you saw the movie “Hotel Rwanda,” you have an idea of the carnage that went on. And it went on for 100 days.

It was genocide at its most flagrant: One group of people was trying to wipe another group off the map, based solely on their ethnicity.


In three months, 800,000 Tutsis and moderate Hutus were killed, most in horrific, brutal ways.


The other countries of the world looked on in horror, but none really acted in time. The carnage didn’t stop until the rebel army made up of those grown children of exiled Tutsis defeated the Hutus in July 1994. Two million Hutus, fearing Tutsi retribution, then fled to neighboring Burundi, Tanzania, Uganda and the Democratic Republic of the Congo.




In 2005, a recent Furman graduate traveled to Rwanda on a mission trip with her church. Laura Waters Hinson was studying filmmaking as a graduate student at American University in Washington. When she arrived in Rwanda, she was amazed at what she found.

Rwanda’s president, at that time and still today, was Paul Kagame, who had been leader of the victorious Tutsi rebel army that ended the killing. In 2005, 11 years after the massacre, he released 40,000 of the country’s prisoners due to prison overcrowding. 


Many of those prisoners were the civilian Hutus who had killed their neighbors. Now they were coming back home to the towns and villages where surviving family members of their victims lived.


Well, Laura knew immediately what her master’s thesis film was going to be. It was going to be the story of this scarred land and how its people would deal with the aftermath of the genocide.


She flew back to Washington and raised money. The next year, she returned to Rwanda with a film crew. She located a non-profit organization called Prison Fellowship that was working to promote restorative justice. This group was bringing together the killers who were seeking forgiveness and their victims’ families. They were bringing together murderers who wanted to make amends with the angry, suffering people victimized by their actions.


Laura’s film focuses primarily on two Tutsi widows, Rosaria and Chantale, and the men who killed their families. Can you imagine that? 
Trying to forgive the man you had watched kill your husband, children and sister? 



Trying to forgive the man you had watched club your father to death?


Laura’s movie, “As We Forgive,” ultimately won a number of awards in film festivals all over the country. It will be shown this Thursday night at Furman. Laura will be there to talk about it, along with another woman who lived through the genocide and helped found a ministry for the country’s orphans. 


I would like to invite any of you who would like to to come out and see it. There are fliers on the back table that provide information.


If you drive, you can simply go at 7 PM Thursday to McAlister Auditorium at Furman.


If you don’t drive, I will be in our parking lot at 6 PM to take anyone who wants to go. We’ll stop and eat at Chick-Fil-A, then head over to Furman to see the movie.


I think it’s important for lots of reasons. One, as I’ve said before, we can get overly fixated on these four blocks around Triune and forget the bigger picture.

Two, there is nothing more central to the Christian gospel than forgiveness. This is a chance to see forgiveness lived out in breathtaking fashion. 



As we finish up with Paul’s letter to the Philippians today, we find him specifically urging two women to reconcile, to forgive. He has spent the entire letter telling the congregation in Philippi to be “of one mind.” Now he brings that message to two individuals.


Please turn in your Bibles to Philippians 4: 2-9.


2 I urge Euodia and I urge Syntyche to be of the same mind in the Lord. 3Yes, and I ask you also, my loyal companion,* help these women, for they have struggled beside me in the work of the gospel, together with Clement and the rest of my co-workers, whose names are in the book of life. 

4 Rejoice* in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice.* 5Let your gentleness be known to everyone. The Lord is near. 6Do not worry about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. 7And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. 

8 Finally, beloved,* whatever is true, whatever is honourable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is pleasing, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence and if there is anything worthy of praise, think about* these things. 9Keep on doing the things that you have learned and received and heard and seen in me, and the God of peace will be with you. 

We don’t know what the argument is between Euodia and Syntyche. All we know is these women ministered alongside Paul when he was in Philippi.


Note that Paul indicates they are devoted, saved Christians whose names are “in the book of life.” And still, they disagee. Still they aren’t reconciled one to another.


That is the human condition. Apparently, many of the Hutus and the Tutsis went to church. They would’ve told you they were Christians. And yet the churches of Rwanda became slaughterhouses. 


“Be of the same mind in the Lord,” Paul tells them.

Like so much in this letter, this statement refers to the Christ hymn back in chapter 2. If you remember, Jesus was in the form of God, but emptied himself and became human, even to the point of the death. Worse yet, to the point of death on a despicable, humiliating cross.


And what did he say while on that cross? According to Luke, he said, “Father, forgive them; for they do not know what they are doing.” (Luke 23: 34) 

We might see the forgiveness being lived out in Rwanda as impractical, impossible. And it is. Unless you have the mind of the one who did the exact same thing as he hung on a cross.


Be of the same mind in the Lord.


 After these words, Paul then has some gentle words for his dear friends. 


 “And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.”


I’d argue that is what is going on in Rwanda today. To be sure, there is still political turmoil and dissent, and it may one day break into civil war again. But through forgiveness -- through active restorative justice which involves helping each other to build houses, helping each other to bring in crops -- some neighbors are finding that peace of God which surpasses understanding.


And that’s the point. It does surpass our understanding.


Our understanding is discipline, retribution, payback, revenge.


It is natural. It is understandable. It is human.


To reach for the peace of God that surpasses understanding is to reach for something mysterious, something outside ourselves, something worked out for us long, long ago on a lonely cross in the Roman Empire.


During the next two weeks we will look at the events leading up to that crucifixion, leading up to a God who emptied himself that we might overflow.


Amen.

