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Corrie ten Boom was a Dutch Holocaust survivor.  When the Nazis invaded her home town of Haarlem, Corrie and her family – devout Christians all – became active in the Dutch resistance.  Believing on the basis of the Bible that the Jews were God’s chosen people, the ten Booms built a secret compartment behind Corrie’s room where they could hide Jews fleeing from Nazi persecution.  At considerable risk to themselves, the ten Booms extended gracious hospitality and assistance to many Jews, providing them with Kosher food, keeping the Jewish Sabbath, and ultimately, helping them to escape to freedom.


Finally, in February 1944, the Nazis – assisted by a Dutch informant – arrested the entire ten Boom family.  Corrie’s father died in prison.  Two of her siblings and a nephew were eventually released, but Corrie and her sister, Betsie, were interred first in a Dutch concentration camp, and later, at Ravensbrück in Germany, where Betsie died.  Corrie was finally released; she ended up learning that her own freedom was the result of a technical error.


Following the war, Corrie set up houses of refuge and rehabilitation where she received concentration camp survivors, but also umemployed Dutch citizens who had collaborated with the Nazis during the war.  She became widely sought after as a speaker on the topic of God’s forgiveness.  She used to tell people that when we confess our sins, God casts them into the deepest ocean and then posts a sign saying “No Fishing Allowed.”


On one occasion, when she had finished speaking about forgiveness in a church in Munich, she saw a man working his way forward against the flow of the departing crowd.  She recalls: “One moment I saw the overcoat and the brown hat; the next, a blue uniform and a visored cap with its skull and crossbones.”  Instantly, she was flooded with memories: “the shame of walking naked past this man…  my sister’s frail form ahead of me, ribs sharp beneath the parchment skin…  [The] place was Ravensbrück and the man who was making his way forward had been…one of the most cruel guards.”


The man reached her and thrust out his hand, thanking her warmly for her hopeful message of divine forgiveness.  “You mentioned Ravensbrück in your talk,” the man said.  I was a guard there.”  Corrie, dumbstruck, was fumbling in her purse to avoid taking his hand.  She surmised that he couldn’t possibly recognize or remember her.  But then the man continued: “Since [the war], I have become a Christian.  I know that God has forgiven me for the cruel things I did there, but I would like to hear it from your lips as well, Fräulein.”  And extending his hand to her once again, he asked: “Will you forgive me?”


Corrie stood there with her innards in utter turmoil.  She believed with all her heart that God had repeatedly forgiven her many sins, great and small.  And she was painfully aware of the petition in the Lord’s Prayer: “forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us.”  But this man – this very man! – had been complicit in the horrible death of Corrie’s own sister!  Could she possibly be expected to forgive that?  She knew beyond doubt that the Gospel asked it of her.  And she also thought back to the victims of Nazi brutality who had resided in her houses of refuge back in Holland since the war’s end.  She knew from experience that only the ones who somehow managed to forgive their former enemies were able to rebuild their lives.  The ones who nursed their bitterness remained unable to function.

Corrie’s words again: “Still I stood there with the coldness clutching my heart.  But forgiveness is not an emotion…  Forgiveness is an act of the will, and the will can function regardless of the temperature of the heart,  Jesus, help me! I prayed silently.  I can lift my hand; I can do that much.  You supply the feeling.”  And ever so slowly, she managed to take the man’s hand.  She remembers: “And as I did, an incredible thing took place.  The current started in my shoulder, raced down my arm and sprang into our joined hands.  And then this healing warmth seemed to flood my whole being, bringing tears to my eyes.  ‘I forgive you, brother!” I cried.  ‘With all my heart.’”  She concludes the memory: “I had never known God’s love so intensely as I did then.  But even so, I realized it was not my love.  I had tried and did not have the power.  It was the power of the Holy Spirit…”


I tell you this remarkable story because, like our Scripture readings today, it teaches us a great deal about the essential Gospel message of forgiveness.  For starters, ideally, it begins with repentance.  In the reading from 2 Samuel, David – a divinely chosen king with palaces, riches, power, and harems of wives – has yielded to the deadly desire to have still more.  Specifically, he has lusted after the lone wife of his neighbor and trusted lieutenant, Uriah; and having used his royal power and privilege to have his way with Bathsheba, he has gotten her pregnant.  Failing in repeated efforts to get Uriah to sleep with his wife, David has finally placed him in the front lines of a battle and gotten Uriah killed.  And now, confronted by the prophet Nathan with is wickedness, David faces reality: “I have sinned against the Lord.”

The Gospel story we heard from Luke begins with the dramatic and semi-public repentance of a woman.  We are not told the specific nature of her sin – merely that she is “sinful.”  But learning that Jesus is nearby, she seeks him out – undaunted by the fact that he is being entertained at the house of a Pharisee.  One can imagine the former Nazi guard seeking out Corrie ten Boom in a similar way.  She might quite reasonably spit in his eye, or might even summon the police; but the ex-guard needs her forgiveness and so, obstacles be damned, he must seek her out and ask for it.


Corrie teeters momentarily, as her own inner Pharisee wonders, “Can I forgive that?  After all, this man contributed to my sister’s horrific death.”  That cold, judging voice within her is reminiscent of the Pharisee’s in the Gospel: “If this [Jesus] were a prophet, he would know who and what sort of woman this is who is touching him, that she is a sinner.”  Not only does Simon the Pharisee deem the woman unworthy of forgiveness; but he judges Jesus and finds him wanting for even letting the woman touch him, let alone for pondering possible forgiveness.  It is tempting for Corrie to conclude, like the Pharisee, that Jesus is clueless, that he can’t possibly understand, that what he is asking is crazy or impossible or both.

What enables Corrie to extend the hand of forgiveness in the end is the realization – like that of the woman in the Gospel – is the recognition of how deeply loved and forgiven she has been by God.  She can extend love and forgiveness with the power of God’s grace because she has known unmerited love and forgiveness in her own life.  Corrie also realizes – and this is essential for us to understand – that true forgiveness is a voluntary choice and an unearned gift, not a warm, fuzzy feeling.  


Never imagine that forgiveness means saying: “It’s okay.”  Forgiveness is only needed when the person seeking it has done something genuinely “not okay.”  What the forgiver says, I  effect, is: “Because I value the love between us – either past reality or future possibility – I will move past the hurt.  For the sake of us, I will let go of the harm you did; I will bury it and not dig it up.”  Forgiveness is a supernatural gift of love conferred under grace; and as such, it heals the giver as well as the recipient.

The repentant woman in the Gospel also illustrates vividly what genuine conversion and a “firm purpose of amendment” look like “ in the flesh.”  Inspired by hope for God’s compassion, a repentant sinner takes responsibility and ownership for her or his wrongdoing, however embarrassing that might be in the eyes of other people.  And further, the person repenting works overtime to show love, both for God and for the forgiving persons whom they have hurt by their selfishness or thoughtlessness.  The woman weeping over and kissing and anointing Jesus’ feet is a picture of grateful affection – she knows that she has been gifted with forgiveness which she did not and could not earn.  Presumably, the ex-guard felt the same when Corrie ten Boom took and held his hand.

We began our celebration by remembering our own sins and both asking God and thanking God for the gift of God’s mercy and compassion.  Shortly, we will pray the Lord’s Prayer: “Forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us.”  And we will say to Jesus, before approaching him, “Lord, I am not worthy to receive you, but only say the word, and I shall be healed.”  And Jesus, whose love we can never rival nor equal, will give us himself as food and drink.  Let us listen in our hearts for his reassuring voice: “Your faith has saved you, go in peace.”  And then, let us go forth in joy and gratitude, knowing ourselves as redeemed sinners called to love lavishly as God does.

©2010 Fr. Daniel M. Ruff, S.J.
3

