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There is a hard law . . .
When an injury is done to us,
we never recover until we forgive.
A L A N
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Foreword
while on duty as a plainclothes police
officer in New York City, I was shot multiple times. I’m not
going to tell you the details here – you’ll have to read this
book if you want the whole story. But I will tell you this:
I spent the next year and a half in a hospital bed, and for
most of that period my situation was touch and go. I came
very close to dying, and when I’d pull out of those patches,
I wasn’t always sure I even wanted to live. Fortunately I
received a great deal of love from family, friends, and supporters, which helped pull me through those difficult days.
And six months after I was shot, something gave me a new
focus and strengthened my will to live: my wife, Patti Ann,
gave birth to our first child.
Shortly after Conor was born we had a press conference. I
still could not talk because of my gunshot wounds, so Patti
Ann spoke for both of us. She told everyone how grateful I
was to be alive; and how proud I was to be a member of the
NYPD. She said that as a police officer I had always wanted
to help others, and that being paralyzed hadn’t changed
Thirty years ago,
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that desire. Then she announced that I had forgiven the
young man who had tried to murder me.
Everyone seemed astounded, and ever since that day I’ve
had people ask me, “Why? Why did you forgive him?” They
say, “I can’t even get along with my sister” (or their brother,
or mother or dad) “and they haven’t really done anything to
hurt me. They’re just mean. So how on earth could you do
such a thing?”
Again, I’m not going to get into the details here, except
to say that I needed healing – badly – and found out that the
only way forward was with love. And I learned that one of
the most beautiful expressions of love is forgiving. I know
that will sound illogical or impossible to some. Others will
find it downright ridiculous. But I’m talking as one who has
lived through this.
That’s my story, but there are many more in this book. In
fact, the author, who happens to be a good friend of mine,
has collected about fifty. Some are about crimes like the one
that changed my life; others have to do with very different
forms of violence, from backbiting, to cheating on someone
who trusts you, to dealing with a racial slur. (As you’ll see
by the time you’re done reading, a nasty word can be just
as deadly as a bullet, and the hurt can take a lifetime to get
over.) There’s even a chapter on forgiving yourself – a huge
hurdle for many people.
How should you forgive, and why? I can’t tell you. It’s
probably the hardest thing you’ll ever attempt to do. But I
ix

can tell you what I’ve seen and experienced personally: once
you are able to let go of wrongs that have been done to you, it
changes everything. It will change your relationships, your
attitudes, your emotional make-up – your whole approach
to living. It will give you a better life. Plus, you’ll find that
when you forgive, you’re always a winner. You don’t lose a
thing. Because it’s not a sign of weakness to love somebody
who hurts you. It’s a sign of strength.
Read this book. It deals with some hard issues, head-on.
It might give you more than you wanted to think about. But
I think it will also help you see, as it helped me to see, that
there are more stories of love and forgiveness in the world
than there are of hatred and revenge. Yours could become
one of them.
Steven D. McDonald
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Prologue
as I sat drinking c offee
and reading the paper, I was horrified to see headlines
reporting the abduction, in broad daylight, of a local sevenyear-old girl. Within a week the primary suspect – a trusted
acquaintance of the child’s family – confessed to the crime.
After luring her into a wooded area near her home, he had
raped her, beaten her to death, and hidden her.
The public’s reaction was predictable: this man deserved
to die. Under the state’s new capital punishment statute,
he was regarded as a prime candidate. Initially the District
Attorney promised to seek a maximum of twenty years in
exchange for information leading to the recovery of the
girl’s body, but he went back on his word after it was found,
saying he would have made a pact with the devil to find
the child. He also said that he hoped to become the first
DA in recent New York history to send a murderer to the
death chamber. Residents interviewed by the local news
media even suggested that the authorities release him so
One morning in September 1995,
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they could “take care of him.”
While this rage was understandable, I wondered how it
could possibly bring solace to the victim’s grieving family.
As a pastor, I felt fairly certain what my response should
be: I arranged for someone from my congregation to go to
the funeral, and I sent flowers to the child’s parents. I tried
(unsuccessfully) to visit the family. But my heart was still
heavy. Somehow, I felt I had to visit the murderer – at this
point still a faceless monster – and confront him with the
horror of his actions. I wanted to help him see that if he was
ever going to find peace with himself after committing such
a heinous crime, it could only be through lifelong remorse.
I knew people would look askance at such a visit, if not
entirely misinterpret it, but I was convinced it was my duty.
So it was that a few months later I found myself sitting alone
in the county jail, face to face with the uncuffed killer. The
hours I spent in that cell shook me deeply and left many
unresolved questions – questions, in fact, that eventually
led me to write this book.
Less than three months after my visit, the murderer
faced his victim’s family in court. The room was packed,
and entering it, one could feel a wave of hostility. First the
sentence – life imprisonment without parole – was read out,
and then the judge added: “I hope that the hell you now
face in prison is only a foretaste of the hell you will face in
eternity.”
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The defendant was then allowed a few words. In a loud,
wavering voice, he told the girl’s parents that he was “truly
sorry” for the pain he had caused – and that he was praying
daily for forgiveness. As a ripple of angry whispers spread
through the audience, I asked myself, How can such a man
ever be forgiven?
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The Cancer of Bitterness
Resentment is like drinking poison and then
hoping it will kill your enemies.
NELSON MANDELA

is a door to peace and happiness. It is a small,
narrow door, and cannot be entered without stooping. It is
also hard to find. But no matter how long the search, it can
be found. At least that is what the men and women in this
book have discovered. By reading their stories, perhaps you,
too, will be led to the door of forgiveness. Just remember
that once there, only you can open it.
What does forgiving really mean? Clearly it has little to
do with human fairness, which demands an eye for an eye,
or with excusing, which means brushing something aside.
Life is never fair, and it is full of things that can never be
excused.
When we forgive someone for a mistake or a deliberate
hurt, we still recognize it as such, but instead of lashing
out or biting back, we attempt to see beyond it, so as to
Forgiveness
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restore our relationship with the person responsible for it.
Our forgiveness may not take away our pain – it may not
even be acknowledged or accepted – yet the act of offering
it will keep us from being sucked into the downward spiral
of resentment. It will also guard us against the temptation
of taking out our anger or hurt on someone else.
It is only natural, when we are hurt, to want to revisit
the source of that hurt. There is nothing wrong with that.
Whenever we do this in the sense of chalking up another
person’s guilt, however, our pain will soon turn into resentment. It doesn’t matter if the cause of our pain is real or
imagined: the effect is the same. Once there, it will slowly
eat away at us until it spills out and corrodes everything
around us.
We all know bitter people. They have an amazing memory
for the tiniest detail, and they wallow in self-pity and resentment. They catalogue every offence and are always ready to
show others how much they have been hurt. On the outside
they may appear to be calm and composed, but inside they
are about to burst with pent-up feelings.
Bitter people defend their grudges constantly: they feel
that they have been hurt too deeply and too often, and that
this exempts them from the need to forgive. But it is just
these people who need to forgive most of all. Their hearts
are sometimes so full of rancor that they no longer have the
capacity to love.
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Over thirty years ago my father and I were asked by a
colleague to visit an acquaintance who claimed she could
no longer love. Jane’s husband lay dying, and she longed to
comfort him, yet something seemed to hold her back from
within. Jane was by all accounts a blameless person: she was
neat, meticulous, capable, hard-working, and honest – yet
in talking with her it became clear that she was as unfeeling
as a rock. She really could not love.
After months of counseling, the cause of Jane’s coldness
finally became clear: she was unable to forgive. She couldn’t
point to a single large hurt, but emotionally she was tied
down – in fact, almost completely incapacitated – by the
collective weight of a thousand small grudges.
Thankfully Jane was later able to overcome herself and
rediscover the joy of living. That was not the case with
Brenda, another embittered woman I attempted to counsel.
Sexually abused by her uncle for years and silenced by her
alcoholism, which her tormentor supported with daily gifts
of vodka, she had finally escaped from him, but she was still
under his thrall.
When I met Brenda she had been offered intensive
psychiatric counseling. She also had a good job and an
extensive network of supportive friends, who had made
every effort to get her back on her feet. In spite of this she
seemed to make no progress. Her emotions swung widely,
from excited laughter to inconsolable weeping. She binged

3

The Cancer of Bitterness

on food one day and fasted and purged the next. And she
drank – bottle after bottle.
Brenda was without question the innocent victim of a
horribly depraved man, yet the better I got to know her the
more it seemed that she was perpetuating her own misery.
In refusing to lay aside her hatred for her uncle, she was
continuing to let him exert his influence over her.
Brenda was one of the most difficult people I have ever
tried to help. Again and again I tried to get her to see that
until she could forgive her uncle – or at least see beyond the
fact that he had abused her – she would in effect remain his
victim. But my efforts were in vain. Increasingly angry and
confused, she drove herself deeper and deeper into a jungle
of despair. Finally she attempted to strangle herself and had
to be hospitalized.
The wounds left by sexual abuse take years to heal.
Often they leave permanent scars. Yet they need not result
in life-long torment or in suicide. For every case like Brenda’s there are others where, through forgiving, the victim
is able to find happiness and a new lease on life.
By the time Glenn Fielder was sixteen, the East London teen

was both a record-holding track champion, and an aspiring
soccer player with Leyton Orient FC – the same club where
David Beckham started out before signing for Manchester
United. But while Beckham went on to enjoy international
fame, Fielder, who grew up on the same street and has close
4
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ties with the superstar to this day, woke up one day to find
out that he had been paralyzed for life.
It was January 1987, and I’d been invited to a party at a
community hall in Chingford. I’d been looking forward to it,
and had a great time. Shortly before midnight I left with a
friend and walked into a fracas involving seven or eight guys.
We turned aside and kept walking – we didn’t want to get
involved, but a hundred yards or so down the road we came
across a young man lying in the gutter, so we stopped. He’d
been badly beaten. I bent down to put my coat under his head,
and my friend ran into a nearby building to call an ambulance.
While we were waiting for help to come, the fight grew
louder and louder behind us. As it grew nearer, I got a little
nervous, and stood up. As I did, I felt this short, sharp punch
in my back, and fell unconscious. It was actually a knife,
plunged right between my shoulder blades. I’m told that after
I was stabbed, I was savagely beaten and stomped by three
or four guys. But I don’t remember any of that. I only know
that when I woke up, I was lying in a hospital with a severed
spinal cord. I’d been there two or three weeks, under sedation,
when I started coming to, and that’s when my father broke the
news to me that I was going to spend the rest of my life in a
wheelchair.
My world ended at that point: I felt as though my heart had
been ripped from inside of me. Soccer was my life, and now I’d
never be able to play again. I couldn’t imagine anything worse.
When I came out of the hospital eleven months later, I was
still in a state. Even thinking about soccer was devastating. I
5

The Cancer of Bitterness
ripped up old team photos and threw
away medals. I couldn’t bear to watch
games on TV.

Six young men were arrested in
connection with Glenn’s assault.
One of them, an 18-year-old, was
given a six-year sentence, though
he only did four years behind
bars. Not surprisingly, Glenn was
enraged. “Six years for an unprovoked attack? Where was the justice
in that? I’d just been sentenced for
life – to lifetime disability. I wanted
revenge, and that desire embittered
Glenn Fielder
me and filled me.”
After almost a year, Glenn was finally able to move
home and embark on the long journey of trying to put back
together some semblance of a normal life:
It was a good hospital – Stokes Mandeville – with one of the
best rehab units in England. They did their best to prepare
me for life as a paraplegic. But to be honest, I felt my life was
finished. In the end, my better nature prevailed. I went after
various jobs. At first I worked in the civil service, which I
didn’t enjoy. I was an outdoor person. But what choice did I
have? I then moved on to a stationery company, where I did
sales. During that time I met my wife, Julie, and settled down.
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Through it all, I had to deal with what was going on inside
me. You see, people who’d see me knew right away that I was
disabled, and if they asked, I’d tell them it was due to a knife
attack. But what I could never tell them about – what they
could never see – was the anger that burned inside of me. I
stewed for years. I’d lie in bed p
 lotting my attacker’s death,
fantasizing about what I was going to do.
Meanwhile, people were always saying things like, “It’s so
unjust. If I were you, I’d have had that bloke’s legs blown off,
blah, blah, blah.” These people thought they were helping me
by saying this, but in fact, all they were doing was making
things worse, fueling my anger and stressing me even more.
Luckily, something held me back from taking revenge. I
don’t know what it was, but thank God it held me back. And
eventually I found myself getting to where I could tell myself,
“Hold on a minute. At least you’re still alive. You’re married
to a beautiful woman; you’ve got two beautiful children. You
have your own job (I drive a hand-controlled taxi for a living),
and your own house, and you manage to pay all your bills.”
I guess I saw that I was actually leading a better life than
my attacker was. You see, I had been told quite a bit about
him: he’d been in and out of prison all his life and was a drug
user with psychiatric problems. His family was ashamed of
him. And look at me! I found myself thinking, “If you can’t
get rid of your anger from the inside out, you’re never going
to be able to really move on.” So I decided to try to forgive.
Now, don’t get me wrong. It’s not something that happened
overnight. I’m a very proud man. I could never have walked
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up to this guy in the street and say, “I forgive you.” But I
began to forgive him, over a period of time. And gradually – it
wasn’t an instant reaction – I felt better. You could say I was
slowly healed.
Not long ago my younger brother Danny called me and
said, “Glenn, I’ve got news for you. That guy that attacked
you? He’s been found dead. I reckon what goes around comes
around, eh?” I said, “You know what, Danny? I feel nothing. I
feel empty. I’m actually sorry for his family. There’s no bitterness anymore – I’ve moved on with my life.”

As Glenn’s life (and countless others) shows, forgiving
always involves the conscious decision to stop hating,
because hating can never help. Contrary to the simplistic
proverb “forgive and forget,” however, it does not necessarily require forgetting. Who can cast off the memories
of a childhood marked by abuse; and how can someone in
a wheelchair possibly forget that he or she will never walk
again? Nor does it need to involve confronting the perpetrator. In the case of sexual trauma, this is probably not even
advisable. Still, for some people, a face-to-face reckoning
may prove to be the only way forward. And it may yield a
life-changing surprise, as illustrated by the next story.
what happens to you, and ninety
percent what you do with it.” The speaker was my friend
Charles Williams, a retired police chief (and teacher of
criminal justice studies) from a small Hudson Valley town,

“Life is ten percent
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and he was addressing a panel of educators from the local
school district. As I listened, I remembered the first time I
met him. It was at a high school assembly on the topic of
nonviolent conflict resolution, and Chief Williams, as he is
known, had been dumbfounded by the story of the featured
speaker – a victim of violent crime who had forgiven his
assailant. In his own words:
I thought, “Wow what a great message – teaching kids how
to deal with conflict in a nonviolent manner. I was mesmerized.” On the other hand, I was saying to myself, “There’s no
way, no freaking way I ever could forgive something like that.
It’s not possible; I’d be too angry about it, too mad.” Later I
was telling someone about the assembly, and I said, “Explain
this forgiveness thing to me. I just don’t understand it.” We
talked, and it suddenly hit me that the reason I couldn’t see
someone else forgiving a violent crime was that I myself had
someone I needed to forgive, but couldn’t. That person was
my mother.
You see, I grew up in an alcoholic household. My mother
was a raging alcoholic, and when I say raging, I mean pots
and pans being thrown. I can remember her throwing chairs,
and saying, “Stop the world! I want to get off!” One time she
wrenched herself out of her coat as my father tried to stop
her from running out of the house. He didn’t manage, and
she was gone for two days. We didn’t know whether she was
dead or alive.
By the time I was an adult I was angry – at her, and at the
world. I’ll be the first to tell you that I relished that anger. Later
9
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I came to see how useless it was; it gradually dawned on me
that I needed to forgive her. But even after that recognition, it
took me five years. Why? Because I wasn’t living in the present.
If you want to know what that has to do with forgiving,
let me tell you: with bitterness, you’re always dragging yourself back, in your mind, to the past. You keep reliving things
people did or said to you, over and over and over. And in the
long run, no one can live in two places at once like that – in
the past and the present. It’ll drive you to the grave. In my
case, I mostly did fine, but every now and then I’d lose it and
sabotage everything. This happened again and again.
Then one day I had had enough. It was a Tuesday. I drove
down to Long Island, to my hometown, and when I was about
fifteen minutes away, I called my mother. I got her answering
machine. I thought, “Perfect – now I have an excuse not to do
this.” I almost turned around. But something deep inside told
me, “No – now is the time.” So I left her a message. Before I
knew it, she called back.
To make a long story short, I went into the house and
sat down, and forgave the woman who made my childhood
a nightmare. I can tell you one thing: it wasn’t easy. On the
other hand, this person in front of me – this person who was,
in my mind’s eye, a crazed monster with a wild look in her
eyes – instantaneously changed into a frail, sickly, old woman
on oxygen, dying of emphysema. She became the mother I
had never had.
Again, it wasn’t easy to forgive her. Because when I say
I hated her, I hated her. It affected me as an individual; it
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affected my marriage to the
point that my wife and I separated. It affected my ability
to be a good father. It tainted
everything.

Shortly after this, Chief
Williams’s mother was diagnosed with a brain tumor, and
metastatic lung cancer. She was
ready for a fight, as her son tells
it, and part of it was her determination to have a second chance
at her relationship with her son.

Charles Williams

She said, “I want to make it right.” I told her, “Mom, I forgive
you. You don’t have to make anything right.” Anyway, she
went through radiation, and then one day I got a call from
my sister. She said, “You better come. Mom’s not doing well.”
So I flew down and walked into the hospice where she was
staying. When I walked into the room I could hardly recognize her. It wasn’t her, really. She had lost her teeth, and had
barely any hair left. Worse, she was blind, and could hardly
speak or move.
I walked over and said, “I forgive you, Mom, and I love
you,” and she smiled. Then I added in my best Long Island
accent, “Ma, I love what you done wit’ your hair.” Next thing
I know, she’s cursing me out from head to toe! Now, no words
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came out of her mouth, but she did this – believe me – so I
knew she was really still there.
Then I sat down next to her and I told her again how much
I loved her. Who knew – it might be the last time I’d see her,
and as much as I had hated her in the past, I now loved her
just as much. If that’s hard to understand, it’s because there is
sometimes a fine line between love and hate.
I was crying by then, like a baby – like a son who’s about
to lose his mother. Meanwhile, Mom, who hadn’t moved the
whole time I was there, suddenly lifted her arm and stroked
my hand three times. Twenty-four hours before her death,
and she is consoling me.
That’s what I choose to remember about my mother. But
understand this: had I not forgiven her beforehand and
worked to repair the damage that had been done, I never
would have had that moment.

as the previous story shows, is more than a
negative outlook on life. It is a power – and a destructive
and self-destructive one at that. Like a cancerous cell, a
dangerous mold, or a spore, it thrives in the dark recesses of
the heart and feeds on every new thought of spite or hatred
that comes our way. And like an ulcer aggravated by worry
or a heart condition made worse by stress, it can be physically
as well as emotionally debilitating. In fact, if not addressed
and taken care of, bitterness can lead to death. Hence the
ancient Chinese proverb attributed to Confucius, “Who
opts for revenge should dig two graves.” Tragically, that is
Bitterness,
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what Anne Coleman, a Delaware woman I have known for
years, experienced firsthand:
One day in 1985 I picked up the phone to hear my niece in Los
Angeles say, “Anne, Frances has been shot. She’s dead.”
I can’t remember screaming, but I did. I made plans to
fly out to California immediately, and on the plane I really
thought I could kill someone. If I’d had a weapon and the
murderer, I probably would have done just that.
By the time I got off the plane I was getting concerned
about how I was going to greet my son Daniel, who was flying
in from Hawaii. Daniel was an army sergeant, and he had
been trained to kill.
When we got to the police station the next morning, the
only thing they told us was that my daughter was dead, and
that everything else was none of our business. Sadly, this
remained the case throughout the days we stayed in Los
Angeles. The violent crimes coordinator told me that if they
hadn’t arrested someone in four days, I shouldn’t expect an
arrest: “We just have too many homicides in this precinct – we
spend only four days on homicides.”
This enraged my son Daniel. When he found out that the
police department was really not interested in finding his
sister’s killer, he said he was going to go out and buy an Uzi
and mow people down.
They hadn’t really prepared us for what we would see when
we picked up her car from the pound. Frances had bled to
death in her car. The bullets had passed through her aorta,
her heart, both lungs. She had choked on her own blood. She
13
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Daniel, Anne, and Frances Coleman

died early on a Sunday morning, and we picked up the car
late Tuesday afternoon. It stank. That smell never left Daniel’s
mind, and he wanted vengeance in the worst way. He really
wanted someone to do something – some kind of justice for
his sister.
Over the next two-and-a-half years I saw Daniel go downhill, and then I stood alongside his sister’s grave to watch
him being lowered into the ground. He had finally taken
revenge – on himself. I saw what hatred does: it takes the ultimate toll on one’s mind and body.
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Hope for a great sea-change
on the far side of revenge.
Believe that a further shore
is reachable from here.
Believe in miracles
and cures and healing wells.
SEAMUS HEANEY

Gordon Wilson held his daughter’s hand as they lay trapped

beneath a mountain of rubble. It was 1987, and he and Marie
had been attending a peaceful memorial service in Enniskillen, Northern Ireland, when a terrorist bomb went off.
By the end of the day Marie and nine other civilians were
dead, and sixty-three had been hospitalized for injuries.
Amazingly, Gordon refused to retaliate, saying that
angry words could neither restore his daughter nor bring
peace to Belfast. Only hours after the bombing, he told BBC
reporters:

16
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I have lost my daughter, and we shall
miss her. But I bear no ill will. I bear no
grudge . . . That will not bring her back . . .
Don’t ask me, please, for a purpose . . . I
don’t have an answer. But I know there has
to be a plan. If I didn’t think that, I would
commit suicide. It’s part of a greater
plan . . . and we shall meet again.
Gordon Wilson
Later Gordon said that his words were
not intended as a theological response to his daughter’s
murder. He had simply blurted them out from the depth of
his heart. In the days and weeks that followed the bombing,
he struggled to live up to his words. It wasn’t easy, but they
were something to hang on to, something to keep him afloat
in the dark hours when grief overwhelmed him.
He knew that the people who took his daughter’s life
were anything but remorseful, and he maintained that they
should be punished and imprisoned. Even so, he refused to
seek revenge.

Those who have to account for this deed will have to face a
judgment of God, which is way beyond my forgiveness . . . It
would be wrong for me to give any impression that gunmen
and bombers should be allowed to walk the streets freely. But
whether or not they are judged here on earth by a court of
law . . . I do my very best in human terms to show forgiveness . . . The last word rests with God.
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Gordon was misunderstood and ridiculed by many because
of his stand, but he says that without having made a decision to forgive, he never could have accepted the fact that his
daughter was never coming back. Nor could he have found
the freedom to move on. Forgiving also had a positive effect
that reached beyond his personal life. At least temporarily,
his words broke the cycle of killing and revenge: the local
Protestant paramilitary leadership felt so convicted by his
courage that they did not retaliate.
to forgive as quickly as he did seems
admirable, it is also unusual. For most of us – as for Piri
Thomas, a writer known for his memoir, Down These Mean
Streets – forgiveness does not come so easily:
If Gordon’s ability

Whenever I hear the phrase “forgive and forget,” my thoughts
flow back to the forties and fifties, to the ghettoes of New York.
There, where violence was and still is a part of life, so many
times I heard people who had been wronged refuse when they
were asked for forgiveness. Or, they would compromise with
“OK, OK, I’ll forgive you, but I sure won’t forget.”
I have been among the countless who have made that same
angry promise. I remember the painful trauma I suffered
when my mother Dolores passed away. She was thirty-four,
I was seventeen. I got very angry at God for not letting my
mother live, and refused to forgive God for being so inconsiderate. As time went by, I forgave God, but for a very long time
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I couldn’t forget because of the great pain alive in my heart.
At the age of twenty-two, I became involved in a series of
armed robberies with three other men. In the commission of
the last armed robbery, there was a shoot-out with the police.
I was shot by one of the officers, whom I shot in return. The
policeman recovered. Otherwise I would not be writing this
article, for I would have been put to death in the electric chair
at Sing Sing.
While I was recovering in the prison ward of Bellevue Hospital, one of the three gunmen, a man named Angelo, turned
state’s evidence against me. Angelo was like a brother to me.
We had both grown up on the same block of 104th Street.
Angelo ratted on me about some past unarmed robberies
because detectives at the 23rd Precinct threatened to beat him
up so badly that even his own mother would not be able to recognize him. A ngelo held up for as long as he could and then
spilled out to the detectives what was and never was. When
I was released from Bellevue Hospital, I was incarcerated in
the Manhattan Tombs to await trial, where I found out that
all that A ngelo had confessed to had been dumped on me . . .
To make a long story short, I was sentenced to five to ten
and five to fifteen years to run concurrently, at hard labor, first
at Sing Sing and then at Comstock.
From time to time over the years, I would steam with anger
over Angelo’s betrayal, which had led to two armed robbery
warrants hanging over me in the South Bronx. In my cell at
night I would find myself fantasizing on ways to kill him or at
least hurt him so bad he would beg for death. Angelo and I had
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been tight brothers from the streets. I loved
him as such, but now in prison I hated him
and only wanted to get even with him in the
worst way. To tell the truth, I fought against
these murderous feelings over the years and
even prayed to get those violent thoughts
out of my mind. Sometimes for long periods
of time, I would forget all about Angelo, but
when least expected, thought of his betrayal
Piri Thomas
would pop up inside of me.
I was finally released in 1957 and was ordered to report to
both a parole officer and a probation officer each week. Back
out in the streets, I couldn’t help thinking what would happen
if I ran into Angelo. I never went looking for him because I
really didn’t want to find him.
I was attending a small church on 118th Street, utilizing it
as a half-way house to keep me free from the gravity of those
mean streets. I would think about Angelo from time to time
and feel the anger still alive in my heart. I never met up with
him and found better things to occupy my mind, like working
on the book I started in prison, meeting a young woman
named Nelin, and feeling the joy of falling in love with Nelin
and sharing the same warm feelings. Angelo began to diminish and slowly fade away from my mind.
One balmy summer evening we were walking on Third
Avenue. Nelin and I were happily checking out jewelry stores,
pricing engagement and wedding rings. As we left one jewelry
store for another, I heard someone softly call out my name:
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“Oye, Piri.” I knew without a doubt that the voice belonged
to Angelo. I turned to look. His once young face now showed
deep lines of stress, caused perhaps by having to look so often
over his shoulder. I felt the rumbling of some long ago anger
trying to rise like bile out of my guts. I suppressed the urge
and waited patiently to listen to whatever Angelo had to say.
Nelin pulled at my arm to get my attention and then asked
me with her eyes if this was the man I had mentioned with so
much anger. She whispered, “Por favor, Piri, don’t forget what
we have talked about.”
I nodded and turned back to Angelo, who swallowed hard,
not so much out of fear but rather as if he badly needed to get
something out that he had been waiting to say for a very long
time. His voice was soft.
“Piri, I have hurt everybody I loved, and that sure includes
you. In the police station they began to beat me so bad, I
couldn’t take it. Could you please forgive me for ratting, bro?”
I stared at him, wondering how he could have the nerve to
be calling me bro after ratting on me, but at the same time
happy to be called bro by him once again.
“I will understand if you don’t, but it took this long for me
to build up my nerve. And even if you don’t, I still had to try,
so por favor, what do you say, Piri?”
I stared at Angelo and only answered when I felt Nelin
squeeze my hand. The words that came from my heart lifted
a great weight from my soul, and I felt my spirit soar free.
“Sure bro, I forgive you. They say everybody’s got a breaking point, and that includes me. So on God’s truth, Angelo, I
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not only forgive you, bro, it’s also forgotten and to that I swear
on Mom’s grave.”
The tears that exploded from Angelo’s eyes matched my
own.
“Gracias, Piri. For years I’ve hated my guts for not having
the heart to keep from ratting on you. If I could live that all
over again, I would let them beat me to death rather than turn
on you. Gracias, bro, for your forgiving and forgetting, and I
mean that from my heart.”
Angelo put his hand out and then started to draw it back,
as if not wanting to push his luck. My right hand reached
out quickly and shook his hand with great sincerity and I
felt Angelo squeeze my own. We hugged briefly, and then
with a smile he nodded to me and Nelin, and said “See you
around, bro” and then walked away. I put my arm around
Nelin’s shoulders, she slipped her arm around my waist, and
we both watched Angelo as he disappeared around the corner.
I couldn’t help thinking about something Nelin once told me
she had read: “To err is human, to forgive divine.”
It sure is hard to forgive, but as my father Juan often said,
“Everything is hard until you learn it, and then it becomes
easy.” I had learned. I had not only forgiven my street brother A ngelo, but I had also learned to forgive myself for having carried a thirst for revenge for so many years. I felt like
the morning sunrise was coming up in my heart. I took Nelin’s hand in my own and with smiles we headed towards
the next jewelry store. Love in me was at last free from the
weight of hate.
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I never saw my bro Angelo again, for he moved to another
city, and it was with sorrow that I learned some years later that
he had been murdered because of money he owed a loan shark.
But I will always be glad that I forgave Angelo. I have
learned that the cruelest prison of all is the prison of an unforgiving mind and spirit.

Sometimes, even when we recognize the need to forgive, we
are tempted to claim that we cannot. It is simply too hard,
too difficult – something for saints, maybe, but not the rest
of us. We have been hurt just one time too many, we think,
or misunderstood. Our side of the story has not been adequately heard.
To me, the amazing thing about Gordon and Piri’s
stories is that they did not weigh their options, but decided
to forgive on the spur of a moment, and did so from the
bottom of their hearts. If they hadn’t, they might never
have been able to forgive at all. Of course, not everyone is
able to forgive with such decisiveness or speed. But as the
next story shows, that does not detract from the power of
the act.
Hashim Garrett once roamed the streets of Brooklyn with a

gang – and a loaded gun. Today he is a well-known motivational speaker at schools across the country, and the owner
of his own consulting firm, Wisdom and Understanding.
As a result of a shooting when he was fifteen, he is almost
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completely paralyzed from the waist down, and walks only
with great effort, and a pair of crutches. Strangely, he says
he’s come to see that incident not as a bad day, but as “one
of the best days of my life, because it helped me to see things
clearly, and gave me a new lease on life.” To some, such an
attitude may seem nearly impossible to understand. To
Hashim however, it has a simple explanation – one that has
everything to do with forgiveness.
Growing up in Brooklyn, I spent a lot of time hanging out. My
friends were mostly older kids who didn’t think learning was
cool, and before long I was making bad decisions. I wouldn’t
have called them “bad” at the time, because at that stage I
was fascinated by all the things these older guys were about.
They didn’t go to school. They had a lot of girls. It seemed they
always called their own shots. I liked that. My mother always
told me that I shouldn’t hang around these guys, but I was
fifteen. I didn’t need her guidance anymore; I knew it all. I’d
say, “I hear you, Ma.” But I still didn’t care.
Next thing you know, my “friends” and I are getting into
arguments. You see, when I first started hanging out with
them, I’d do whatever they told me to do. If they said to go
beat somebody up, I’d go do it. I wanted to show them how
much heart I had. I was doing a lot of other bad stuff too.
Then, as time went on, they’d tell me to do even worse things,
and I’d say, “I’m not gonna do it.” So we started bumping
heads. Some “friends” will love you only as long as you do
what they want you to do.
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They always told me we should
carry guns, “just in case.” The
idea was that if you ran into
trouble, you’d have protection.
One day – it was May 7, 1990 – we
were out walking to the corner
store, and I had this odd feeling,
and then all of a sudden the guy
walking next to me shouted,
“Look out! Run!” I ran, and I kept
running, but then I turned, and I
saw this kid with a submachine
gun (it turned out to be a Tech
9). Then my pants made a funny
movement, and something hit me
Hashim Garrett
hard, in my back. I didn’t realize
it at the time, but the movement my pants made was a bullet
going through my leg, and the pain in my back was another
bullet.
I fell down to the ground, and when I tried to move, I
couldn’t. I couldn’t even feel my legs. I was totally alone.
My friends had all run for their lives. I closed my eyes. I was
scared out of my mind. I was sure the kid with the gun was
going to come up close and kill me. Then I opened my eyes,
and he was gone.

Aside from the two bullets Hashim felt, there were four
more: all in all, six bullets passed through him, leaving a
total of twelve entry and exit wounds.
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While I lay on the ground, bleeding to death and looking up
at the sky, I called out, “God, please don’t let me die.” I could
feel in my heart that he would hear my prayer; I was full of
conviction. As the words left my tongue, it was as if the world
had blinked. By “blinked” I mean that up to that moment,
I was so frightened that my heart was pounding. As soon as
I uttered those words, though, I couldn’t even remember my
fear. Everything changed. I was suddenly calm. As a believer,
I now know why: when you call out to the Creator, peace and
tranquility come over you.
Then all of a sudden, somebody was putting a jacket under
my head, and two of my friends were there, arguing about
whether to try and move me. I told them to try moving me,
and they began pulling me up. As soon as they did, something
popped, so they let me back down again . . .

What Hashim felt was presumably something in his lower
spine. In any event, he was left paralyzed from the waist
down. He spent much of the next year in a New York City
hospital, thinking about how to get even with his assailant, and twisting his hair (he has not cut his hair since the
day of his shooting, and keeps it in dreads as a reminder of
that time):
Revenge consumed me. All I could think about was, “Just wait
till I get better; just wait till I see this kid.” When the investigators came to my bedside and told me they knew who had
shot me, I said, “That’s not him; let him go,” because I wanted
to exact revenge myself. They said, “What do you mean? We
26

Believe in Miracles
know it’s him.” They didn’t want me going and taking things
into my own hands. I tried to reassure them. I lied, “Don’t
worry, I’m not going to do anything.”
As days turned into weeks, I got angrier and angrier. I cried.
I couldn’t sleep. I didn’t feel like eating. I refused my medication. All I wanted was to get well enough to go kill this kid for
shooting me. I didn’t even know him, but I was consumed by
wanting to know what he had shot me for. (Eventually I found
out: he’d shot me because my friends had set me up. You see,
we weren’t getting along anymore. They’d loved me as long as
I was willing to do stupid things with them.)
Then, as time went on, I began to think differently. I said
to myself, “If I take revenge on him, I can only imagine what
God is going to put me through.” I’d started feeling that God
was trying to teach me a very important lesson, and that I’d
better take it seriously. I also reasoned that if I harmed this
young man, something bad would come back to me. You
see, six months before this happened, I had shot a kid, for no
reason except that a friend told me to do it and I wanted to
prove how tough I was. Six months later, I am shot by somebody because his friend told him to do it. Whatever you put
out in this world – whatever you do – will always come back to
you. It must. It’s just a matter of time.
My journey through all this is still hard for me to describe.
How do you tell someone what it feels like to be totally
helpless? What it’s like to need help going to the bathroom
when you’re fifteen? That you’re never going to be able to
walk on your own again, no matter how many times you tell
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everyone you’re sorry for the bad decisions you made? It’s
almost impossible to convey the pain I was in at the time,
and I’m not just talking about the physical pain. That was
off the hook. But the confusion, the mental agony, the inner
pain – nothing could have prepared me for it. I ached inside.
It was hell on earth, and there was no appealing it; no way
around it. I was going to be stuck with the consequences of
my choices forever.
In the end, though, I decided to forgive. I felt God had
saved my life for a reason, and that I had better fulfill that
purpose. I didn’t know what it was, but I sensed God had
something special in mind for me. And I knew that I could
never go back out there and harm someone. I was done with
that mindset, and the lifestyle that goes with it: an eye for an
eye, and the continual little (and big) beefs.
I came to see that I had to let go and stop hating. I began
to realize that the time we have with each other on this earth
is borrowed time, and made up my mind that when my soul
leaves this shell, my good deeds are going to outweigh my evil
ones. I also learned that if you have forgiveness in your heart,
bad things may still happen, but a bad thing can be a blessing
in disguise.
I didn’t just have to work on forgiving the kid who shot me.
There were also my “friends” – those kids who had set me up,
who felt my life was expendable. I had to forgive them as well.
And then I had to forgive myself, and the Creator, because at
one point I felt, “God, I was terrible – why didn’t you just let
me die instead of putting me through all this.”
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It was like I had an epiphany: something came to me as I
was lying there in the hospital and told me I should forgive. If
I hadn’t, I’m not sure I’d be here today. I definitely wouldn’t be
traveling the globe, speaking to teens about making the world
a better place.

Hashim’s story reminds us that forgiveness can break the
cycle of violence in the most unlikely places, like the destitute inner-city neighborhood where he grew up. So does
the next one. In opening a window on two lives touched by
the deadliest conflict of our time – the war in Iraq – it offers
hope that even a battleground can yield seeds of peace and
lead us, as the verse that opens this chapter puts it, to “the
far side of revenge.”
In spring 1998, Carroll and Doris King – old family
friends – traveled to Iraq with a human rights delegation
to examine the effects of the UN sanctions there. While
in Baghdad they met Ghaidaa, a woman who had suffered
more than any mother I had ever heard of, but was still
ready to forgive.
Ghaidaa lost nine children in the destruction of Al Amariyah, a massive, reinforced concrete shelter in Baghdad that
was penetrated by American “smart bombs” during the Gulf
War. More than one thousand Iraqi civilians were incinerated in the bombing, most of them women and children.
Today, Ghaidaa leads tourists among the shelter ruins,
hoping that those who see its horrors – among other things,
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ghostly silhouettes were left wherever human bodies
shielded the walls from the extreme heat – will speak out
against future bombings. After taking one of Ghaidaa’s
tours, Carroll and Doris, stunned, asked her to forgive
them for what America had done to her family and people.
A former Air Force officer who had flown bombing sorties
over Europe in World War II, Carroll especially felt he bore
a share of the guilt. Shaking his hand, then hugging Doris
and bursting into tears, Ghaidaa cried, “I forgive you.”
Ghaidaa will never find “justice” on human terms. How
can one ever replace nine dead children? She will certainly
never be able to forget them. But in finding the hearts of
two people who asked her to forgive them, she has found
peace – something that no one can put a price on.
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Ending the Cycle
of Hatred
If only there were evil people somewhere insidiously committing evil deeds, and it were necessary only to separate them
from the rest of us and destroy them! But the line dividing
good and evil cuts through the heart of every human being.
And who is willing to destroy a piece of his own heart?
A L E K S A N D R

S O L Z H E N I T S Y N

from childhood on, the Lord’s Prayer
includes the plea, “Forgive us our debts, as we forgive our
debtors.” Familiar as it is, I often wonder whether we really
mean what we say when we repeat these words, and whether
we sufficiently consider their meaning. To me, at least, they
imply that once we recognize our own need for forgiveness,
we will be able to forgive. This recognition does not come
to most of us easily, because it demands humility. But isn’t
humility the essence of forgiveness?
In a chapter of the Gospel of Matthew known as the
Beatitudes, we are told that the meek will be blessed and
inherit the earth. And in the parable of the unmerciful
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