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Forgiving Is Fore-giving: Reaching out for Peace in
Interpersonal Relations

Anri MORIMOTO*

INTRODUCTION

Peace, if it deserves the name, must be “perpetual peace,” said Immanuel
Kant.! Any reservation, tacit or obvious, that may allow future wars would
only amount to making a truce, a temporary suspension of hostility. The term
“perpetual peace” itself smacks of pleonasm by this standard. Ever since the
human race began living history east of Eden, there has never been peace in
this fullest sense. Peace demands our recognition by its absence, and even
more acutely so today than ever before. It is not something we have in hand
to start with. Rather, it is something we crave, an ideal we never cease aspir-
ing to create amid contrary situations.

Our stories thus begin with the recognition of the lack of peace. Inasmuch
as any nation or community in today’s tightly interwoven world could be ei-
ther an aggressor or sufferer, so could any individual in today’s multilayered
society be on either side of injuries and wrongdoings, even without intention.
It is for this reason that the issues of forgiveness and reconciliation have
come to the attention of recent scholars from a range of disciplines, including
politics, law, philosophy, psychology, ethics, and religion. What I present
here is an analysis of the concept of forgiveness as it crystallizes in two legal
cases from contemporary America: one conclusive and the other inconclu-
sive. Despite the apparent difference in their outcomes, they both help us
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understand the nature of forgiveness and explore possible pathways to move
from past resentment toward future restoration in interpersonal relation-
ships.

I. “SoN, I FORGAVE YOU A LONG TIME AGO.”

On a warm spring Friday night in March 1981, a nineteen-year-old African
American, Michael Donald, went out to buy a pack of cigarettes in Mobile,
Alabama. The town had just seen the trial of a black man accused of murder-
ing a white policeman. The jury, composed of eleven blacks and one white,
failed to agree on a verdict, resulting in the acquittal of the black defendant.>
When the verdict was reported on the ten o’clock television news, Bennie
Hays, second in the line of command of Unit 900 of the United Klans of
America (UKA), reportedly grumbled, “If a black man could get away with
killing a white man, a white man should be able to get away with killing a
black man.”® That Friday night, Bennie’s son Henry and his buddy James
“Tiger” Knowles cruised the town streets in a car and found Michael walking
alone. They pretended to ask him for directions and, at gunpoint, forced him
into the car and drove to a desolate place just outside the residential area.
There they beat the pleading victim unconscious, strangled him, and, as if
that had not been enough, slit his throat three times. They hauled his body
into the trunk of the car, drove back to the town, and hanged him from a tree
on Herndon Avenue.

A college student and part-time mailroom worker, Michael was Beulah
Mae Donald’s youngest son, her pride and joy. He lived with his mother, who
raised him and six other children almost by herself after a divorce. When a
call came to her early the next morning, Michael’s body was still hanging
from the tree by a rope with a thirteen-coil noose, a procedure that suggested
a Ku Klux Klan lynching. Across the street, Bennie was standing on the
porch and gloating, “A pretty sight. That’s gonna look good on the news.
Gonna look good for the Klan.”* A perfunctory investigation was made, and
the local police authority announced that it was a murder over a drug deal
gone awry.

They misjudged—mnot the culprits, though they were wrong about that, too,
but the victim’s mother. Unlike docile blacks of past generations, Beulah
Mae Donald was determined with all the power of her character to find out
the truth that had cost her dear son’s life. She knew her son had had no in-
volvement in drug deals. She contacted Rev. Jesse Jackson to complain, who
then came to the town and staged a protest march, urging the Federal Bureau
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of Investigation to reopen the search for the perpetrators. Finally, the two
men were arrested.

In federal court Knowles confessed to the heinous murder he and Hays
committed that night. Knowles was informed that the state of Alabama was
going to file a murder case against him, and in an effort to avoid a likely sen-
tence of death, he agreed to cooperate in the civil rights court, because it car-
ried only a life sentence at the maximum with the possibility of parole.’
Knowles testified in a betrayal of his glaring accomplice Hays, and that
parted their destinies: life sentence for Knowles and capital penalty for Hays.
Knowles qualified for the federal witness protection program, thanks to his
testifying against Hays.® Hays was executed in 1997 after appealing to the
Alabama Supreme Court in 1986, becoming the first white executed for mur-
dering a black in Alabama since 1913.7

It might have been a thorough victory for a black woman in the 1980s at
this point. Beulah Mae Donald could have settled back to her deprived life
with the rest of her children, and racial violence and discrimination would
have continued as if nothing had ever happened to anybody. But she was de-
termined, not to seek revenge or to receive reparation, but to put an end to the
life of intimidation and injustice.

It was Morris Dees, cofounder and chief trial lawyer of the Southern Pov-
erty Law Center (SPLC), who saw in the Knowles case a leverage opportu-
nity to dismantle the Klan organization itself. Under its “Imperial Wizard,”
Robert Shelton, and “Titan,” Bennie Hays, the Mobile Klan chapter had been
implicated in the beating of Freedom Riders in 1961, in the bombing of Bir-
mingham Baptist Church in 1963, and in the murder of Viola Liuzzo in 1965.
During his testimony, Knowles hinted that he was acting “to show the
strength of the Klan, to show that they were still here in Alabama.”® These
words inspired Dees with the idea of convicting the UKA itself.

The life of Morris Dees is a showcase of the history of Alabama’s civil
rights movement. He never dreamed of becoming a civil rights lawyer when
he was young: his first ambition was to become a farmer like his father. But
he decided to enroll in law school to pursue his second ambition of financial
success. Alabama was the heartland of the civil rights movement, starting
with the Montgomery Bus Boycott in 1955. Dees spent his freshman year at
the University of Alabama reading about the murder case of Emmett Louis
Till; he watched on the very site a crowd of angry white students shout “Nig-
ger go home!” at the first black student, Autherine Lucy, as she entered the
campus with a federal court order in her hand. He stayed away from these
events, opened a law firm, and made a fortune. He even defended, much to
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his later regret, a white man who had beaten Freedom Riders. Then, after a
soul-searching night in 1967, he sold his entire business and founded SPLC
to help those suffering from racial injustice. In a sense, he did follow the
spirit of his father, whom he remembered as always being respectful of the
“hands” on his farm, drinking from the same bucket of water as they did.’

It was during the final session of the trial when something extraordinary
happened. From his conversations with defendant Knowles, Dees knew that
Knowles “truly regretted what he had done.”'° During a break in court pro-
ceedings Knowles contacted Dees and asked if he could say something in
court. When the court resumed, he began by saying, “Everything I said is
true. I was acting as a Klansman when I done this. And I hope that people
learn from my mistake.” A passage from the newspaper article describing the
scene is worth quoting verbatim here:

Then Knowles turned to Beulah Mae Donald, and, as they locked eyes for the first
time, begged for her forgiveness. “I can’t bring your son back,” he said, sobbing
and shaking. “God knows if I could trade places with him, I would. I can’t. What-
ever it takes—I have nothing. But I will have to do it. And if it takes me the rest of
my life to pay it, any comfort it may bring, I hope it will.” By this time, jurors were
openly weeping. The judge wiped away a tear.

“I do forgive you,” Mrs. Donald said. “From the day I found out who you all
was, I asked God to take care of y’all, and He has.”"!

Apology offered, and forgiveness granted—it was a rare moment of ex-
change. The guilty person sincerely confessed his past deeds, squarely faced
the gravity of the pain he caused the victim’s family, and expressed his will-
ingness to accept full responsibility for his crime and the penalty imposed by
law. I shall return to this scene for analysis later.

The all-white juries of the past had repeatedly failed to convict Klansmen,
but this time, after four and a half hours of deliberation, the jury came back
with a verdict that stunned the entire legal community and changed the his-
tory of racial justice in the United States: it found the Klan itself guilty for its
past misdeeds, with a damage award of seven million dollars to plaintiff Beu-
lah Mae Donald. This meant that the Klan had to sell all its assets, including
its national headquarters in Tuscaloosa, Alabama, dissolve the organization,
and go bankrupt.

They did not appeal. Six weeks later, the deed and the keys to the head-
quarters were sent to Beulah Mae Donald. The property was valued at
$55,000, and, together with other liquidations, she was expected to collect a
total of $150,000." It certainly was far less than the seven million dollars to
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which she was entitled. But Dees and other lawyers who represented her said
they did not intend to pursue the matter further because “it made a point” and
because the penalty dealt “pretty much a death blow” to the organization.'
Similar suits followed, putting a stop to Klan activities in other states as
well.'* Beulah Mae Donald sold the Klan property to buy a house of her
own—the first house she had owned in her life, and, shortly after moving into
it, she passed away.

To be sure, the verdict did not change much of the mother’s suffering.
“Money don’t mean a thing to me. It won’t bring my child back,” Beulah Mae
Donald said after the trial.’> With or without that money, she had to live with
the reality of her son’s death day and night. Nonetheless, the process of heal-
ing was on its way. At a news conference, she was quoted as saying, “I have
no hatred in my heart.”'® No one knows for sure what “forgiveness” meant for
her during that court exchange, but it did help her overcome the acidity that
could have eaten away at her post-trauma welfare.

One may argue that it was Morris Dees and his legal team who won the
verdict. But the jury would not have reached that conclusion without witness-
ing the exchange of apology and forgiveness that had taken place in front of
them. Their verdict assured peace to the mother by sending a message differ-
ent from those of past all-white juries, showing the community’s will to sup-
port her quiet fight to put an end to the long history of discrimination and
terrorization. Given the legal deals that Dees brokered for Knowles, one may
also doubt the sincerity of the culprit’s confession. But when it came to that
courtroom scene, it was exclusively and entirely Beulah Mae Donald’s call
whether to grant him forgiveness or not. How could such extraordinary for-
giveness happen? How could she forgive the unforgivable? And why was her
forgiveness articulated in association with the past tense?

II. “IDoN'T KNOW WHAT FORGIVENESS IS.”

In 1970 Katherine Ann Power was a straight A student at Brandeis Univer-
sity in Boston. She came from Denver, Colorado, where she had graduated
from her Catholic high school as class valedictorian. It was the heyday of
student movements in urban cities like Boston, and the susceptible young girl
predictably turned radical, joining protests against the Vietnam War. She de-
veloped a romantic involvement with an ex-convict who was enrolled in the
inmate education program at her university. Somehow he managed to talk her
into believing that robbing a local bank to get money for their revolutionary
cause was a right way to end a wrong war in Southeast Asia.
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On the fatal morning of September 23, Power was waiting six blocks away
behind the wheel of a “switch” car and drove the robbery group to escape
from the scene of the robbery. She did not know that during the act of the
crime a police officer had been shot and killed. According to Massachusetts
law, all who engaged in a felony are charged with the same crime, and thus
she became a fugitive wanted for murder.

She fled and was on the run for twenty-three years, changing names and
moving from one place to another. She was on the FBI’s “ten most wanted”
list for fourteen years, but gradually she began to feel safe, and she settled in
Oregon, on the other side of the continent. She gave birth to a son, lived with
a local meat cutter, stole the alias “Alice Metzinger” from a dead infant,
bought a house, and started a restaurant business. With diligence and delib-
eration, she earned a credible reputation and established herself as a decent
tax-paying citizen.

Inside this well-established comfortable family figure, however, there was
a growing struggle over suppressing her real self. The guilt and shame of
feigning identity wore her out, and the desire to be her own self once again in
clear conscience became difficult to contain. Suffering from deep depression,
Power asked for professional help from a psychiatrist and lawyers. Finally,
on September 15, 1993, she turned herself in, waived her right to a trial, and
pleaded guilty to a reduced charge of manslaughter. The judge sentenced her
to eight to twelve years in prison, and she began serving the time.

Prosecutors admitted that they had had no clue as to locating or identifying
her. Even if she had been found and arrested, they would have had a hard time
convicting her, since there remained hardly any evidence or credible witness
after all those years. A district attorney admitted that “she certainly deserves
credit for coming forward because we probably would never have caught
her.”'” Likewise, her lawyer wanted her to go to trial. “I was sure we’d win.
But she didn’t want the divisiveness of a trial that was sure to be politicized.
Katherine Power wanted to plead guilty, wanted to get her punishment and
get it over with.”!®

In order to “get it over with,” however, Power knew that she had to come
out, face the consequences of her past actions, and accept her responsibility
in public. In her surrender statement, she wrote: “I am surrendering to au-
thorities today to answer charges that arise from a series of acts 23 years ago.
I am here to plead guilty to these charges, and I am prepared to accept what-
ever consequences the legal system will impose. . . . Leaving my son, my
husband, and my friends to enter prison is not easy. But I know that I must
answer this accusation from the past, in order to live with full authenticity in
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the present.”"?

It was a clear acknowledgment of guilt and a sincere desire to be account-
able. Just as Knowles was in our first story, Power was ready to take full re-
sponsibility for her past deeds. She did not have to turn herself in, and she
could very well have walked out of a trial as a free person, but she chose to
face the charges and go to prison. The New York Times carried an editorial
with the headline “The Prodigal Daughter” and warmly welcomed her deci-
sion for societal return at the cost of a prison sentence.?

Again, it is possible at this point to question the real intent of her surrender.
Power surely wanted to “get it over with” and regain her authentic life. She
knew that counseling would not cure her of the chronic depression and the
psychic trauma of living a lie. She sounded apologetic when it came to ac-
knowledging her involvement in the murder: “My intention was never to
damage any human life by my acts, and there is no accusation that [ was di-
rectly responsible for the death of Walter Schroeder.” Was she really offering
apologies to and asking forgiveness from the victim’s family? Or was she
simply seeking her own peace of mind?

Apparently, her statement did not quite impress the other party involved.
The victim of the armed robbery, Walter Schroeder, was a father of nine chil-
dren. Four of them later became law-enforcement officers, following their
much-beloved and admired father. On the day of the sentencing, Boston po-
lice officer Clare Schroeder, the eldest daughter who was seventeen when her
father was killed, read a statement and vented her animosity: “Katherine
Power stands before you as a media celebrity. Her smiling photograph has
appeared on the cover of Newsweek magazine. She has been portrayed as a
hero in newspapers from coast to coast.”*' The Schroeder family was indig-
nant at the news media that treated her as a nostalgic reminder of the bygone
political subculture. In fact, the aforementioned New York Times editorial
portrayed Power essentially as a misguided romantic product of those politi-
cally turbulent days.”> A columnist described her as “our other self” that
embodied “the chasm between the ‘60s and ‘90s.”** But to Sgt. Clare Schro-
eder, “murdering a policeman in Boston to bring peace to Southeast Asia was
utterly senseless then, and it is just as senseless now.”?

The victim’s family was also outraged by the press report that Power was
receiving “book and movie offers worth millions of dollars.”* The report
must have informed Judge Robert Banks’s decision to impose on her an in-
junction not to profit from selling her story. Paul Schroeder, another son of
the victim and a Boston detective, also criticized Power for getting “unde-
served sympathy in the nationwide media blitz . . . like the second coming of
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Mother Teresa.”” In Denver, yet another Schroeder son of the victim, Ed-
ward, commented, “I just can’t forgive. I’'m not happy with her attitude, the
way she was smiling when she went into court.””” To the Schroeder brood, it
was hard to comprehend how the Newsweek column could compare the trag-
edy that befell the perpetrator with the pain that she caused the victim’s fam-
ily. Katherine Power may have succeeded in gathering public sympathy, but
she had clearly failed to secure sympathy, let alone forgiveness, from the
victim’s side. Clare’s anger eventually found an audible repercussion in a
Washington Post article that reminded the public that “she was an accomplice
to murder, and her crime destroyed more than one life.””*

The family sentiments did not improve after five years when Power first
became eligible for parole. In her statement to the parole board hearing, Clare
Schroeder once again spoke against her. Parole should be granted, she ar-
gued, on the basis of the “unreserved and unqualified” expression of remorse
and responsibility, which she did not find in Power’s court statement. Any
inmate would look penitent and remorseful when his or her chance of parole
comes close, but Power had not expressed those sentiments earlier. Schro-
eder also reminded the parole board members that Power surrendered only
after she had negotiated a deal to her advantage and that it took twenty-three
years for her to come out of hiding.”

It was this statement of Clare Schroeder’s that moved Power to an act that
no one in the courtroom expected. Asked if she deserved freedom, Power
answered, “No”: she withdrew her parole request. The withdrawal was un-
precedented in court procedures. Clare recalls the moment in the court: “For
at least five full seconds, this incredible silence covered the room. No one
said a word.”*

Power herself had something different in mind. She had planned for this
occasion for three months. She knew that the occasion, excruciatingly painful
though it was, would be her only chance to be in the same room with the
Schroeder family.*' There she would be able to show her humanity apart from
the media hoopla and convey her genuine remorse about the hurt she had in-
flicted on the family. After hearing Clare Schroeder’s reproof, however,
Power realized that they did not really believe what she was saying because
it was attached to her request to be paroled. “It became really clear to me that
as long as those two things were joined, the communication that I intended to
make was not going to be complete,” she said.* It is indeed difficult to think
of anything an inmate would crave more than the personal freedom to go
home. Power relinquished that opportunity in order to convey her apologies.

How did the victim’s side react to Power’s unexpected and unusual appeal?
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Erin Schroeder, yet another police officer in Boston, commented that “I was
very happy and I was very surprised. . . . It wasn’t what I expected. I have to
say I respect it.”** Clare Schroeder was also impressed, though she remained
callous. She could admit that she “got a window on her personality that I
hadn’t seen before,” and through that window she could see that Power was
sincere. Schroeder even admitted that there was “an unqualified acceptance
of responsibility and apology” in Power’s withdrawal—a sine qua non for
forgiveness according to her own earlier statement. Psychologist Janet Land-
man, who worked closely with Power, evaluated Schroeder’s comment as
“not a full-fledged statement of forgiveness, but something close.””**

Perhaps so. Subsequent reports, however, do not quite uphold Landman’s
evaluation. It may be more accurate to say that Clare Schroeder was not ready
to give absolution. On October 2, 1999, another year and a half later, Power
was finally released from prison, but Schroeder’s remarks were just as bitter
as six years before. “I’m satisfied in that she’s fulfilled what the state requires
of her. The length of time served is irrelevant. It doesn’t change anything.” It
is worth noting that the length of time was in fact the point of contention in
her earlier statement. Asked for more comments, she confessed: “I don’t
know what forgiveness is in this circumstance. I’m not going to extract any
vengeance. | don’t wish her ill will. Other than that, she has no significance
for me.”* Her refusal to treat the inmate’s release as a meaningful event may
well be an indication of her unresolved anger. It must end somewhere, she
knew, and so she resolved that Power’s release be “the end of a chapter.”
Bluntly put, forgiveness had not matured in her. It failed to ripen in her, even
after admitting the sincerity of Power’s confession and apology. Clare Schro-
eder would not let her past sorrow and anger dominate her, but neither would
she equate this renunciation of resentment with forgiveness.

Power accepted Schroeder’s bitterness, and issued a statement that read:
“Today marks the payment of my legal debt for my role in the murder of
Walter Schroeder. But I will always carry my human responsibility for the
sorrow my actions have caused. . . . This is a time to acknowledge that a hu-
man life, once lost, is lost forever: that the death of a father, husband, and
brother is a terrible event, and one for which I will always be deeply sorry.”*
She was well aware of her accountability beyond the legal amends she had
made. She took on the gravity of the sorrow her actions had caused and ex-
pressed her penitence, while knowing that it might not reach or ease the heart
of those who had suffered because of her.

Under probation until 2013, Power now lives in Boston, working as a de-
velopment manager of an AIDS relief organization. She sometimes appears
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in that function as a public figure, but because of the stringent injunction not
to profit from selling her story, the only noticeable indications of her turbu-
lent past are the bachelor’s degree she earned in the Boston University prison
education program and the title of her chapbook, Doing Time: Papers from
Framingham Prison.”

III. FORGIVENESS AS A GIFT

For a long time, forgiveness has been a concept primarily in use within
religious communities. It was only during the past two decades that it came
out of those confines to a larger circle of discussion. At the same time, cau-
tionary views have been advanced by psychologists, who point to the adverse
effects of premature forgiveness. But what does “maturing forgiveness”
mean?

In both of our stories, the exchange of apology and forgiveness was much
publicized, but there are elements that caution us not to rush for an optimistic
praise of forgiveness. Beulah Mae Donald’s forgiveness was offered in reli-
gious terms, reflecting her lifelong church affiliation. There is no way, how-
ever, to know whether she was under societal constraint in what she said, re-
ligious or secular. She might have been under the racial power play that still
held a strong grip on the psychology of the majority in the area. Underneath
the seemingly reconciliatory gestures, she might have been acting out her
role of a forgiving mother as required by societal norms. A well-meant advo-
cacy of urging forgiveness based on Christian ethics can, in fact, further hurt
victims. Pressuring for forgiveness when it is not ready can lead to the sup-
pression of lingering resentment that is natural and justifiable, canceling the
chance to deal with it on one’s own terms.*

This is why our second story, with an inconclusive ending, is important in
our discussion. Clare Schroeder did not want to remain captivated in the bit-
terness of past injuries, but she was not inclined to forgive the perpetrator.
The whole process of verbal exchange between the two articulate women,
despite their apparent failure to carve out a reconciliation, vividly illuminates
the nature of forgiveness as a gift.

Three points deserve underscoring here:

(1) Forgiveness, in the first place, can only be granted on the victim’s own
terms and timing. No one can be forced to forgive. A forced forgiveness is a
monstrous oxymoron. That is to say, forgiveness can be reserved for no rea-
son. A gift is what it is only when there is a possibility of its being withheld.
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One can give it only when one can also refuse to give it. Perhaps it was in this
sense that Hannah Arendt said, “Men are unable to forgive what they cannot
punish.”* Only those in the position to punish, albeit by substitutional law,
can choose to forgive instead.

If itis a giving that depends entirely on the giver’s willingness, then it does
not depend on the fulfillment of justice. Justice is often a requisite for for-
giveness, yet the wrongdoer cannot demand forgiveness even after justice is
fully served and the damage fully recompensed, for it remains an exclusive
property of the wronged to give—or refuse. After all, forgiveness is a viola-
tion of justice. It was not a commendable practice at all in the classical peri-
0d.* Forgiveness was considered a violation of the established legal order,
associated more or less with a despot’s sovereign whim; only with the advent
of Christianity did it begin to be viewed as a virtue.

Here is a twist. Justice calls for a sense of equilibrium between giving and
receiving. Under normal conditions, this equilibrium would require that
those wronged be in the position to receive something in recompense. But
forgiveness is a gift that they give. Those who have suffered and lost their
precious something are the ones that give. The wronged have already given
the wrongdoer enormously, and yet it is they who have the power to forgive,
that is, give again. In the first giving they gave against their will; in the second
giving they give intentionally only at their own will. It is for this reason that
radical orthodoxy theologian John Milbank interprets the prefix for of the
verb for-give as an intensifier.*! The same could also be said of the German
ver-geben and the French par-donner. These words indicate that “forgiving”
is a giving in the extreme. It is a “hyperbolic giving.”

Both of the guilty parties in our stories seem to understand that forgiveness
is a gift. They knew that they had no right to ask for it. Knowles was acutely
aware of the insurmountable gap between the victimizer and the victim. He
acknowledged that whatever he might be able to offer Beulah Mae Donald
would not ease her pain and sorrow. According to a news report, he asked for
forgiveness with much hesitation, cognizant of the patent gap: “I know I
don’t have the right to ask this of you, but I hope one day you’ll find it in your
heart to forgive me.”*> Power recognized Schroeder’s refusal and her right to
refuse. Asked by Landman in an in-prison interview what she was hoping for
from the Schroeder family, she responded without missing a beat that she had
no right to ask anything of them.

I felt obliged to offer restitution. I did, and I have their answer, a refusal. I will
always be open to any kind of reconciliation. But it would be out of line for me to



204 ANRI MORIMOTO

say to them that I need . . . anything; it would be out of line for me to say that they
should . . . anything. I need to be respectful of them.*

She sought to “earn” forgiveness with sincere effort, but she also knew that
no amount of effort can earn it. Even with the best of whatever she could of-
fer, she would not be entitled to it.

Forgiveness must remain a gift for yet another reason: it symbolizes the
sense of control that victims regain after their suffering. Victims often feel
devastated by the fact that they have no control over the events that over-
whelm them. They feel they are victimized not only by the perpetrator but
also by a fate that has assigned them their unfortunate lot. Their restoration
therefore must include regaining a sense of self-control over the course of
events that affect their lives. The decision to grant forgiveness or not offers
them a high point to experience that they are once again in control. Forcing
them to forgive, through religious pressures or otherwise, by counsel or in-
timidation, will therefore deprive them of this precious experience, and will
actually amount to revictimization.

(2) Forgiveness, secondly, is granted upon the victimizer’s sincere confes-
sion, repentance, and apology. They must formally confess their wrongdoing
in public, willingly accept the penalty, and apologize directly and publicly to
the ones they have wronged. How do we know that their words come out of
genuine penitence? Psychologists propose to check it by seeing whether their
remorse is “other-oriented” or not.** It must not be motivated by self-serving
interest.

How does the confession in our stories measure up in this scale? Knowles
struck a legal bargain to testify against his accomplice Hays in an effort to
avoid the state’s death sentence. Was he sincere and other-oriented enough in
offering that tearful apology? It is difficult to judge for those not on the scene,
but at least to those in the court his remorse and apology seemed genuine, not
self-serving; and that was how Beulah Mae Donald, the receiver of the apol-
ogy and the granter of forgiveness, understood it. Our other defendant, Power,
clearly came to realize the self-serving note of her own statements, if only
after a face-to-face encounter with the victim’s family, and for that reason
dropped her request for parole. She was criticized for cutting a deal with au-
thorities prior to her surrender. But in an interview with Landman, she stated
that her pleading guilty to the charge of manslaughter was not the result of
negotiation in exchange for surrender. It was rather “a literal description” of
her involvement in the crime according to her own understanding.* She was
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implicated in the killing, but only unintentionally and away from the actual
scene of the crime.

The confession and apology play an important role here: not only do the
wronged need them, but the wrongdoer needs them, too. Katherine Power
wanted to confess in order to reconcile her past with her present, to reunite
her outer self with her inner. Confession works both ways, for the victim and
for the perpetrator. She offered her apologies once again in 1998 after with-
drawing her parole request, but this time it was not so much to receive for-
giveness as to get her apologies across to the victim’s family: “I have seen
how my act tore a hole in the lives of a whole group of people, of family,
friends, neighbors and fellow officers . . . I know it is late, and far too little,
but today I offer again my sincere and humble apologies to those people.”*®
She knew she would not be forgiven because of her apologies. Apologies
must be offered in order to receive forgiveness, but apologies cannot secure
or procure the gift of forgiveness.

Landman compares Katherine Power with Robert McNamara, the former
secretary of defense who confessed his deep-harbored regret in his 1995
book In Retrospect: The Tragedy and Lessons of Vietnam. In both cases, their
confessions were fatally belated and infinitely insufficient. Nonetheless,
Landman argues, they showed “the ethical force of emotion” that has “the
authority to restore the wrongdoer to community.”*’ Naturally, their confes-
sions must bear scrutiny. Are they not trying to excuse or justify their deeds,
or avoid their responsibility? Are they not indulging in exhibitionism, under
the spotlight of unavoidable media attention? The records of Knowles and
Power seem to stand up to these tests.

A cautious caveat is due here. If one made forgiveness dependent on the
offender’s confession and atonement, it would once again make the victims
dependent on the offender’s will, inflicting “a secondary offence” on them.*
Forgiveness must mature internally, but it does not hinge on any prior exter-
nal condition. Those who want to forgive but cannot because the offender has
not confessed and atoned have already forgiven in their mind. The forgive-
ness must be announced publicly to take effect, but that is the offender’s
benefit perspective. Those in the position to forgive are in no way inhibited
from forgiving even prior to the offender’s confession. Neither are they inhib-
ited to forgive prior to full atonement. Beulah Mae Donald did not receive her
monetary reparation in full. She was satisfied with the scathingly paltry
amount of money, because in her view “it made a point.”

(3) This brings us to the third and last element: forgiveness is granted on
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the basis of the reality that is already established inside the forgiver. A cita-
tion variance must be noted here concerning the wording of the forgiveness
uttered by Beulah Mae Donald in our first case. The New York Times article
quoted above has it as “I do forgive you. From the day I found out who you
all was, I asked God to take care of y’all, and He has.” Two documentary
films that featured Dees and a speech he delivered at Penn State University
on March 16, 1999, quote her as saying, “I’ve already forgiven you.”* A
former colleague of Dees at SPLC writes that it was “Son, I forgave you a
long time ago.”*® These quotations, though at variance, coincide in pointing
to the past or perfect tense of her wording.

Why past or perfect? It is because forgiveness, if given at all, is a gift that
is prepared within the forgiving person. One can grant forgiveness only when
ready inside. Beulah Mae Donald’s forgiveness had been ready before she
gave it to Knowles. In other words, the forgiveness that she granted him was
areality inside her even before she was asked for it, and that prior forgiveness
was the basis on which she could give the actual and verbal forgiveness. The
inner readiness for forgiveness is expressed outwardly and completes the
prospect of forgiveness. The outward expression is still necessary to perfect
it, but she was already forgiving in the inside. Her forgiving does not depend
on his asking for it. His asking did not initiate or generate forgiveness inside
her. It was there before his asking, waiting for the occasion to spring out. This
preexisting inner reality of forgiveness constitutes the person’s readiness for
forgiveness. The outward expression brings the cycle of offering and receiv-
ing to its completion—hence it is always in the past or perfect tense.

Clare Schroeder was not ready to grant forgiveness, because it had not
become a reality insider her. She would not have forgiven her had Power
asked for it. According to an interview with Landman, Power did not ask for
forgiveness because she thought it would only add insult to the family she
had devastated.’' It may be closer to the truth to say that she did not ask be-
cause she knew Schroeder was not ready. Asking for forgiveness from those
not ready to grant it would indeed add insult to injury. Forgiveness needs to
be slowly leavened to maturity at its own pace and timing.

In view of this prevenient nature of forgiveness, one can also interpret the
word forgive as “fore-give,” that is, “giving before.” Forgiveness is a gift that
is prepared prior to its actual giving. Offering apology cannot create the real-
ity of forgiveness. Apology is indeed necessary for forgiveness, but it works
rather as an occasion than as a cause. To use the Aristotelian theory of causa-
tion, the apology is the efficient cause of forgiveness, while the material
cause is the prior reality of forgiveness that is within the person who forgives.
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If one continues in this causation theory, the formal cause of forgiveness is
contrition and remorse, and the final cause of forgiveness is peace and recon-
ciliation.

Forgiveness in this last sense may be compared to entering a peace treaty.
A peace treaty finalizes the peace process, but it can be concluded only when
and where peace has in fact prevailed. There is no way of making a peace
treaty when and where battles are still raging. At the same time, the factual
reality of peace cannot be secure until the parties involved sign and ratify a
peace treaty. The peace treaty caps and seals the state of peace. It legitimizes
de facto peace and turns it into de jure peace. Likewise, forgiveness turns de
facto forgiveness that is a reality within the person into de jure forgiveness
declared interpersonally. Declaring it without waiting for the maturation of a
prior reality, however, would not create the reality. The outward expression of
forgiveness only perfects the inward reality of forgiveness. And it is for this
reason that forgiveness needs a form of public or at least formal statement.
The statement confirms and confers forgiveness on the basis of and in ex-
change for the apology clearly articulated.

CONCLUSION

“To err is human, to forgive divine,” said Alexander Pope.>> Restoring
what has been damaged to the complete satisfaction of the wronged is often
beyond our human capacities. Demanding full justice in retribution would
make this world a difficult place to live, a place where we would be perpetu-
ally captivated by past and ever-increasing enmities. To compensate for this
painful inability to repair, human beings are endowed with the ability to for-
give. In fact, it may be called “a power to change the past.”>* Experience can
be changed retrospectively. There is at least a way to break the spell, tran-
scend past enmity, reenter human society, mend and recreate broken relation-
ships.

After all, we may have to say to the venerable philosopher Kant that truce,
not perpetual peace, could very well be the best we can hope for on this side
of the eschaton.**
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