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Shared Experiences
 June 28 2019 and we were visiting a reconciliation village 90 minutes south of Kigali 
Rwanda. I was traveling with  seven Chicago students, part of a program called Peace 
Exchange.  We were fortunate enough to have Bonheur and Egidia from Aegis Trust 
with us as our guides. We would soon discover how valuable their skills would be as 
they helped us navigate the extremely sensitive and in many ways unimaginable 
experiences just ahead.These two had both survived the 1994 genocide against the 
Tutsi and as we drove south towards Burundi, we had 
a wonderful conversation about forgiveness - about 
how it means so many different things to different 
people, yet at it’s core is this freedom from anger and 
resentment.

Maria and Philbert were two of the first people we 
met upon arrival.  50 or 60 community members 
were packed on benches in this one-room 
community center. We were ushered towards two 
empty rows of comfortable chairs.  These families had been selected as some of the 
most vulnerable in the area in need of housing. Part of the government’s restorative 
justice program went like this, “Everyone will  work together to build homes for each 
other and the government will supply some of the more expensive materials.”  What 
was unique about this community was that it was made up of both those who had 

survived the genocide along with confessed and now 
released perpetrators of the genocide.

While those who had survived and those who had 
killed were actually living not so far apart in other 
regions of  Rwanda, this project was providing an 
opportunity to see how living and working side my side 
could actually bring healing. “Shared experiences” is 
the operative term here.

Maria
Maria, 36 at the time of the genocide, spoke of loosing her young husband and their 
sons. She had hid with their daughter and he had fled with the boys. Often parents 
would spilt up in an attempt to save at lease some of their children. The room seemed 
to be mysteriously transporting us to a surreal location as  Philbert explained that he 
was part of the gang who had killed the father and sons. In fact he said the gang would 
have killed Maria and her daughter had they found them. It astounded me how Maria 
and Philbert seemed so comfortable in each other’s presence.  They interacted so 
casually and naturally while recounting their horrendous experiences.  



Philbert did mention though that years ago, at the 
beginning of the house building project, things were 
extremely awkward. He talked about his attempts to avoid 
Maria, taking the long way around to the water point in 
hopes of not meeting her on the road. Maria shared how 
extremely hard life was for her and her daughter following 
the genocide.  Not only was it difficult to make ends meet, 
but she shared how unbelievably painful it was to 
encounter Philbert.

Let me pause and mention just how challenging it is write 
this story on just a few pages. So many aspects of both of their experiences really 
deserve more time to delve into them more deeply. And even though it was 25 years 
ago, I knew from my own experience that many of the memories they were sharing 
were as fresh as if they happened only yesterday.  

Maria and Philbert couldn’t avoid each other forever.  Maria told us that her long and 
difficult journey toward what I observed as freedom from anger and bitterness, really  
began the day that Philbert showed her where her husband and sons were buried.  
Though Philbert’s  persistence in asking forgiveness again and again played a part in 
Maria’s journey,  the pivotal turning point came when she learned the true story of the 
murder of her family.

Through the years, bit by bit,  Maria’s thoughts towards Philbert were changing and no 
doubt his were changing towards her. If we could have seen inside their brains I have 
no doubt we would have seen new neurological pathways growing in terms of the way 
both of them were redefining each other. 

Maria  said that the journey was much slower for her daughter.  New “pathway building” 
was happening, but understandably everyone’s pace was different.  There were times 
when her daughter would slam the door in Philbert’s face when he knocked.

Over time however, through shared experiences, the anger and bitterness seemed to 
melt away, restoring life and oxygen flow to parts of their lives they may have thought 
were beyond repair.  It was as if this new flow of shared experiences were like fresh 
blood restoring the hearts and minds of Maria and her daughter as they regained hope. 

They not only found freedom from anger and bitterness, but they started walking down 
the path - the unimaginable path - of friendship. Then just when we thought the story 
couldn’t get more unbelievable, Maria pushed the envelope even farther.   After years, 
and I do mean years of new brain path building, Maria found herself putting Philbert’s 
name on the guest list for her daughter’s upcoming wedding. In fact she didn’t just invite 
him, she asked if he would use his talents to emcee the celebration!

Imagine yourself sitting with us for a moment in the community center room, packed 
with people who had been deeply and traumatically impacted by the genocide. You 



might be asking yourself the same questions I was 
thinking to myself, “Are you kidding me Maria!  How 
could you do that?” I felt certain that many of her 
friends and extended family must have  been 
seriously upset, to put it mildly,  by the inclusion of 
Philbert. Perhaps some even considered not 
attending when they heard that Philbert would not 
only be there, but he would be front and center!

Maria and Philbert finished sharing their stories and we were free to ask questions.  
Understandably the students seemed at a loss as to where to begin.  I introduced  
myself as having been in Kigali throughout the genocide. I thanked Maria and Philbert 
for their powerful testimonies.  Then I just decided to dive in. “Maria,” I asked,  “wasn’t 
your family upset over your inviting Philbert?” I went on before she could answer 
imagining myself in the family members shoes and trying to think what I might have 
said.   “Maybe some of your family might have asked, ‘Maria, it’s bad enough that you 
invited him, but why didn’t you just leave him in a dark corner somewhere, why did you 
have to make him the emcee!?”

Maria kindly and patiently looked at me and said, “Yes, there were family who were 
upset.”

“So why did you do it?” I begged her.

“Because it was my home,” she replied simply.  I 
sat stunned by the surprising power of her 
response as it slowly settled deep into my 
thinking.  Honestly I was struggling to make sense 
of this whole thing. The clear  conviction in her 
voice, along with the almost light-heartedness of 
her tone however spoke boldly yet humbly into my 
heart and I’m guessing all the hearts in that room.  
Her message was crystal clear -  Maria really 
was free!  Free and apparently completely 
unencumbered by her unspeakable past.

Maria added, “And some of Philbert’s family was upset with him when he asked my 
daughter to be the godmother to his child.” 

Philbert
I probed Philbert a bit, well maybe more than a bit. As I said he was 19 at the time of the 
genocide against the Tutsi and when he referred to his growing up years as “bad times 
between Hutu’s and Tutsi’s” it seemed too simplistic to me.  I challenged him. I asked if 
he didn’t at least have one Tutsi friend, to which he replied, “No”.  

“No Tutsi kid you became friends with on the soccer field?” I continued. 



“Not really.” He replied.

 “Nobody with a Tutsi ID card in your extended family?” I pressed.

Again he said, “No”.  

I paused and spoke to the larger group in the room about  how  my closest working 
colleagues during the genocide had Hutu ID cards and their wives had Tutsi ID cards. I 
asked the audience if a mixed couple like that was strange and they all said “No!” in 
unison, “Not at all.”  

You see, what I really wanted to hear from Philbert was 
some personal owning of his actions.  Many men and 
women, when asked why they killed give the standard 
answer, “The government ordered us to.”  And I don’t 
underestimate the power of a genocidal government in 
terms of it’s ability to shape the thinking and actions of it’s 
citizens.  The genocidal government that took over after the 
shooting down of president Habiarimana’s jet did a 
horrifically masterful job of manipulating and terrifying 
ordinary citizens and driving them into the role of mass 
murderers. Yet I was still looking for just a hint of personal 
responsibility, and I didn’t feel like I heard or saw any at all 
in Philbert. I knew because of the translation that I might be 

missing some vital nuances as he recounted his part in killing Maria’s husband and her 
sons,  but I was still frustrated by his simplistic unemotional statements. I also didn’t like 
the fact that he was dressed better than the average person in the room - better than a 
tragic threadbare elderly figure who had told us that 10 of his 12 children had been 
killed and to this day he didn’t know where any of them were buried.  The elderly man’s 
grief ridden heart-broken spirit was painfully evident in his posture. Honestly, there just 
wasn’t anything I liked about Philbert, right down to his apparently unrepentant posture.

God Didn’t like us
The students did ask very insightful questions.  
One young man asked those who had survived  
how they felt about God. A woman responded, “At 
the beginning we thought God had forgotten about 
us, then we thought maybe he didn’t like us, and 
finally we decided we didn’t like God.” We all 
appreciated her candor. The student went on to ask 
what her feelings were now though?  “Well,”  she 
replied with a sigh, “We just became so very very 
lonely that we decided to start up again with God.”



Before leaving that day, I handed my phone to a friend and asked if he would take a 
picture of Maria and myself. It would be so helpful in sharing her story, in 
communicating  her positive attitude.  Philbert slipped into the photo next to Maria at the 
last moment, which was not my intention. I have to confess that my first thought was, “I 
can easily crop him out.”

Back Home
I returned home to America profoundly inspired by  Maria’s generous spirit, and her 
bright apparently lighthearted outlook that brought energy into every space she 
inhabited.  But Philbert was a totally different story.  He was a walking breathing 
question mark for me.

During the two weeks I was home I learned about an American couple where the 
husband had an affair and in spite of the betrayal, the wife chose healing. They 
managed to build a new relationship.  It took 11 years. The husband said, “During those 
11 years I came to realize that I had no right to set a timeline on my wife’s healing.” As I 
heard that story I thought, “Am I trying to impose a timeline on Philbert healing?” And 
how long should Philbert stay in a state of obvious remorse?

My stance while asking the questions
Four weeks after my 
first encounter with 
Maria and Philbert we 
were heading back to 
the same community 
center building in 
Rwanda. I was 
traveling this time  with 
a  cross section of 
teachers from around 
America.   Again I would 
be listening to Maria and Philbert share their stories.   On the bus ride down we got to 
talking about questions that seemed nearly  impossible to find answers for. Kiel who 
works with us at World Outside My Shoes mentioned that different things he had read 
and learned had brought him to the conclusion that though the sought after answers are 
important, in some situations our stance while asking or searching for the answers 
might be even more important! Wow, that one hit the bull’s eye for me.  As I thought 
about seeing Philbert in less than an hour, my thinking shifted from judging what I 
thought was his unrepentant posture to examining my own.  And I did not like at all what 
I saw in myself. The spotlight revealed just how critical and judgmental I had been, 
especially in contrast with Maria’s warmth and openness toward Philbert.  

The third realization that hit me hard before seeing Philbert for the second time was that 
I had been thinking almost exclusively about what Philbert had done during the 
genocide, and giving very little thought or credibility to what he did next.  I’m not sure 
how long it took, but eventually he had confessed!  Let me give a little more 



background. For some years  I had been telling people around the world how Rwanda 
had taught me that a person doesn’t  have to be defined by their worst actions, they can 
be defined by what they do next.  I had most definitely not  been practicing the “you can 
be defined by what you do next” principle in my first encounter with Philbert.

The bus stopped in a small cloud of dust on the narrow side road and we were back at 
the community center with Maria, Philbert, and many of the same community members 

who had been there a month 
earlier. After Maria and Philbert 
shared their stories once again, 
the teachers were ready with 
questions.  Questions of their 
own and some from years of 
conversations with their 
students.

Toward the end of the 
conversation a handful of the 
community members started to 
share some of their truths. One 
woman who had survived told 
the teachers, “Our sadness is 

what keeps pushing us to grow love.”  I thought and thought on that one.  It had never 
occurred to me that sadness could be a motivation to “grow love”.

A man who had killed and spent time in prison said, “Wherever there are  people in 
prison for crimes they committed, don’t forget them. There’s a chance they can become 
people again.”  We were hearing and seeing with our own eyes and ears what 
restorative justice looks like in real time, what it can accomplish.

It was getting late and I could tell everyone wanted to wrap things up. However there 
was a battle ranging in me as I sat off to the side of the room.  Over and over I was 
asking myself, “Should I say something to Philbert in public or not?”  I was playing the 
following four things over and over in my mind: 

1. “It’s not up to me to put timelines on peoples healing.” 
2. “Mind your own posture not the other person’s when searching for hard to find 

answers?”, 
3. “I want to be part of the community that does not define people by their worst 

actions, but gives consideration to what they do “next”.
4. Shared experiences are crucial to change, shared experiences are pivotal.

One voice in my head was saying, “ This is not the time, don’t make this about you.”  Yet 
another voice was saying, “You challenged Philbert openly in front of these people four 
weeks ago, now IS the time to speak.”



I stood up and said to our guide, “Wait a minute please, I need to say something before 
we end.”  I asked Philbert to come stand with me. I shook his hand, greeted him, and 
asked if he remembered me from the previous month? Looking up briefly he nodded 
and dropped his eyes back to the floor. I asked the group there if they remembered that 
I had asked some rather probing questions of Philbert, and they all nodded yes.  

“Well,” I said, “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking and I have to confess that the last time I 
was here I did not really trust what Philbert was saying.” I paused for the translation. 
“More specifically I didn’t like Philbert’s posture. I didn’t see him as appearing very 
remorseful.”  I paused again for the translation.  The room was very quiet as I said,  “I’ve 
come to realize that the problem was not with Philbert’s posture, but with my posture.  
My posture was judgmental and condemning and I want to ask Philbert’s forgiveness.” 

Philbert looked up as the translation finished and warmly 
accepted my outstretched hand.  I can’t remember if he 
actually said, “I forgive you”, or not,  but I do know that a 
clear path was opening up for me.  You could hear soft 
talking and see knowing smiles braking out on the faces 
around the room.

While Philbert was still beside me I asked Maria to come 
up because I had one more question for her.  But before 
I could ask my question Maria started telling me 

something.  Now it was my turn to wait for the translation.  She said, “You spoke of 
Philbert being a bit proud and I think I understand.  You see he went to work on the 
other nine people who killed my husband and sons. He would not give up until they all 
confessed and eventually came to me to ask forgiveness.  I think he might be a little 
proud of that.” she concluded with a big smile.  

“Wow Maria,” I thought to myself, “what amazing pathways are growing in your mind.”

My question for her had to do with the fact that I had been told that she credited Philbert 
with her being able to forgive. I wanted to ask her more about that. Yet with cultural and 
language and potential trauma barriers I was not sure how to frame my question. But 
already Marie’s story about Philbert pursuing those who had killed her husband and 
sons was starting to answer my question.

“Maria,” I said, “today you’ve told us about Philbert’s role 
in getting others to confess. And you told us earlier how 
much it meant to you to find your husband and son’s 
burial place.  Are there other things Philbert has done to 
help on your path of forgiveness?” 

“Oh yes!” She replied with her signature smile. “He brings 
water for my cow and gets his friends to help plant my 
field, and help with harvest. He does many things like my 



sons would have done.”  She reaches out and puts her hand on his shoulder and adds, 
“And he does all of this willingly.”  Then almost as an afterthought she says, “It’s 
wonderful to make someone beautiful again, and he is beautiful.”  At this Philbert’s face 
burst into a huge smile.

Somehow Philbert’s posture seemed different this time. Or maybe my new posture 
allowed me to see what I couldn’t see before.


