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I dedicate this book to the memory of my wife,  
the late Myra Quarles- Singleton Thompson,  

who is the sparkle in my eyes.  
Her love, giving spirit,  

and dedication to education and ministry  
for the Lord are my greatest inspiration.

I also extend a special dedication to the memory of the Emanuel 
Nine victims: Myra Quarles- Singleton Thompson, Sharonda 
Coleman- Singleton, Cynthia Graham Hurd, Susie Jackson, Ethel 
Lance, Depayne Middleton Doctor, Clementa Carlos Pinckney, 
Tywanza Sanders, and Daniel L. Simmons Sr.

A very special dedication to the survivors of the Emanuel Nine 
Tragedy, who are our Voices of  Hope and Reflection: Although we 
find ourselves in a broken world—a world in which hurting people 
far too often hurt other people— we come longing for healing. We 
gather to pray for peace. Not only that, but we also come pledging 
to reverse the conditions that have produced such violence and 
destructive behavior that have torn at the fabric of our families 
and our communities. 

For Jennifer and Malana Pinckney, Felicia Sanders and her grand-
daughter, and Polly Sheppard.
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Introduction

Dear Reader:
On a warm June evening in Charleston, South Caro-

lina, fourteen people were in the basement of the historic 
Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church, twelve of them sit-
ting ready to participate in the Wednesday evening Bible study led 
by my wife, newly licensed AME minister Myra Thompson. That 
evening I was unable to go with Myra, assuming the Wednesday 
evening responsibilities at the church where I serve as pastor, the 
nearby Holy Trinity Reformed Episcopal Church.

A few minutes after 8 p.m., as Myra began teaching from Mark 
4—Jesus’ parable of the sower—a young white man with blond 
hair and a fanny pack walked into the church. The pastor, teacher, 
and participants eagerly welcomed him, pulling out a chair at the 
table and inviting him to join them.

An hour later, Myra finished teaching Jesus’ parable and, with 
all eyes closed, the group stood for the closing prayer.

That’s when the unthinkable happened, a traumatic and haunt-
ing moment that would forever be frozen in time and history, a 
horrific act that sent nine people to their graves and stunned an 
entire nation.

This story is heartbreaking, coming to you in my words and 
from my experience of losing my dear wife and best friend in a 
senseless and terrifying act of pure and calculated hate. You’ll 
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Introduction

learn the true, disturbing story of the young white racist who took 
the lives of nine people at the Emanuel AME Church.

But this book o�ers much more than that. You’ll also discover 
how I, devastated by the death of my wife, made the decision to 
forgive the young racist man who murdered her in cold blood as 
she stood praying with her fellow worshipers. Some said my public 
forgiveness of the young killer, as well as the forgiveness by sev-
eral other victims’ family members, shocked a nation and helped 
a bewildered, hurting community respond with unity and peace 
instead of the expected racially motivated riots and violence that 
have happened in other U.S. cities.

In this book you will gain a deeper understanding of biblical 
forgiveness— what it is, how it works, and why it can bring un-
expected and astonishing results throughout the world, breaking 
down barriers of cultural, racial, and denominational di�erences. 
You will also see why biblical forgiveness is seen by society as a 
surprising, irrational, and illogical act.

After reading Called to Forgive, you will be aware that biblical 
forgiveness is light- years removed from the way a vindictive, venge-
ful society views forgiveness. And you will discover the unforeseen 
love, unity, and peace that forgiveness can bring into an individual’s 
life, family, church, community, and nation.

At the end of this memoir, we include a powerful chapter- by- 
chapter Bible study that focuses on biblical forgiveness. It contains 
Scriptures to read, questions and quotations to ponder, and invita-
tions to respond in writing to thought- provoking material. There 
is also space for your notes, opinions, and introspections for each 
chapter. The Bible study can be used as a discussion- starter for 
group study and dialogue, or it can be used privately for individual 
study and reflection. 

My hope is that Called to Forgive will bring you an eye- opening 
understanding of forgiveness as viewed from God’s own Word.

Anthony Thompson 
Denise George 

Autumn 2018
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1

The Unthinkable Tragedy

The man-made catastrophe at Emanuel is among the 
most sorrowful and powerful stories in recent memory.

Time1

Bible and study notes in hand, my wife, Myra, slips through 
the church’s side door around five o’clock, a few seconds 
of her smiling image captured by the security camera. As 

always on her way inside Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal 
Church, she stops and warmly hugs several other “Wednesday 
people,” as they are called, those faithful ones who attend mid-
week Bible studies in addition to Sunday morning worship services. 
Rushing inside to the meeting room, she answers her cell phone’s 
ring, speaking briefly with our daughter, Denise, and promising 
to call her back when she returns home.

The Wednesday night Bible study usually starts by 6 p.m., but 
on this hot and steamy June evening in historic downtown Charles-
ton, the church has scheduled its Quarterly Conference meeting to 
be held before the Bible study, pushing the study time to 8 p.m.
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As presiding elder for the AME Church in the Charleston Dis-
trict, the Rev. Dr. Norvel Go� meets with Emanuel and other local 
churches in his district for a Quarterly Conference at least once 
every three months. On this night, June 17, 2015, Dr. Go� and fifty 
members in attendance discuss budget issues, installation plans 
for the building’s new elevator, and other important church busi-
ness. Before the end of the extended meeting, several ministers are 
granted local ministry licenses, including Myra, who receives her 
preaching license renewal, a ministry calling she had worked hard 
for many years to earn. The evening proves a special and greatly 
anticipated event for my wife. She glows with excitement as the 
meeting ends and the Bible study time draws near. She will teach the 
Bible study for the first time at Emanuel, an outstanding honor, ex-
plaining Jesus’ parable of the sower recorded in the book of Mark.

Myra’s Safe Haven

Myra loves her lifelong home— Charleston, South Carolina— and 
especially the Emanuel AME Church. She became a newly baptized 
convert and church member in 1965, the tenth year of her life, 
becoming actively involved in the congregation’s family life and 
numerous children’s programs. After sixteen years of marriage, 
I have never once tried to persuade Myra to leave her church to 
join my denomination— the Reformed Episcopal Church. Myra 
is just too loyal, too devoted to Emanuel, and so in love with its 
people. Her commitment to God would never allow her to leave 
her childhood church. She considers it her safe haven from the 
frets and cares of this world.

A perfectionist, and very serious about her ministry and church, 
she feels anxious all morning about teaching her first Bible study at 
Emanuel. She sits at the den table working long into the afternoon 
until she stops and quickly dresses for church.

“I want to make sure that when I feed our people the Word, 
I’ll be giving them the right Word, and that they will understand 
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what I am saying,” she tells me. “And I want to be able to answer 
all their questions.”

“You’ve worked hard on it for a solid month, Myra. It’s per-
fect,” I assure her.

I plan to attend the Bible study this evening, wanting to support 
and encourage Myra’s teaching ministry.

“I’ll try to be on time for your Bible study tonight, Myra.”
“You don’t have to come.”
“I’m coming, Myra. I want to be there. For you.”
“Honey, I don’t want you to come.”
She doesn’t want me to come? I wonder. Why not?
Myra and I go everywhere together, especially supporting each 

other at events when one of us speaks or participates. Normally 
she expects me to be there.

“I don’t understand . . .”
“Honey, this is your church’s first day of Vacation Bible School, 

and you know the ladies will have a lot of drama going on. You 
need to be at your own church.”

As I think about my duties as pastor of Holy Trinity Reformed 
Episcopal Church, and the evening’s planned events, I know she 
is right.

“Yes. I need to be at my church.”
“Can you pick up some supper for us?” she asks.
“Sure. Captain D’s? They’ve got a great broiled seafood platter. 

What about that?”
“Okay,” she agrees. “Thanks. I’ll see you here later tonight and 

we can eat together.”

Myra’s Departure

Sometime before five that afternoon, Myra slips into a conservative 
black suit and white blouse. Before she leaves for church, she calls 
to me from the hallway: “Honey! I’m getting ready to go. Come 
walk me to the door.”
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It is customary for Myra and me to hug and kiss good- bye upon 
parting—a simple, loving tradition we never fail to keep.

“You need to hurry!” she calls again as she gathers her Bible 
and notes from the table. “I have to be at church earlier than usual 
for the meeting before Bible study.”

“Wait a minute! Hold on, I’m coming!” I call from the bathroom.
As I rush to finish dressing to see her o� at the door, I experi-

ence a strange feeling, a sensation somewhat incomprehensible and 
impossible to describe. Myra seems somehow di�erent from her 
usual self. This morning as we prepared for the day, even though 
she admitted to feeling anxious about the evening’s study, I noticed 
Myra’s face glowed with an unusual kind of happiness, her smile 
much more radiant than usual.

Why is she so happy? I wonder. She seems to glide across the 
floor as if walking on air, not wood.

I dismiss the question and puzzling feelings when details of my 
own church’s evening program crowd my thoughts.

Before I can leave the bathroom, I hear the front door open and 
then close, the sound of Myra’s voice greeting neighbors, her car 
starting and pulling out of the driveway.

Oh well, I think. She’ll understand. She knows I’m praying for 
her. I’ll kiss and hug her later tonight.

The Bible Study

The business meeting, led by Dr. Go�, adjourns a few minutes 
before 8 p.m., the crowds saying quick good- byes to each other 
and dispersing into the heavy, humid night. Myra and eleven of the 
regular Bible study participants move downstairs into the church’s 
lower- level fellowship hall, each sitting at one of the four white 
cloth- covered tables.

Myra enthusiastically greets the people staying for the Bible 
study. She knows and loves them all. She sits down at the first table, 
and four others join her: the Reverend Daniel Simmons, seventy-
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four, a devoted father, grandfather, minister, sta� member of the 
church, and Vietnam War veteran; Cynthia Hurd, fifty- four, a 
much- loved librarian for thirty- one years at the Charleston County 
Public Library; the Reverend Sharonda Coleman- Singleton, forty- 
five, a mother of three, part- time minister at Emanuel, speech 
pathologist, and girls’ track coach at Goose Creek High School; 
and DePayne Middleton Doctor, forty- nine, the mother of four 
daughters, a choir member, promising minister, and admissions 
coordinator at Southern Wesleyan University’s Charleston local 
learning center.

Polly Sheppard— seventy- two, a retired nurse— and Ethel Lance 
sit at the table closest to Myra’s. Ethel, seventy, a widow of many 
years, a mother, grandmother, and great- grandmother, has worked 
faithfully for thirty years as the church sexton.

Felicia Sanders, fifty- eight, a hair stylist, sits at the next table 
with three members of her family: her eleven- year- old grand-
daughter; her eighty- seven- year- old aunt, Susie Jackson, a longtime 
Emanuel choir member; and her son Tywanza Sanders, twenty- six, 
a promising poet and artist who recently graduated from Allen 
University.

The pastor, the Reverend Clementa C. Pinckney, forty- one, 
wearing his customary dark business suit, makes his way to the 
fourth table. Pinckney holds two important positions in the state. 
For the past five years, he has served as pastor of the Emanuel AME 
Church. He is also a Democratic member of the South Carolina 
Senate, representing the 45th District. In order to support Myra 
and attend her first Bible study, he has chosen to forgo politi-
cally correct attendance— expected of him in his state role— at 
the Hillary Clinton presidential campaign meeting in Charleston 
tonight.

The pastor’s wife, Jennifer, does not attend the Bible study, but 
instead retreats to her husband’s study, located next to the fel-
lowship hall, to catch up on some church paperwork. Her young 
daughter, Malana, stays with her, watching a movie while her 
mother works.
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Preparing a Heart’s Soil

When all are welcomed and settled into their seats, Myra begins 
to teach the carefully prepared lesson: “Studying Mark’s Gospel: 
Preparing Our Heart’s Soil.” She spreads out her notes on the 
table, opens her Bible to Mark 4, and begins to read verses 1 
through 20:

“A farmer went out to sow his seed . . . some fell along the path, 
and the birds came and ate it up. . . . Some fell on rocky places . . . 
they withered because they had no root. Other seed fell among 
thorns, which grew up and choked the plants. . . . Still other seed 
fell on good soil. It came up, grew and produced a crop. . . .”

She pauses, explaining: “The soil represents the human heart, 
the way we respond to the Word. The seed represents the Word 
of God.”

Before she finishes reading the selected Scripture verses, some-
time between 8:06 and 8:15, the fellowship hall door opens a bit 
and a young man slips inside. Myra stops reading and smiles at 
him. The participants look up from their Bibles and see the boyish- 
looking man, standing about five feet nine inches tall, a slight 
120-pound frame, his tousled mop of sandy blond hair cut in a 
bowl shape and surrounding his pale, clean- shaven face. Dressed 
in a gray sweatshirt, worn blue jeans, and Timberland boots, the 
young white man wears a black fanny pack around his waist, the 
kind so many tourists in Charleston carry to hold cell phones, 
wallets, and cameras.

One by one, Myra and the faithful “Wednesday people” intro-
duce themselves to him, kindly inviting Dylann Storm Roof to 
join the study. Pastor Pinckney pulls out the chair next to him and 
o�ers the young man a seat. Someone places a Bible in Dylann’s 
hands. Shyly, quietly, Dylann sits down.

As part of a famous old African- American church in historic 
downtown Charleston, the group isn’t surprised to have a visitor 
walk down the street, see the church lights on, and wander into 
Emanuel’s fellowship hall. Sometimes a lonely straggler comes in 
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for the fellowship, other times the hungry walk inside expecting 
to find food. Perhaps this sad- faced, wandering, lost soul wants 
to know more about Christ and His Word, a young seeker who 
hopes that within this church he’ll find answers to his life’s deepest 
and most painful questions. For whatever reason, he walks inside 
the church fellowship hall that evening, the Bible study members 
heartily accepting this young man into their small group, welcom-
ing him warmly.

Myra resumes teaching, explaining in detail to her listeners 
what Jesus’ parable means, lessons that Jesus’ own disciples failed 
to understand when He told it to them two millennia ago.

“Don’t you understand this parable?” a frustrated Jesus asked 
His closest disciples, later admonishing them: “He who has ears 
to hear, let him hear.”

“You see,” Myra begins, her eyes focusing on the group, “the 
disciples don’t understand any of this— what Jesus tells them. 
. . . They don’t know what He is talking about. We must have a 
desire to hear!”

Lifting her Bible, she continues: “Jesus explained the parable 
to His confused disciples in verses 13 and following. He says the 
farmer sows the seeds— meaning the Word. Some people’s hearts 
are like seed sown along the path, where the Word is sown. As 
soon as they hear the Word, Satan comes and takes it away from 
them, and they produce nothing.”

Seeing that everyone understands, she moves on: “Others, like 
seed sown on rocky places, hear the Word and at once receive it 
with great joy. But since they have no soil, they grow no root and 
last only a short time. When trouble or persecution comes, they 
fall away quickly.”

The group asks several questions, then Myra proceeds: “Still 
others, like seed sown among thorns, hear the Word, but soon 
allow the worries, selfish human desires, and deceitfulness of life 
to choke the Word. They, too, fall away. Others, however, like 
seed sown in good soil, hear the Word, accept it, and produce a 
good crop.”
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Eyes to See, Ears to Hear

For much of the hour, Myra explains Jesus’ powerful parable. “You 
see,” she says, “there are people whose eyes are open but don’t see 
a thing. Their ears are open but they don’t understand a word. 
They avoid making an about- face to be forgiven.”

She stops and smiles. “And as you already know, the only way 
we can be forgiven is to accept Jesus as our Lord and Savior. Once 
we accept Him, we will receive the Holy Spirit, and the Holy Spirit 
will give us understanding of the Word of God.”

Throughout the study, Dylann seems to listen intently to Myra’s 
words of biblical truth, all the time keeping his expression blank, 
his eyes staring and vacant, and saying nothing.

“Jesus said in Matthew 16:26, ‘For what does it profit a man 
to gain the whole world and lose his soul?’” Myra continues ex-
plaining the text. “We must pray to be delivered from Satan. . . . A 
person’s reception of God’s Word is determined by the condition 
of his heart. Our faith and the way we live our lives will show what 
type of soil relates to us.”

As Myra teaches Jesus’ life- saving message, she must think 
about her pale- faced young stranger, wondering if he has eyes to 
see and ears to hear, and pondering the state of his heart’s soil.

A Setting Sun

A few minutes after 9 p.m., Myra finishes teaching the lesson. As 
the sun sets on Charleston, enveloping the city in darkness, she 
thanks the participants for their friendship and support, and for 
attending her first Bible study, even though it keeps them out much 
later than usual. To dismiss the group, Myra and the others stand 
up, instinctively closing their eyes, bowing their heads in reverence, 
and praying: “Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be thy—”

Suddenly, CRACK! CRACK! CRACK! Loud gunshots explode 
throughout the hall, piercing the quiet prayer time. With a Glock 
45 pulled from his fanny pack, the boy-faced man opens fire on 
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the twelve praying Bible study members. A storm of rapid gunfire 
rings out as he moves quickly from one table to the next, shoot-
ing the worshipers at point- blank range, shell casings hitting and 
bouncing one after another on the linoleum floor. In his sudden 
killing frenzy, Dylann Roof pauses only five times, just long enough 
to reload his gun with fresh clips, all the while shouting hateful 
racial slurs and statements.

Some victims die almost immediately, bleeding out from mul-
tiple bullet wounds that shred arteries and organs. The gunman 
stands over his victims, shooting them again and again as they lie 
moaning and dying on the floor. Others beg the shooter to stop as 
they grab loved ones, holding them tight, hoping to protect them 
from the madman and his bullets.

Some hide or play dead, miraculously escaping Roof’s wrath. 
The pastor’s wife and daughter, inside the nearby o�ce, hear the 
shots, quickly lock the door, and huddle under a desk.

Roof allows Polly Sheppard to live so she can tell the story of 
the massacre.

“I have to do it. You rape our women, and you are taking over our 
country. And you have to go!” Roof shouts during the shooting.2

At 9:06 p.m., after firing seventy- seven bullets, Dylann Roof 
stops shooting, turns around, and casually walks out the door, 
leaving the dead, dying, and terrified behind him on the blood- 
stained fellowship hall floor. The church security camera catches 
his image as he leaves, his face expressionless, the gun still grasped 
in his hand.

Eight members, including the church’s pastor, die on the floor 
from multiple gunshot wounds. One man, the Rev. Daniel Sim-
mons, is severely injured but still alive. The faithful group of 
Wednesday people, so quickly and cruelly cut down by an as-
sassin’s gun, will later become known as the “Emanuel Nine.”3

Only three people in the Bible study group survive the attack: 
Polly Sheppard, Felicia Sanders, and her young granddaughter.

After teaching her first Bible study at Emanuel AME Church, 
newly licensed minister Myra Thompson lies dead on the fellowship 
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hall floor, her body riddled with bullets, her Bible and study notes 
scattered, soaked in her own blood.

The Horrifying News

I learned later that evening that Dylann Storm Roof had murdered 
my beloved wife, Myra. The discovery body- slammed me with 
shock and grief. I wished with all my heart that I had gone with 
her to the Bible study to protect her from the killer. Late into dark 
future nights, I will wonder if she su�ered unbearable pain after 
the bullets tore through her body, or if she died instantly, escaping 
physical agony. I will think again and again about the events of 
this evening, replaying the gruesome scenes in my mind.

In the long hours after I learned of Myra’s death, and in the 
midst of my initial shock, crying, and deep sorrow, I faced personal 
and gut- wrenching questions pertaining to my Christian faith: 
“What now is my obligation to the killer? Do I choose to forgive 
him or avenge his diabolical deed that purposely and maliciously 
destroyed my wife?”

I am a self- professed Christian, a born- again believer in Jesus 
Christ, an ordained minister of God, and a Christ- appointed shep-
herd to a congregation. In these roles, I knew I would have to con-
front eye to eye, as never before, the unfathomable hard commands 
of biblical forgiveness.

Can I do it? I wondered.
Can I, in the darkest remote closets of  my all- too- human heart, 

forgive Dylann Storm Roof  for the cold- blooded murder of  my 
beloved companion?

I also wrestled with the questions: Am I expected by God and/or 
by others to forgive such a heinous crime? I have chosen to forgive 
people in the past for many reasons, but does biblical forgiveness 
apply to this type of vicious, premeditated murder in the house of 
God? Does forgiveness depend upon the degree of the crime, or 
does it apply to all deliberate o�enses we and our loved ones su�er 
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at the hands of heartless others? Myra was an innocent woman, a 
child of God doing what she believed God had called her to do in 
His ministry. She stood in her church praying as Dylann Roof shot 
and killed her. Does God himself expect me to o�er this young 
assassin my heartfelt forgiveness?

The Amish Girls

I remember how saddened and appalled I felt in early October 
2006, when I heard about the bloody massacre at an Amish school 
in Nickel Mines, Pennsylvania. A man the young children knew, 
thirty- two- year- old dairy truck driver Charles C. Roberts, the 
father of three children, walked unannounced into a one- room 
Amish schoolhouse in Lancaster County. On that Monday morn-
ing, he came in heavily armed, dismissing the boys, lining up the 
little girls, and firing his weapon at them multiple times. Small, 
vulnerable, and unable to protect themselves, the terrified children 
wept with fear. He shot and killed four girls and wounded seven 
more girls. A fifth child died early Tuesday morning from her 
injuries. Ten Amish girls, ages six to thirteen years, became the 
target of this man’s rage.4

In the screaming and chaos, the teacher somehow escaped and 
called for help. When police o�cers arrived, storming the West 
Nickel Mines Amish School, Charles Roberts killed himself, firing 
a bullet into his head from the 9mm handgun.

“Why?” everyone asked. “Why did Charles Roberts commit 
such a barbaric attack? Why did he kill innocent children? How 
could a father, with children of his own, do this?”

To this day, no one really knows. Some people believed Roberts 
never forgave God for the death of his first child, a baby girl who, 
in spite of his ardent prayers, lived only twenty minutes after her 
birth. They based this belief on the fact that before he shot the 
Amish girls, Roberts told them he was sorry for what he was about 
to do. “I’m angry at God and I need to punish some Christian 
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girls to get even with him,” he said. “I’m going to make you pay 
for my daughter.”5

Since Myra’s death, I’ve thought frequently about those little girls, 
dying on their schoolroom floor. And I have often wondered what 
kind of man could plan such a sadistic assault, deliberately destroy-
ing the lives of innocent, trusting children. Are we, as followers of 
Christ, truly expected to forgive such abominations? Does even God 
require those Amish mothers, fathers, grandparents, and friends to 
forgive Charles Roberts for murdering their loved ones? Shouldn’t 
biblical forgiveness take into account the degree and nature of the 
cruelty of the crime and the amount of su�ering it brings?

The Amish community itself answered my nagging question 
about biblical forgiveness. These families lived so simply among 
the barns, silos, and stone houses in the rolling hills and cornfields 
of Lancaster County, choosing to forgo electricity and other mod-
ern conveniences. They were and still are people of great faith, and 
in their anguish and loss they showed the world’s Christians the 
extraordinary depth and width of genuine biblical forgiveness.

On the very day of the schoolhouse murders, as they su�ered 
shock, pain, and sorrow, they reached out with grace, compassion, 
and forgiveness to the killer’s family. The Amish community vis-
ited Roberts’s perplexed and grieving wife and children, praying 
for and with them, seeking to comfort them in their own loss of 
a husband and father. To the widow and her now fatherless chil-
dren, they took home- cooked food. As the Amish were planning 
funerals and burying their own children, they faithfully attended 
Charles Roberts’s funeral, greatly outnumbering the non- Amish 
attendees. When money poured in from around the world to cover 
the Amish families’ high medical bills and burial expenses, they 
shared it with the killer’s family. They showed us a beautiful ex-
ample of biblical forgiveness!

As news of the attack, deaths, and forgiveness hit television, 
radio, and the internet, the world was awed at the depth of forgive-
ness shown to the Roberts family by those people expected to most 
hate them. The world did not understand this kind of forgiveness 
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that made headline news across the globe. Revenge and retaliation 
they could accept, as it was the way of the world. But forgiveness? 
And on this scale? Hardly. 

A reporter, witnessing firsthand the Amish’s great act of for-
giveness, wrote, “The attacker preyed on the most innocent and 
defenseless members of a determinedly bucolic and pacifistic re-
ligious community. Within hours, the Amish announced they had 
forgiven him.”6

Another sad commentary on abuse heaped upon innocent people 
is our nation’s treatment of slaves.

A Nation’s Tragic Slave History

I need only look back in our nation’s tragic slave history to see the 
great cruelty, unfairness, and brutality that seemed unforgivable at 
a human level. Slavery began in America in 1619, when the Dutch 
brought the first captured Africans to our colonies, thus planting 
the seeds of a chilling, almost unstoppable slavery system that for 
centuries was allowed to grow into a bloodthirsty nightmare for 
millions of people. Generations of black people endured inhu-
mane treatment, laboring hard under a whip, toiling long hours 
without consideration or compensation, receiving routine beatings 
as punishment, being traded like cattle by harsh, pitiless owners.

Charleston was the nation’s capital of the former slave trade, 
the port where many kidnapped Africans first landed in the New 
World and came ashore. Slaves, so unfairly abused and held in 
bondage, built the city, and for almost two hundred years, the 
white population of Charleston thrived under the slave economy. 
Not until July 1, 1856, did Charleston outlaw the sale and auction 
of slaves on its city streets.7

How is it even remotely possible to forgive those who so selfishly 
bought and sold human beings, dishing out centuries of abuse upon 
their families and children, and profiting from their pain? Can these 
sins ever truly be forgiven? Should they ever be forgiven?
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Hitler’s Holocaust

More recent history also provides numerous examples of inexcus-
able human cruelty. I shudder when I consider the murder and 
maltreatment of innocent people caught up in the Nazi- inspired 
Holocaust whirlwind of World War II. Millions of humans en-
dured imprisonment and slaughter due to their mental or physical 
disability, race, religion, lifestyle, age, or usefulness. As part of 
the 1941 “Final Solution” program, Germany’s despicable leader, 
Adolf Hitler, transported Jews and others to ghettos and con-
centration camps, where they faced gas chambers, firing squads, 
medical experimentation, starvation, disease, and excruciating 
deaths. Only a small fraction of those imprisoned and tortured 
in Nazi concentration camps survived and lived to find freedom.

Dutch Christian watchmaker Corrie ten Boom miraculously 
survived Hitler’s concentration camps. When in May 1940 the 
German blitzkrieg ran through the Netherlands, the ten Boom 
family built a secret room in their Haarlem home to hide and 
protect Jews in danger of arrest, imprisonment, and execution.

On February 28, 1944, Corrie and her entire family were discov-
ered and arrested by the gestapo when a Dutch informant turned 
them in. Corrie and her sister, Betsie, were sent to Ravensbruck, 
a women’s labor camp near Berlin, Germany. Betsie’s health de-
teriorated, and to Corrie’s great distress and sorrow, Betsie died 
before Christmas. For unknown reasons, Corrie was suddenly and 
unexpectedly released from Ravensbruck two weeks later. Some 
believe she was freed due to a Nazi o�cial’s clerical error.

After her release, Corrie wrestled with forgiveness for a long 
time until she finally chose to forgive the Nazi guard who brutal-
ized her and her sister at the camp.

“For I had to do it—I knew that,” she admitted. “The message 
that God forgives has a prior condition: that we forgive those who 
have injured us. ‘If you do not forgive men their trespasses,’ Jesus 
said, ‘neither will your Father in heaven forgive your trespasses.’”
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In her personal struggle, Corrie learned that “forgiveness is not 
an emotion. . . . Forgiveness is an act of the will, and the will can 
function regardless of the temperature of the heart.”

After the war, Corrie returned to the Netherlands, setting up 
a rehabilitation center for fellow concentration camp survivors. 
Ministering to the mistreated and brokenhearted, Corrie saw first-
hand that “those who were able to forgive their former enemies 
were able also to return to the outside world and rebuild their lives, 
no matter what the physical scars.” She also saw that “those who 
nursed their bitterness remained invalids. It was as simple and as 
horrible as that.”8

Corrie ten Boom su�ered physically, emotionally, and men-
tally in the Holocaust of  World War II, and she watched her 
loved ones die. Yet in spite of the nature and degree of Hitler’s 
inconceivable hate, his reign of terror, and his mass murder of 
millions of innocents, Corrie chose to forgive. People heard her 
story and wondered how in the world she was able to forgive 
such intense cruelty. Surely the entire world watched with awe 
as she freely o�ered the gift of  forgiveness to those who did not 
deserve it.

How Can I Forgive?

People now ask me the same question. “How could you forgive 
Dylann Roof for killing your wife, Myra, and eight of her friends in 
cold blood— such an unimaginably horrific crime— as they stood 
praying in Emanuel AME Church?”

My answer is always the same. I chose to forgive the racist killer 
because I believe and trust God’s Word when He tells me that ven-
geance is His to repay, not mine (Deuteronomy 32:35). I need not 
avenge the vile deeds of Dylann Roof myself. Scripture promises 
me, “It is mine to avenge; I will repay.”

As a Christian, a devoted follower of Jesus Christ, I choose to 
obey God’s Word, and that means I made the decision to forgive 
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the evil man who so wickedly and deliberately took away my lovely 
wife.

Scripture tells me that as I am forgiven by Christ, I am obliged 
to forgive others who hurt me and take from me those I dearly 
love. Jesus asked us to pray and practice: “Forgive us our debts, as 
we also have forgiven our debtors” (Matthew 6:12).

Jesus’ Parable on Forgiveness

Jesus often told parables when He wanted to make a point in His 
teaching. When His disciple Peter questioned Jesus about forgive-
ness, Jesus told him a story. While some of Jesus’ parables needed 
His explanation as to their meaning, the parable of the unmerciful 
servant in Matthew 18:21–35 clearly explained itself.

A servant owed a master a large sum of money that he could 
not begin to repay. The master ordered the usual punishment for 
the debtor, that his wife, children, and property be sold to repay 
the amount of money he owed. When sentenced, the servant fell 
to his knees, begging for the master’s mercy and patience, asking 
for more time to earn the money and repay the debt. The master’s 
heart was touched by the servant’s plea. In great kindness and 
compassion, he canceled the debt, writing a large “paid in full” 
on his account and releasing him.

The “master” in this story represents God, the Father. The 
“servant” stands for all of humankind, the people drenched in sin, 
owing God a debt they can never begin to pay back in full. But 
God loves the humans, the wicked debtors, and on their behalf, 
His heart is touched with compassion. So instead of sentencing hu-
mankind to the harshest punishment, He shows surprising mercy, 
canceling the debt and allowing them to go free. The account is 
closed, paid in full.

The story is a wonderful example of God’s forgiveness, His 
compassion, patience, and mercy. Perhaps Jesus could have ended 
the parable here, with the servant receiving the master’s generous 
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forgiveness, releasing him from his large delinquent debt. But Jesus 
continued the story, making a heart- stabbing and stunning point 
at its conclusion.

The servant, forgiven by the merciful master, found a fellow 
servant who owed him a little money. He dogged him, grabbing 
and choking him, demanding the money be paid back. When the 
fellow servant fell to his knees and begged for more time and some 
compassionate mercy, the forgiven servant refused and had the 
man thrown in prison.

When the master found out what his servant had done to the 
fellow servant who owed much less, the master told him in great 
anger, “I canceled all that debt of yours because you begged me 
to. Shouldn’t you have had mercy on your fellow servant just as 
I had on you?”

The master ordered the servant thrown into jail to be tortured 
until he could repay the huge debt he owed. At the end of the story, 
Jesus further hammered the hard point of His teaching into His 
listeners’ ears. With firm, clear words, He stated: “This is how 
my heavenly Father will treat each of you unless you forgive your 
brother from your heart” (v. 35).

Illogical Forgiveness

As I read Jesus’ parable, immediately identifying with the hard- 
hearted servant the master so freely forgave, I asked myself, How 
can I expect God to forgive me if  I choose to withhold forgiveness 
from others, no matter how abhorrent their actions? I read other 
Scriptures on forgiveness, and their points were chiseled onto my 
heart and mind.

“For if you forgive men when they sin against you, your heavenly 
Father will also forgive you” (Matthew 6:14).

And Scripture warns, in the very next verse, the one who chooses 
not to forgive: “But if you do not forgive men their sins, your Father 
will not forgive your sins” (Matthew 6:15).
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As a Christian who has been forgiven by God, I must also for-
give. Therefore, I forgive Dylann Roof, no matter how repulsive I 
find him, and no matter how savage his murderous deeds.

To the nonbeliever, as well as to many believers, the type of un-
conditional forgiveness the Amish community o�ered their chil-
dren’s killer, Charles Roberts, seemed illogical. It didn’t make sense. 
The natural human response to receiving hurt from others is to hurt 
them back, to avenge their ghastly crimes. But that’s not the biblical 
way to deal with barbarity. God expects unconditional forgiveness 
and so much more. The Amish community didn’t stop with forgiv-
ing the killer. They took their forgiveness a step further, choosing 
to minister to his family with love and compassion. They loved the 
Roberts family with their food, presence, prayers, and money, thus 
obeying God’s command: “Love your enemies, do good to those who 
hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who mistreat you. 
. . . Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful” (Luke 6:27–28, 36).

Mercy means compassionate love shown in tangible ways, acts 
of kindness like those shown to us by our heavenly Father. We do 
not deserve God’s mercy, but He initiates it, giving it to us anyway. 
God desires a relationship with us, His fallen creation, but must 
show mercy in order to build this relationship. God’s mercy comes 
to us through Christ. As we receive God’s mercy, He expects us to 
also show mercy to others, loving them, forgiving them their debts.

Corrie ten Boom graciously extended God’s mercy. She didn’t 
stop with just forgiving Hitler for the horrors he and others heaped 
upon her and her family. She opened her own home and helped 
others to rehabilitate, spending the last years of her long life trav-
eling widely, speaking publicly, and encouraging her listeners to 
choose biblical forgiveness over human bitterness.

Forgive Whatever Grievances

I am learning anew what I have always known, taught to me by 
my parents years ago, that biblical forgiveness is not optional, 
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depending on the cold- blooded cruelty or sadistic nature or de-
gree of the crime. Forgiveness depends on God’s Word, on God’s 
requirements for believers. The Apostle Paul wrote to the Colos-
sians about forgiveness when he encouraged them to “bear with 
each other and forgive whatever grievances you may have against 
one another. Forgive as the Lord forgave you” (Colossians 3:13, 
emphasis added). Surely, “whatever grievances” covers all crimes, 
even those unspeakable horrors that forever rob us of our loved 
ones.

Forgiveness is ingrained in the Amish heritage, an essential part 
of their strong faith and character. During the weeks and months 
after Charles Roberts slaughtered their children, bereaved Amish 
parents began to view their forgiveness as “the one good thing 
that can come out of this tragedy.”9

I believe God’s Word calls and commands us to forgive all 
crimes, no matter how atrocious. God is the Judge and Jury. When 
we forgive, we place the unspeakable crimes in His hands and 
leave them there for His judgment. He has marked the debt we 
owe Him “paid in full.” He expects us to forgive the debts owed 
to us by others.

The Crucifixion

Without a doubt, the most damnable crime in the world’s his-
tory was the crucifixion of Jesus. After His unlawful arrest in the 
middle of the night, His enemies planted a sharp crown of thorns 
on His head, spat on Him, scourged and struck Him again and 
again, mocked Him, and led Him to death on a cross— the com-
mon Roman instrument of torture and punishment.

Jesus in no way deserved such a death. He spent the years of 
his ministry healing the blind, feeding the hungry, casting demons 
from the infested, raising the dead back to life, giving good health 
to the sick, and performing many other acts of goodness and mercy. 
He was guilty of no sin.
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His torture began in Gethsemane when his sweat became drops 
of blood. Doctors now explain this rare condition as hematohidro-
sis, stating that it occurs under overwhelming emotional stress, and 
that the loss of blood produces physical weakness. Later, su�ering 
from beatings, bruises, exhaustion, and dehydration, Jesus faced 
a whipping that cut through his skin, muscles, and veins, leaving 
His body lacerated.

Soldiers made Jesus carry His heavy wooden cross to the place 
of execution, and then hammered nails between the small bones 
of His wrists, at that time considered a part of the hand. They 
set the cross upright in the ground and pounded nails through 
the arches of both feet. He su�ered hours of unutterable agony 
upon the cross, struggling to breathe and feeling indescribable 
pain. During the long process of dying, Jesus looked out over the 
crowd of people below Him, those who had tortured Him, and 
He forgave them.10

“Father, forgive them,” Jesus said, “for they do not know what 
they are doing” (Luke 23:34). Then He turned His attention to 
one of the criminals hanging beside him, and o�ered him the 
Father’s forgiveness.

“Jesus,” the thief asked, “remember me when you come into 
your kingdom” (Luke 23:42).

Jesus answered him: “I tell you the truth, today you will be with 
me in paradise” (Luke 23:43).

Jesus su�ered a devastating death, and yet before He passed, 
He forgave those who were killing Him.

As Jesus is my Lord, Savior, and my example to follow, I could 
do no less than to forgive the young white racist, Dylann Roof, 
for the heinous death of my dear wife, Myra. It was not easy, yet 
in this process of biblical forgiveness, I discovered that my delib-
erate choice to forgive allowed me a surprising sense of healing 
and peace, and the ability to begin to move forward in my life.
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