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My dear brothers and sisters and
friends, I come before you humbly and
prayerfully. I wish to speak on the healing
power of forgiveness.

The Amish people’s forgiveness

In the beautiful hills of Pennsylvania,
a devout group of Christian people live a
simple life without automobiles, electric-
ity, or modern machinery. They work hard
and live quiet, peaceful lives separate
from the world. Most of their food comes
from their own farms. The women sew
and knit and weave their clothing, which is
modest and plain. They are known as the
Amish people.

A 32-year-old milk truck driver lived
with his family in their Nickel Mines com-
munity. He was not Amish, but his pickup
route took him to many Amish dairy
farms, where he became known as the
quiet milkman. Last October he suddenly
lost all reason and control. In his tor-
mented mind he blamed God for the
death of his first child and some unsub-
stantiated memories. He stormed into the
Amish school without any provocation, re-
leased the boys and adults, and tied up the
10 girls. He shot the girls, killing five and
wounding five. Then he took his own life.

This shocking violence caused great
anguish among the Amish but no anger.
There was hurt but no hate. Their forgive-
ness was immediate. Collectively they
began to reach out to the milkman’s suf-
fering family. As the milkman’s family
gathered in his home the day after the

shootings, an Amish neighbor came over,
wrapped his arms around the father of the
dead gunman, and said, “We will forgive
you.” 1 Amish leaders visited the milk-
man’s wife and children to extend their
sympathy, their forgiveness, their help,
and their love. About half of the mourn-
ers at the milkman’s funeral were Amish.
In turn, the Amish invited the milkman’s
family to attend the funeral services of the
girls who had been killed. A remarkable
peace settled on the Amish as their faith
sustained them during this crisis.

One local resident very eloquently
summed up the aftermath of this tragedy
when he said, “We were all speaking the
same language, and not just English, but a
language of caring, a language of commu-
nity, [and] a language of service. And, yes,
a language of forgiveness.” 2 It was an
amazing outpouring of their complete
faith in the Lord’s teachings in the Sermon
on the Mount: “Do good to them that hate
you, and pray for them which despitefully
use you.”3

Healing brought by forgiveness

The family of the milkman who killed
the five girls released the following state-
ment to the public:

“To our Amish friends, neighbors,
and local community:

“Our family wants each of you to
know that we are overwhelmed by the for-
giveness, grace, and mercy that you’ve
extended to us. Your love for our family
has helped to provide the healing we so
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desperately need. The prayers, flowers,
cards, and gifts you’ve given have touched
our hearts in a way no words can describe.
Your compassion has reached beyond our
family, beyond our community, and is
changing our world, and for this we sin-
cerely thank you.

“Please know that our hearts have
been broken by all that has happened. We
are filled with sorrow for all of our Amish
neighbors whom we have loved and con-
tinue to love. We know that there are
many hard days ahead for all the families
who lost loved ones, and so we will con-
tinue to put our hope and trust in the God
of all comfort, as we all seek to rebuild
our lives.”4

How could the whole Amish group
manifest such an expression of forgive-
ness? It was because of their faith in God
and trust in His word, which is part of
their inner beings. They see themselves as
disciples of Christ and want to follow His
example.

Hearing of this tragedy, many people
sent money to the Amish to pay for the
health care of the five surviving girls and
for the burial expenses of the five who
were killed. As a further demonstration of
their discipleship, the Amish decided to
share some of the money with the widow
of the milkman and her three children be-
cause they too were victims of this terrible
tragedy.

Importance of not delaying forgiveness

Forgiveness is not always instanta-
neous as it was with the Amish. When in-
nocent children have been molested or
killed, most of us do not think first about
forgiveness. Our natural response is anger.
We may even feel justified in wanting to
“get even” with anyone who inflicts injury
on us or our family.

Dr. Sidney Simon, a recognized au-
thority on values realization, has provided
an excellent definition of forgiveness as it
applies to human relationships:

“Forgiveness is freeing up and putting
to better use the energy once consumed
by holding grudges, harboring resent-
ments, and nursing unhealed wounds. It is
rediscovering the strengths we always had
and relocating our limitless capacity to
understand and accept other people and
ourselves.”5

Most of us need time to work through
pain and loss. We can find all manner of
reasons for postponing forgiveness. One
of these reasons is waiting for the wrong-
doers to repent before we forgive them.
Yet such a delay causes us to forfeit the
peace and happiness that could be ours.
The folly of rehashing long-past hurts
does not bring happiness.

Some hold grudges for a lifetime, un-
aware that courageously forgiving those
who have wronged us is wholesome and
therapeutic.

Faith enables people to forgive

Forgiveness comes more readily when,
like the Amish, we have faith in God and
trust in His word. Such faith “enables peo-
ple to withstand the worst of humanity. It
also enables people to look beyond them-
selves. More importantly, it enables them
to forgive.”6

All of us suffer some injuries from ex-
periences that seem to have no rhyme or
reason. We cannot understand or explain
them. We may never know why some
things happen in this life. The reason for
some of our suffering is known only to the
Lord. But because it happens, it must be
endured. President Howard W. Hunter
said that “God knows what we do not
know and sees what we do not see.”7

President Brigham Young offered this
profound insight that at least some of our
suffering has a purpose when he said: “Ev-
ery calamity that can come upon mortal
beings will be suffered to come upon the
few, to prepare them to enjoy the presence
of the Lord. . . . Every trial and experience
you have passed through is necessary for
your salvation.”8
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If we can find forgiveness in our
hearts for those who have caused us hurt
and injury, we will rise to a higher level of
self-esteem and well-being. Some recent
studies show that people who are taught to
forgive become “less angry, more hopeful,
less depressed, less anxious and less
stressed,” which leads to greater physical
well-being.9 Another of these studies con-
cludes “that forgiveness . . . is a liberating
gift [that] people can give to themselves.”10

In our day the Lord has admonished
us, “Ye ought to forgive one another,” and
then makes it requisite when He says, “I,
the Lord, will forgive whom I will forgive,
but of you it is required to forgive all
men.”11

A sister who had been through a
painful divorce received some sound ad-
vice from her bishop: “Keep a place in
your heart for forgiveness, and when it
comes, welcome it in.”12 For the Amish, it
was already there because “forgiveness is a
‘heartfelt’ component of [their] religion.”13

Their example of forgiveness is a sublime
expression of Christian love.

Other examples of forgiveness

Here in Salt Lake City in 1985, Bishop
Steven Christensen, through no fault of his
own, was cruelly and senselessly killed by a
bomb intended to take his life. He was the
son of Mac and Joan Christensen, the hus-
band of Terri, and the father of four chil-
dren. With his parents’ consent, I share
what they learned from this experience.
After this terrible deed, the news media
followed members of the Christensen fam-
ily around relentlessly. On one occasion
this media intrusion offended one of the
family members to the point that Steven’s
father, Mac, had to restrain him. Mac then
thought, “This thing will destroy my family
if we don’t forgive. Venom and hatred will
never end if we do not get it out of our sys-
tem.” Healing and peace came as the fam-
ily cleansed their hearts from anger and
were able to forgive the man who took
their son’s life.

We recently had two other tragedies
here in Utah which demonstrate faith and
the healing power of forgiveness. Gary
Ceran, whose wife and two children were
killed on Christmas Eve when their vehi-
cle was hit by a truck, immediately ex-
pressed his forgiveness and concern for
the alleged drunk driver. Last February,
when a car crashed into Bishop Christo-
pher Williams’s vehicle, he had a decision
to make, and it was to “unconditionally
forgive” the driver who had caused the ac-
cident so that the healing process could
take place unhampered.14

Receiving help and comfort

What can we all learn from such expe-
riences as these? We need to recognize
and acknowledge angry feelings. It will
take humility to do this, but if we will get
on our knees and ask Heavenly Father for
a feeling of forgiveness, He will help us.
The Lord requires us “to forgive all men”15

for our own good because “hatred retards
spiritual growth.”16 Only as we rid our-
selves of hatred and bitterness can the
Lord put comfort into our hearts, just as
He did for the Amish community, the
Christensens, the Cerans, and the Williams
family.

Of course, society needs to be pro-
tected from hardened criminals, because
mercy cannot rob justice.17 Bishop Wil-
liams addressed this concept so well 
when he said, “Forgiveness is a source of
power. But it does not relieve us of conse-
quences.” 18 When tragedy strikes, we
should not respond by seeking personal re-
venge but rather let justice take its course
and then let go. It is not easy to let go and
empty our hearts of festering resentment.
The Savior has offered to all of us a pre-
cious peace through His Atonement, but
this can come only as we are willing to cast
out negative feelings of anger, spite, or re-
venge. For all of us who forgive “those who
trespass against us,”19 even those who have
committed serious crimes, the Atonement
brings a measure of peace and comfort.
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I have felt impressed to speak about
divorce. This is a sensitive subject because
it evokes such strong emotions from per-
sons it has touched in different ways. Some
see themselves or their loved ones as the
victims of divorce. Others see themselves
as its beneficiaries. Some see divorce as ev-
idence of failure. Others consider it an es-
sential escape hatch from marriage. In one
way or another, divorce touches most fam-
ilies in the Church.

Whatever your perspective, please lis-
ten as I try to speak plainly about the ef-
fects of divorce on the eternal family
relationships we seek under the gospel
plan. I speak out of concern, but with hope.

Perspectives on marriage and divorce

We live in a world in which the whole
concept of marriage is in peril and where
divorce is commonplace.

The concept that society has a strong
interest in preserving marriages for the
common good as well as the good of the
couple and their children has been re-
placed for many by the idea that marriage
is only a private relationship between con-
senting adults, terminable at the will of
either.1

Nations that had no divorce law have
adopted one, and most nations permitting
divorces have made them easier to obtain.
Unfortunately, under current no-fault

Elder Dallin H. Oaks

Let us remember that we need to for-
give to be forgiven. In the words of one of
my favorite hymns, “Oh, forgive as thou
wouldst be e’en forgiven now by me.”20

With all my heart and soul, I believe in the
healing power that can come to us as we
follow the counsel of the Savior “to forgive
all men.”21 In the name of Jesus Christ,
amen. 
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