She lived to tell
By Kathy Wilcox

    Immaculee heard two voices in her head, one whispered, "I love you, you will live to tell", the other hissed, "You will die!"

   Immaculee Ilibagiza, a nineteen-year-old college student in Rwanda, Africa, went home for Easter break early in April 1994 at the insistence of her father. She wanted to stay at school and study, but being an obedient daughter, she went home. It was an action that changed her life forever, saving her physically and spiritually.

   The situation in Rwanda early in 1994 was tense. Hostility between two ethnic groups, the Tutsis and Hutus escalated from 1990 to 1994, becoming increasingly violent. The moderate Hutu President, Juvenal Habyarimana, struggled to bring both sides together in peaceful negotiations. 

   Civil war erupted on April 6, 1994, when Hutu extremists assassinated President Habyarimana. They took control of the government, declaring war on the Tutsis and any moderate Hutus who were pro-peace or sympathetic toward the Tutsis. The extremists had one mission: to eliminate all Tutsis and their supporters. Two groups were loosely organized, some were armed with various guns; others, only with machetes. They systematically began the bloody slaughter of any Tutsis they could find, moving through towns, schools, churches and homes. Men, women, children and even infants were left to rot, as flies and dogs settled on the bodies.

   Immaculee's family heard rumors, but they, like most others, could not believe what they were

hearing. Her parents lived peace- fully with their Hutu neighbors,

and while there had been some

violent episodes in the past, they

had successfully shielded their

children. It would not be possible

this time. Radio announcements ordered everyone to stay in their homes. By the second day, the organized killers reached their village and government announcements ordered Hutus to arm themselves and seek out Tutsis for genocide. Immaculee's father heard of women who had been raped before being murdered, so he made the decision to take her to the home of his Hutu neighbor, a protestant minister and a dear friend. She protested leaving her parents and two brothers, but by day's end, the terrified girl was crowded into a 3 x 4 foot hidden bathroom with 7 other women and children. They subsisted only on scraps smuggled to them by the pastor. Militant groups searched the home many times, enraged that the women could not be found. Immaculee recognized the voices shouting that her whole family was dead and that she would die too.   

   The bathroom was both safe haven and prison. Talking was impossible, leaving Immaculee alone with her thoughts. She tried to pray but struggled with anger, hatred and desire for retaliation against those who killed her family and were slaughtering thousands of her countrymen. Two voices warred in her mind: the voice of God speaking love and forgiveness, and the voice of evil spewing hatred and death.

   Immaculee clutched the rosary her father had given her on their last day. She finally began to pray and found that it silenced the voice of evil and calmed her terror. Her routine began as soon as her eyes opened in the morning, continuing until she went to sleep at night. She prayed  forty rosaries a day alternating with the Divine Mercy Chaplet. Whenever she stopped praying, the sinister voice tormented her and anger seethed in her heart. One day she realized that she could no longer pray the words of the Our Father unless she forgave the murderers. At that moment, peace filled her heart and she was at one with God.

   By the time they emerged from their tiny hiding place 100 days later, they were grateful to be alive though emaciated, but horrified at the sight of their town—buildings burned and piles of rotting bodies stacked beside the roads. Close to 1,000,000 died during the holocaust. Her book, Lived to Tell, is a detailed account of her ordeal and how they were able to remain hidden and survive in such extremely cramped conditions.

   Immaculee now works for the United Nations, and travels both in Rwanda and in the United States, her countenance radiating with joy and God's love. She shared her story at the Divine Mercy conference in Tampa, Florida, which I attended in March.

   Her message is always the same. "Pray! God gave me the grace to forgive, he will give it to you." She lived to tell, and with her example of forgiveness, is bringing God's healing to her country and to us all.

       _____________________
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