The Cold Killer, the Christian Repentant
A Pentecost 12--Ezekiel 33:7-11


On the Wikipedia entry for Kang Khek Iew, also known as Comrade Duch, a leader of the Cambodian Khmer Rouge regime in the seventies, there is an old, black-and-white school photograph.
  The photo's caption places Duch's age at seventeen, but he looks more like twelve or even ten.  He gazes steadily out of its fading shades of brown, his dark hair combed carefully to one side, his face earnest and smooth.  It's easy to see in that portrait the boy who loved mathematics, who would soon score second in the entire country on his math baccalaureate, and who would go on to teach his beloved subject with commitment and sincerity both before and after his years in the Khmer Rouge.  It's harder, much harder, to see the person who would one day run a center for purging a population of disloyal elements.  Who would walk up and down its halls and go about his business amid the screams of the tortured.  Who would personally order the execution of over 12,000 men, women, and children in a few short years. 


After the Khmer Rouge lost power, Duch went on to live in hiding for twenty years, teaching school in a local village, working to protect and raise his children, and actually converting to Christianity and getting baptized.  Some reports emphasize this conversion as an important turning point, leading him to confess all he had done and surrender himself to arrest in 1999.  He was finally convicted of murder, torture, and crimes against humanity last July, the highest ranking Khmer Rouge leader to face such a conviction to date.  Notably, Duch is also the only such former leader to publicly admit his guilt and express his sorrow.  However, at times he has also seemed to blame his superiors, who he said would have killed him if he had not followed orders.  

Perhaps most controversially, during his trial Duch agreed to be led back to the scene of his crimes, where the New York Times reported "an atmosphere of intense, palpable emotion. 'I ask for your forgiveness — I know that you cannot forgive me, but I ask you to leave me the hope that you might,' he said before collapsing in tears on the shoulder of one of his guards….Those who were [there] reported that the cry of the former executioner betrayed such suffering that one of the few survivors of [Duch's prison] screamed out, 'Here are the words that I’ve longed to hear for 30 years!'"


According to the news reports I've read, many Cambodians dismiss this remorse as a cynical ploy for leniency in court.  Others have excused his actions on the grounds that a lot of people during that time had to follow awful orders.  All of which leaves us with a profound question at the center of Duch’s story.  Is this a truly repentant person, who experienced very little love in his life until he found Christ and was led, by his pastor, to face into the massive sins of his past?  Or is this a cold, manipulative murderer, turning stateside and playacting regret in the hopes of tasting freedom again before he dies?  Is there something admirable, even heroic, in his willingness to confess and repent?  Or is it a big con?  


And, in light of the enormity of his crimes, does it even matter?  Duch was in the upper echelon of leaders who together caused the deaths of an estimated 1.7 million Cambodians, over a fifth of the entire population.  What he took part in was so horrific, so unconscionable, that it is hard to even imagine.  Is there a moral line past which any mea culpa, no matter how heartfelt, becomes meaningless?  And if so, where is that line?  How bad do you have to be to have stepped beyond it?


To make matters even more complicated for us, who are Duch's brothers and sisters in Christ, we have today's passage from Ezekiel.  In it, the people of Israel, who have been unfaithful to God and unjust to their most vulnerable citizens, ask the very question that Duch's situation asks: "Our transgressions and our sins weigh upon us, and we waste away because of them," they cry out, "how then can we live?"  How then can we live?  And God tells Ezekiel, "Say to them, As I live, says the Lord God, I have no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but that the wicked turn from their ways and live; turn back, turn back from your evil ways."  


So which is it?  Is the possibility of restoration always open in this life, or is there a point past which there is no meaningful way to make amends?  If the former, aren’t we letting true evil off easy?  And if the latter, aren't we trying to limit God?  Aren't we trying to draw a circle around the infinite, this mysterious, loving absolute in whom we live and breathe and have our being?  And if, as Ezekiel suggests, that source of unquenchable love, that bottomless well of forgiveness, can even take pleasure in the attempt of a man like Duch to “turn back, turn back from his evil ways,” then what does that mean for you and me?  Where does that leave the petty resentments that we are still nursing, the justifications we erect for cutting off relationships, the ways we fail to forgive in situations a hundred times less extreme?  How are we to live, in light of the God who wishes life, true life, even for the most wicked among us?


I’m not going to tie this up neatly for you because I cannot do so for myself.  If I had lost loved ones in Duch's prison, it is hard to imagine being able to forgive him, or even to think that what he did could or ought to be forgiven.  And yet in this passage and elsewhere, the God we claim insists that God takes no pleasure in the death of the wicked.  That there is always time to turn back from evil ways.  That it is never too late in this life to own up to your sins and truly live.  You and I must wrestle and pray with how to reconcile such a God with such a child of God as Comrade Duch, the gentle boy in the yellowed photograph, the cold killer, the Christian repentant, and ultimately with such children of God as are we all.
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