
This is how forgiveness often starts:  not with a rush of compassion, but
with a weary willingness to try.

Japenga, 1998

RESOLVING RESENTMENT BY FORGIVING
MARIETTA JAEGER’S WAY

From vengeance to forgiveness
Chapter 9

“It was difficult,” she says with great sincerity, as she describes how

the prayers of a whole lot of people kept her going when she couldn’t even

try to pray.  There were good and wonderful people who waited with her

and her family and helped them pass the time and did things for them, 

while they waited – fruitlessly –  for the return of their 7-year-old daughter

who had been abducted from their tent during a 1973 camping trip.

Initially, it took about two weeks for her to be willing to finally own

up to the fact that she would have happily kil led the man with her own

hands if she could have gotten hold of him.  

But there was no relief to be had for her.  She was living a Hell

beyond anyone’s imagination.  For weeks she and her husband and

remaining four children waited at their Montana campsite while local

authorities and FBI agents dragged the lake and searched the hills for little

Susie. 
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As her anger and panic rose, her stomach roiled  and she fought a

terrible weight upon her chest.  And her pain boiled into a murderous rage.

Late one night as she owned these ugly and very real feelings, she

heard a voice – some people might think this was her conscience, some

might think it was her daughter, others might think it was God – Marietta

believes it was God – she heard a voice tell her, “I don’t want you to feel

this way.”  And it resonated in her body.  

She understood that she was being called to forgive the man.  Her

strict Catholic upbringing had taught her that was necessary.  But it seemed

impossible and completely not right.  She felt completely justified in her

murderous rage.  It was the only thing that gave her comfort, in spite of the

fact that it gave her pain.  She felt at the time that she had a responsibility

to her daughter to hate this man, whoever he was, and that she would be

betraying Susie to forgive him.

But the call she heard / felt that night was very real to Marietta, and

she knew that she had to do this thing that felt so wrong.  She says that

she realized she couldn’t change her own heart, and needed to surrender

her control of the situation, so she made the decision and threw it back at

God and said, “if this is how you want me to feel, you have to do it in me.”
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“This is how forgiveness often starts:  not with a rush of compassion, but

with a weary willingness to try” (Japenga, 1998).

She told God she wanted not only to forgive him with her lips but to

love him with her heart.  But then, she had to make an effort to act

accordingly.  And it took discipline that she didn’t think she had.

She had to know and recognize that this man was a son of God and

just as precious to God as Susie was precious to her and to God. The

pragmatic for that meant that she had to treat this man, in her mind, with

dignity and respect just like she would God.  She couldn’t be cussing him

out under her breath.  She had to think of him with respect.  And she asked

people around her not to speak of him with disrespect.  And she forced

herself to pray for him every day and wish him well.

She believed if she acted in accordance with what she thought God

wanted for her to do, he would eventually bring her heart in line with her

actions.

It was a long process.  She felt that she had to learn all she could

about this man, but she had no idea who he was for a year.  All she could

do for that year was continue the initial discipline.
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On the anniversary of Susie’s abduction, the man called Marietta.  He

called to taunt her, because an article in the paper had made mention that

Marietta wished she could talk to him.  

She learned a lot about him, because once he made the phone call, he

was surprised by her compassion toward him.  She didn’t respond the way

he thought she would – the way anyone would to the kind of evil taunting

behavior he evidenced.  Through the conversation, he inadvertently revealed

a lot of information about himself which really facilitated the process of her

coming to understand his  woundedness,  his hurt and why he was

behaving in the way he was behaving.  

Here’s the paradox that she says others have a difficult time

understanding:  It didn’t change anything about her concern for Susie or her

pain and anguish at what had happened to her, but what it did do was really

opened up her heart for being compassionate toward him.  

During the year leading up to that call, she had patiently given herself

time to work toward that attitude of forgiveness.  She talks at length about

how important that is:  

We need to give ourselves the time it takes.  The human spirit has an
astounding amount of resiliency, but we are exquisitely fragile, and
we need to explore our spirits and feelings with a gentleness and an
unhurriedness.

      Jaeger, 1988
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Anyway, Marietta’s compassion with this man resulted in him making

a couple more phone calls over the next few weeks.  In one call, Marietta

asked him if she could have her daughter back.  He answered that he was

in “an awkward position to do that.”  She asked him why he took her.  He

stammered for a minute and then admitted he’d always wanted a little girl of

his own.  

He was responding to Marietta’s concern and was staying on the line

much longer than was safe for him knowing that the line would be tapped.  

Then, in the awkward silence that followed his statement, she gently

asked him, “What can we do to help you?”  And her compassion completely

undid him.  She could hear him crying in the background.  When he spoke

again he blurted, “I wish I knew the answer to that.”

In the process of those calls, and in spite of flubs on the part of a

malfunctioning tracer, the authorities located him, David Meirhofer, living in

Manhattan, Montana.  The search of property near his home produced more

than 1,000 bone fragments.  One of them was the backbone of a young

girl.  

When Meirhofer was arrested he confessed that he had murdered

Susie a week after he kidnaped her.  And he admitted to having killed

others.  Then, just hours after he confessed, Meirhofer committed suicide.  I
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suspect he was unable to live with his emerging remorse; he was

undoubtedly unprepared to work through it.

Since her daughter’s abduction and death in 1973, Marietta has come

in contact with many parents whose children were victims of physical

violence.  Because of that, she’s had a chance to see the results of

unforgiveness.  She says “It ends up undoing them.  The quality of their

lives is considerably diminished.  They become embittered, tormented

people” (Jaeger, 1988).  

Marietta says that God is the best psychiatrist you can find, because

He calls us to move beyond our gut level feels to an attitude of forgiveness,

and He does that because it is the only way we are ever going to find a way

to be happy people again.

She also believes that when we refuse to forgive people we bind

them up and make them inaccessible to the spirit of God.  And that when

we forgive someone we unbind their spirits, and then God’s spirit, or the

spirit of Good in this world, can better work in them and bring about what

needs to be done in them so that they can be restored, so that genuine

rehabilitation can happen and reconciliation can come about.

It hardly bears mentioning, I hope, that an unknown number of other

children are alive today because Meirhofer was captured.
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As to how she thinks the murderers should be dealt with, she sees

capital punishment as society’s way of legalizing those gut-level, animal

instincts for revenge.  And this is incredibly significant:  She believes that to

legalize those gut-level desires for revenge has the same deleterious effect

on society that they seem to have on individuals;   to reiterate and

paraphrase her comment from before,  it ends up undoing us.  The quality

of our lives is diminished, and we become embittered, tormented people.

Her own experience says that capital punishment has no deterrent

ability.  The young man who took her daughter and the lives of the other

children was not in the slightest bit deterred by the death penalty already on

the books in that state.

“There are no number of retaliatory deaths that will measure up to the
value of her life.  To kill someone in her name is to profane the
beautiful and precious memory of her life.  I’d rather honor her life
and memorialize her life by saying all life is sacred and worthy of
preservation.”

Marietta Jaeger, 1988

I’ve made no mention so far about the rest of her family.  Actually, I

know nothing about her children or how they handled Susie’s murder.  But I

do know about her husband, Bill.

We talked at the beginning of this discussion about the effects of a

hostile heart on our bodies.  Unlike Marietta, Bill continued to seethe over

the loss of his little girl.  As a result of his tremendous emotional strain, he
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developed bleeding ulcers and then developed problems with his heart.  In

1987, 14 years after Susie’s death, Bill collapsed on the kitchen floor of his

home, dead of a heart attack at the young age of 56.

Marietta, on the other hand, has continued on her own course, and

she is now a grandmother of seven. 


