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It was 1973, University of Natal, Durban, South Africa and the first day of Psychology 101. 
The large, tiered lecture theater was gradually filling with other first year students. I found myself 
seated near a long-haired man in a flowing white cassock. 

Although we did not talk very much, our shared greetings revealed his Kiwi (New Zealand) 
accent. Before long, for there were many university publications bearing the news, I was aware that 
Father Michael Lapsley was the newly appointed university chaplain, and he had enrolled in classes. 

Father Michael rose to prominence as a civil rights advocate and was ultimately exiled 
(banned) by the South African government.  

In 1990 Father Michael, while living in Zimbabwe, received a letter bomb created and mailed 
by the South African Government Security forces. The bomb was wrapped in religious magazines. The 
explosion removed both of Michael’s hands and an eye but did not take his life as was intended.  

I recall reading in Michael’s book, Redeeming the Past: My Journey From Freedom Fighter to 
Healer that a fellow priest, quite soon after the bombing and while Michael was gaining consciousness, 
invited Michael to pray the Lord’s Prayer. Michael recalled participating and wrote that once he 
prayed, “Forgive us our trespasses; as we forgive those who trespass against us,” he knew he’d survive.  

Indeed, he has. Thrived, I’d say.  
In a post-Apartheid South Africa, even though Fr. Michael has enjoyed deep and significant 

relationships with the late Bishop Tutu and President Mandela and is a somewhat regular visitor to the 
Pope, he always responded positively when I invited him to Skype with my Eighth Grade South 
African Literature class at St. Richard’s Episcopal School in Indianapolis. My students loved these 
powerful encounters during which Father Michael invited them to ask him anything they wanted to 
know about his work and his life. Naturally, Grade 8 young men and women were most intrigued to 
know about how he’d adjusted after sustaining such severe injuries. With warmth and compassion and 
humor, Michael won the hearts of my students as he told of learning to live in new ways. I’d scan their 
insightful and warm thank you letters and send them to Michael in Cape Town, South Africa.  

Some months ago, Michael posted on social media about the anniversary of his bombing. 
Many readers responded with empathy and love. What hit me very hard was the occasional responder 
who expressed regret that Michael had not been killed in the bombing. I reached out to Michael 
privately after seeing the vicious comments and invited him to visit my sons and me in Indiana, to 
come and rest for a week, a month, even longer.  

“I am coming to the USA, my dear Rod,” he said, “but I cannot stay so long. How about I come 
for a few days and speak about ‘Healing of Memories’.” 

Father Michael Lapsley has every reason to be angry and bitter and revengeful. Instead, he is 
free and traveling the world, helping and empowering people to find healing and forgiveness.   
 


