
Filmmaker Martin Doblmeier
Talks about Forgiveness A n  A w a r d - W i n n in g  D o c u m e n ta r y

E d ito r  E xp lo re s  a U n iv e rsa l T h em e  I a n  i n t e r v i e w  b y  b o n n i e  d w y e r

p ressu re  an d  h e a r t  ra te , a n d  can  ev en  s tem  d ep ressio n .

F or th e  pas t tw en ty -f iv e  years, I h av e  m ad e  film s o n  

to p ic s  o f re lig io n  an d  sp iritua lity , so  I k n e w  th e  value th e  

various fa ith  tra d itio n s  a ffo rd e d  forg iveness. But h e re  w as a 

m o m e n t w h e n  th e  fa ith  co m m u n itie s  an d  th e  sc ien tific  

co m m u n itie s  w ere  in sy n c  a ro u n d  a c o m m o n  th e m e : for- 

g iveness. F or us, th a t  w as th e  m ak ings o f a g rea t film.

In d o in g  th e  re sea rch , w e  h a d  o v er  o n e  h u n d re d  ideas 

fo r sto ries. W e  k n e w  w e w a n te d  to  in c lu d e  s to ries  from  a 

v a rie ty  o f fa ith  tra d itio n s—C h ris tian , Jew ish , M uslim , a n d  

so fo rth , as w ell as s to ries  from  th e  sc ien tif ic /h e a lth  w orld .

A lso, a n u m b e r  o f th e  sc ien tis ts  tu rn e d  o u t to  b e  te rrific  

s to ries  th em se lv es—sto ries  w e  w a n te d  to  inc lude . O n c e  

th o se  critica l d ec is io n s w ere  m ad e , it w as a lm o st as if th e  

sto ries b e g a n  to  se lec t them selves.

Q: For Rose Foti, the mother of a firefighter lost on 9/i i, forgiveness 
was a very difficult concept. Her struggle with it enriched the film. 
What was her response to the completed film? Did viewing it affect her 

concept of forgiveness?

A: R ose Foti is o n e  o f th e  m o s t o p e n  a n d  h o n e s t  p e o p le  I 

h av e  ev e r m et. W h e n  I w e n t w ith  h e r  o n  th e  d ay  w e 

film ed  a t th e  g a rb a g e  d u m p  th a t  is n o w  h o m e  to  th e  

rem ain s o f h e r  son  an d  h u n d re d s  o f o th e rs  w h o  d ie d  on  

9 /11 , I co u ld  feel th e  in te n s ity  o f h e r  suffering . W h a t  

m o th e r  w o u ld  n o t sh a re  th a t  pa in  w ith  th e  w ay  h e r  son 's 

rem ain s  w ere  trea ted ?

R ose has b e e n  a b ig  su p p o r te r  o f o u r  film  b ecau se  she 

sees it as o n e  m o re  w ay  to  gain  a tte n t io n  fo r th e  in ju s tice  

th a t  has b ee n  d o n e  to  h e r  a n d  th e  o th e r  v ic tim s o f 9 /11 . 

But it is d ifficu lt to  say  th e re  h av e  b e e n  a co n v e rs io n  a n d  a 

m o v e  to w a rd  fo rg iveness. In m a n y  w ays, sh e  is like so 

m a n y  p e o p le  I k n o w  w h o  find  fo rg iveness fo r a d ee p  

w o u n d  a n ea r-im p o ss ib le  task.

o c u m e n ta ry  film m aker M a rtin  D o b lm e ie r  

m ad e  a film last y ea r  ca lled  The Power of For- 
giveness, w h ich  w o n  critica l acc la im —an d  g o t 

p e o p le  ta lk ing . T h e  film exam ines th e  ro le 

fo rg iveness can  p lay  in a llev ia ting  an g e r  and  grief, as w ell 

as th e  physica l, m en ta l, an d  sp iritua l ben e fits  th a t  co m e 

w ith  fo rg iveness. The Power of Forgiveness w o n  Best Film 

aw ard  at th e  Sun V alley  S piritual Film Festival in 2007. 

D o b lm e ie r  ta lk ed  to  Spectrum ab o u t th e  im p ac t o f h is film.

Questions and Answers

Spectrum: T h e  P o w er o f F o rg iveness features seven stories about 

forgiveness from a variety of traditions. Fm sure you considered many 
stories. What criteria did you use to choose the final ones and the peo- 

pie whom you wanted to interview?

Doblmeier: S everal y ea rs  ago , a friend  in v ited  m e to  

a t te n d  a c o n fe re n c e  w h e re  sc ien tis ts  w ere  p re se n tin g  th e  

resu lts  o f g ro u n d b re a k in g  n ew  resea rch  o n  th e  to p ic  of 

fo rg iveness. S c ien ce , esp ec ia lly  th e  field  o f h e a lth  sc ience , 

is u n c o v e r in g  m o u n tin g  ev id en ce  th a t  le ttin g  g o  of 

g ru d g es  a n d  fo rg iv in g  th e  tran sg re ss io n s  th a t  h a p p e n  in 

o u r  lives is u n d e n ia b ly  g o o d  fo r o u r  h ea lth . It low ers  b lo o d



A: O n e  o f th e  th e m e s  I cam e  to  d u r in g  th e  p ro ce ss  of 

m ak in g  th e  film w as th e  th e m e  o f se lf-fo rg iveness. N o w  I 

see h o w  im p o r ta n t a ro le  se lf-fo rg iveness p lays in h o w  w e 

re la te  to  o th e rs  in th e  w o rld  a ro u n d  us.

L ater, as I s ta r te d  to  lo o k  a t th e  film th ro u g h  th o se  eyes, 

I c o u ld  see h o w  th e  th e m e  o f se lf-fo rg iveness w as th e re  in 

a lm o st ev e ry  sto ry .

It w as lack o f self-forgiveness th a t p ropelled  th e  y o u n g  

m an to  go  in to  th e  A m ish schoo lhouse  an d  sh o o t th o se  girls.

So o n e  o f th e  th ings th a t will s tay  w ith  m e from  m ak ing  

th e  film is I have b egun  to  look  m o re  seriously  a t self-for- 

g iveness an d  reco g n ize  h o w  it plays o u t n o t o n ly  in m y  ow n 

life b u t in th e  lives of o th e rs—even in th e  lives o f nations.

Q: What do you see as the most powerful motivator for forgiveness: 
moral obligation or personal benefit?

A: P art o f th e  in te re s t in fo rg iveness to d a y  co m es from  th e  

d isco v ery  th a t  fo rg iveness is g o o d  fo r o u r  h ea lth . S c ien tis ts  

are say in g  if w e  w a n t to  live lo n g e r, h e a lth ie r  lives, for- 

g iveness m ay  b e  a k e y —n o t an  answ er, b u t a key.

But w h ile  I see th a t  as a value, I also re c o g n iz e  th a t, as a 

p e rso n  o f faith , I am  ca lled  to  c h a n g e  th e  w o rld  a ro u n d  m e 

for th e  b e tte r , a n d  th a t  is w h e re  th e  c o n c e p t  o f fo rg iveness 

as a to o l fo r tra n sfo rm in g  th e  "o ther" is key.

F rom  a C h ris tian  p e rsp ec tiv e , 1 d o n 't  th in k  C h r is t  sp o k e  

a b o u t fo rg iveness from  th e  cro ss  as an  ac t o f se lf-he lp . H e  

d id n 't  d o  it to  lo w er h is b lo o d  p ressure. I b e liev e  h e  d id  it 

as an  ex am p le  o f h o w  w e are ca lled  to  tran sfo rm  th e  w o rld  

a n d  th a t  is th e  ex am p le  I try  to  follow .

Q: You have said that the climate for spiritual talk is very different 
today after 9/i 1, the Iracj War, and so on. What effect do you see the 
political campaign this year having on spiritual talk?

A: Forgiveness is n o t a w o rd  y o u  will h e a r  v e ry  o ften  d u rin g  

an  e lec tio n  year. T h a t 's  b ecause  fo rg iveness is to o  o ften  

co n s id e red  an ac t o f w eakness. I b e lieve  it sh o u ld  b e  seen  as 

ex ac tly  th e  o p p o s ite —forg iveness takes en o rm o u s  s tren g th . 

But th e  word forgiveness, an d  th e  sp iritual ta lk  so m a n y  o f us 

h o p e  w ill m ake its w ay  in to  po litica l co n v e rsa tio n , w ill n o t 

b eg in  to  em erg e  unless th e  p eo p le  d em an d  it.

T h e  g rea t m is take  is b e liev in g  p o litic ian s  are  th o se  in 

th e  fo re fro n t, w h erea s  tim e  an d  tim e  aga in  w e  see po liti-  

c ian s o n ly  m irro r  w h a t p e o p le  call for.

If w e  w a n t c h a n g e , w e  h av e  to  d e m a n d  it o f o u r  p o lit i­

Q: Azim Khamisa and Pies Felix were major heroes in the film for the 
friendship they formed after one of their sons murdered the son of the 
other. I believe they spoke at Virginia Tech after the tragedy there. Can 
you tell us about that event?

A: M y  fam ily  a n d  I live in V irg in ia , a n d  b ecau se  o f o u r 

te e n a g e  son 's sp o rts  ac tiv ities w e  k n o w  m a n y  p a re n ts  of 

V irg in ia  T e c h  s tu d en ts . T h e  sh o o tin g s  last sp rin g  w o u n d - 

ed  o u r  n a tio n —b u t th e y  d ev a s ta ted  V irg in ia .

W h e n  I w as in v ited  to  g o  to  V irg in ia  T e c h , p re se n t th e  

film , a n d  speak , it w as o n ly  five m o n th s  a fte r  th e  trag ed y . I 

w as b o th  h o n o re d  an d  c o n c e rn e d . W a s  it to o  ea rly  to  ta lk  

a b o u t fo rg iveness? W o u ld  th e re  b e  a b ack la sh  a t th e  v e ry  

idea? T h e re  w ere  a lo t o f anx ious m o m en ts .

I asked  A zim  K ham isa  to  jo in  m e fo r th e  p re se n ta tio n — 

first, b ecau se  I ad m ire  A zim  for th e  co u ra g e  h e  sh o w e d  in 

fo rg iv in g  th e  m an  w h o  m u rd e re d  h is son. But seco n d ly , 

becau se  a l th o u g h  I felt I h a d  le a rn ed  a g rea t deal in m ak- 

in g  th e  film , I d id  n o t h av e  th e  e x p e rien c e  o f lo s in g  a co l- 

leg e -ag ed  ch ild  to  a ra n d o m  ac t o f v io lence . A zim  did.

T h e  e v e n t w as sh o w n  in th e  d o w n to w n  m o v ie  th e a te r  

th a t  is th e  c e n te r  fo r cu ltu ra l ac tiv ities in B lacksburg , V ir- 

g ina. T h e  h o u se  w as full, an d  th e  c o n v e rsa tio n  d irec t an d  

frank. L ater, m a n y  p eo p le , in c lu d in g  th e  p a re n ts  o f a 

y o u n g  girl w h o  h a d  b e e n  k illed , cam e up  a n d  th a n k e d  m e.

I d o n 't  b e liev e  th e  value  o f th e se  k in d s o f ev en ts  is in an 

in s ta n t co n v e rs io n , b u t r a th e r  in th e  p la n tin g  o f a se ed  o f 

h o p e . I fe lt th e  sam e w ay  several w eeks la te r  w h e n  I w as 

asked  to  p re se n t a t th e  U n ite d  N a tio n s . N o w  p lans are 

u n d e rw ay  to  in c lu d e  fo rg iveness  tra in in g  in U N  educa- 

tio n a l m ateria ls . T h e se  are h o p efu l signs.

Q : The name of your company, Journey Films, prompts a question 
about your journey with the concept of forgiveness through the 
making of this film. Flow was your personal view of forgiveness 
changed by the stories that you have told?

http://WWW.SPECTRUMMAGAZINE.ORG


cal o f m y  o w n  beliefs. I try  alw ays to  c h a lle n g e  a n d  ques- 

tio n . 1 th in k  it m akes m e a m o re  faith fu l p e rso n , m o re  

u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f a G o d  I g ro w  m o re  an d  m o re  c o n f id e n t 

in, an d  u ltim a te ly  1 th in k  it m akes fo r b e t te r  films.

Q: Did anything happen during the making of this film that you felt 
you needed to ask forgiveness for?

A: I h av e  d o n e  fo rty  sh o w in g s /p re se n ta tio n s  o f The Power of 

Forgiveness, b e fo re  p ro b a b ly  tw e n ty  th o u sa n d  p eo p le , an d  

n ev e r b e e n  asked  th is  qu es tio n .

Yes, I n e e d e d  to  ask fo rg iveness o f m y  w ife  b ecau se  in 

a c c e p tin g  all th e  in v ita tio n s  to  p re se n t th e  film  a n d  speak ,

I w as aw ay  from  h o m e  to o  m u ch . 1 h av e  b e e n  h o m e  n o w  

fo r m a n y  m o n th s —th in g s  are w ell a t h o m e  ag a in —m o stly  

b ecau se  Je len a , m y  w ife, is so  forg iv ing .

Q. I understand that you are considering making a film about the Sev- 
enth-day Adventist journey with the concept of health. What is the lat- 

est on that project?

A: W e  h av e  b e e n  d e v e lo p in g  a n ew  film  o n  th e  S ev en th - 

d ay  A d v en tis t C h u rc h —w ith  a p a rticu la r  focus o n  th e  th e - 

o lo g y  o f h e a lth  care. W e  h o p e  it w ill b e  in p ro d u c tio n  by  

th e  e n d  o f th e  year.

1 th in k  it is a g rea t s to ry —tru ly  an  A m erican  fa ith  th a t  

has  so  m u c h  to  say  to  th e  w id e r  n a tio n  ab o u t h o w  to  th in k  

o f o u r  b o d ie s  n o t as o u r  ow n , b u t G od 's .

It w o u ld  b e  n a tio n a lly  re le ased  to  PBS s ta tio n s  th ro u g h  

o u r  p a rtn e r, S o u th  C a ro lin a  E T V  (as w ith  Bonhoeffer an d  

Forgiveness), a n d  several A d v en tis t h o sp ita l g ro u p s  have  

a lread y  c o m m itte d  su p p o rt, b u t w e  c o n tin u e  to  raise th e  

rem a in in g  funds. I th in k  it co u ld  b e  a te rrific  film. I

cians, b u t m o re  im p o rta n tly , as G a n d h i said , w e  h av e  to  

"be th e  c h a n g e  w e  w a n t in th e  w orld ."

Q: The climate for documentary film is very different today than when 

you founded Journey Films twenty-five years ago. What is your 

assessment of the role of documentaries in today's culture?

A: T h e  d o c u m e n ta ry  film  w o rld  is v e ry  d iffe ren t to d a y  

th a n  it w as tw en ty -f iv e  y ea rs  ago , w h e n  I m ad e  m y  first 

film , The Heart Has Its Reasons, th e  s to ry  o f Jean  V an ie r  an d  

h is h o m e s  fo r m e n ta lly  h a n d ic a p p e d  p e o p le  b ased  on  th e  

B eatitudes.

Back th e n , o n ly  a few  p e o p le  h a d  access to  th e  equ ip - 

m e n t n e e d e d  to  m ak e  a film. T o d ay , w ith  th e  a d v e n t of 

d ig ita l te c h n o lo g y , th e  e q u ip m e n t is m u c h  m o re  a ffo rdab le  

a n d  available .

In th e  1980s, te lev is io n  still b e liev e d  it sh o u ld  serve th e  

"co m m o n  g o o d ,"  b u t w ith  d e re g u la tio n , te lev is io n  has 

b e c o m e  a fo r-p ro fit free-for-all. T h a t  is w h y  so m a n y  p ro - 

g ram s o n  th e  air ap p ea l to  th e  lo w es t c o m m o n  value.

T h e  film  th e a te rs  are  all b e c o m in g  m u ltip lex  th e a te rs  so 

th e  c h a n c e  to  g e t a sm alle r "art-house" d o c u m e n ta ry  in to  

th e a te rs  is g e t t in g  m o re  d ifficult.

W e  h a d  g rea t success w ith  o u r  film  Bonhoeffer ( th e  s to ry  

o f G e rm a n  th e o lo g ia n /N a z i resis ter, D ie tr ic h  B onhoeffe r) 

b u t a success like th a t  is b e c o m in g  m o re  th e  e x c ep tio n  

th a n  th e  rule.

I am  ask ed  to  sp eak  a t a n u m b e r  o f co lleg es an d  un iver- 

sities—esp ec ia lly  a ro u n d  th e  to p ic  o f fa ith  a n d  film m aking . 

So I k n o w  th e re  are  m a n y  y o u n g  p e o p le  o u t th e re  w h o  see 

d o c u m e n ta ry  film m ak in g  as a possib le  c a ree r  th a t  allow s 

fo r th e  c rea tiv e  ex p ressio n  o f th e ir  faith . I try  to  en c o u rag e  

th e m  in ev e ry  w ay  I can , so m e tim es  o ffe rin g  in te rn sh ip s , 

b u t also I try  to  a le rt th e m  to  th e  ch an g es .

I c o n tin u e  to  d o  th is  w o rk  b ecau se  I c o n tin u e  to  b elieve  

th a t  g o o d  film s th a t  sp eak  to  th e  c o re  values o f o u r  faith  

w ill a lw ays find  an  au d ien ce .

Q: Films on spiritual subjects can often come across as preachy or sug- 
ary. How do you keep your movies from those traps?

A: I c o n s id e r  m yse lf less a te a c h e r  a n d  m o re  an  ex p lo re r  o f 

ideas. I a p p ro a c h  e a ch  film  as a c h a n c e  to  learn , n o t 

p re a c h  a b o u t w h a t I th in k  I a lre ad y  know .

W h ile  th e se  last tw en ty -f iv e  yea rs  h av e  b e e n  an 

e x tra o rd in a ry  f irs t-p e rso n  e d u c a tio n , I co n tin u e  to  b e  c r i t i­
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