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How do we assign responsibility in the case of a horrific incident like genocide? To be 

responsible for something is to have control over it and to therefore be held accountable for it. In 

the case of organized mass killing as in the Holocaust as well as in the Rwandan genocide, the 

people who are most responsible are the planners and organizers, the people in positions of 

authority whose orders to kill are obeyed. Hannah Arendt claims that “the degree of 

responsibility increases as we draw further away from the man who uses the fatal instrument 

with his own hands.”1 She makes this statement in reference to the case of Adolf Eichmann, who 

did not wield the murder weapon in “his own hands,” but played an essential role in the Nazi 

program of extermination.2 Eichmann defended himself by claiming that he should not be 

considered guilty because he had only “aided and abetted” the killings.3 The same argument 

could be made by Pastor Elizaphan Ntikirutimana, who “aided and abetted” the killings of Tutsis 

in an Adventist Church Complex in Rwanda.4 The Pastor used his position of power to influence 

people to commit murder.  

Pastor Ntikirutimana was the president of the Seventh-day Adventist church in 

Mugonero, Rwanda. As a Pastor, he had moral authority over others and was responsible for 

imparting religious teachings. People looked to him for guidance regarding right and wrong. 

Along with his son, Dr. Gerard, he was “seen as a figure of great authority, a community leader-

one who sets the example”, as a hospital worker in the church complex commented.5 It is clear 

that he was greatly respected in his community. He personally instructed Tutsis to gather in the 

                                                
1 Hannah Arendt. Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil. New York: Viking Press, 1963, 246.   
2 Arendt, 246. 
3 Arendt, 247 
4 Arendt, 247.  
5 Philip Gourevitch. We Wish to Inform You That Tomorrow We Will Be Killed with Our Families. New York: 
Picador USA, 1998, 26. 
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church complex and they trusted him because he was a man of God. It seemed unlikely that they 

would be killed in a sacred place. Nkirutimana’s role in assembling the Tutsis in one place can 

be paralleled with Eichmann’s role in transporting Jews to concentration camps. They both led 

people to their deaths.  

The Tutsi refugees gathered in the church complex began to worry about their safety. It 

seemed to them that Pastor Nkirutimana “had forgotten their God.”6 This implies that the 

refugees feared that the Pastor’s faith in God would no longer compel him to protect them. Still, 

the Pastor was their last hope. Seven Tutsi pastors gathered at the complex wrote a letter to 

Pastor Ntikirutimana saying “we have heard that tomorrow we will be killed along with our 

families.” They pleaded with him to intervene writing that God “entrusted you the leadership of 

this flock.” 7  The Pastor’s position of authority is clear based on this. He had the power to talk to 

the mayor and try to protect the Tutsis. As the leader of the “flock”, he had to lead people in the 

right direction. Just as sheep blindly follow the herd, people were expected to follow his 

guidance as he was supposed to be wise.  The Pastor made his murderous intentions clear in his 

response to their letter, which was, “You must be eliminated. God no longer wants you.” 8 The 

Pastor seems to have a distorted view about God as he uses his beliefs to align himself with evil 

instead of good. The fact that he uses God to justify killing makes his statement seem even more 

hateful towards the Tutsis.  

Soon after the massacre, the Pastor fled to Laredo, Texas. He outright denied all claims 

against him. His lawyer was against him talking to Gourevitch, but the Pastor insisted on an 

interview because he was “concerned for his honor.” In a voice “full of angry disbelief” he said 

“I did not kill any people, I did not tell anybody to kill any people. I could not do such things.” 9 

                                                
6 Gourevitch, 27. 
7 Gourevitch, 42.  
8 Gourevitch, 28.  
9 Gourevitch, 40.  
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Despite his adamant claims that he was innocent, the Pastor’s actions reveal that he knew that he 

would definitely be considered to be held accountable as his actions were morally wrong.  He did 

not stay back to defend himself and knew how severe his actions were as he moved to start a new 

life far away from Rwanda. He personally did not feel any moral guilt as revealed in his response 

to the letter he received from the Tutsis. He wanted to talk to Gourevitch to protect his social 

reputation, not because he wanted to prove his humanity. This is where Nkirutimana differs from 

Eichmann: although both of them only played a part in aiding and abetting the killings, 

Eichmann did not think he deserved to be implicated but the Pastor knew that he would be.   

The Pastor’s daughter-in-law told Gourevitch that the Pastor was a man who could not 

“stand to see blood even when you kill a chicken.”10 Yet, thousands of people were killed in an 

extremely bloody and gruesome way because of his orders. It may be true that he himself had not 

killed anyone but his actions attest to Hannah Arendt’s theory that, “the degree of responsibility 

increases as we draw further away from the man who uses the fatal instrument with his own 

hands.”11  The Pastor knew that what he was doing was morally wrong but made the conscious 

choice to use his position to carry out atrocities. Unlike Eichmann, who followed the orders of 

his superiors without thinking of their implications, the Pastor wanted to kill the Tutsis. While 

Eichmann’s evil is referred to as being “banal” by Arendt, the same cannot be said about 

Nkirutimana, who’s evil was intentional. If the Pastor had not influenced the Tutsis to collect in 

the church complex, it is possible that some of them could have escaped death. He is more 

responsible for the death of the Tutsis than Eichmann is for the death of the Jews as he had a 

greater control of the fate of the Tutsis and could have intervened had he wished to. It is by 

following leaders like him who misuse their power that people like Eichmann carry out 

atrocities. Mass-killing needs its leaders and organizers in order to be carried out.  

                                                
10 Gourevitch, 38.  
11 Arendt, 246  
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Stories and images of violence such as these are important in spreading awareness and 

evoking the moral conscience of their audience. It is important to preserve the memory of tragic 

events and the pain and suffering of the people affected by them. It is almost impossible to 

recover from a tragedy like genocide, and history has proven that no side benefits from violence. 

If we are constantly reminded of this, then it is possible that such violent events are curbed. 

There is no guarantee that we will be able to prevent violence, but we must have hope. 

[1131 words] 
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