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A SYMBOL OF FORGIVENESS 
Pursuing the Right in the Midst  
of a Life-Altering Wrong 
 
 
Facts: 
 
• Fred Winters was a young man (45), husband, and father of two girls. He was a beloved pastor 

of a fruitful church with 1200 in average weekend attendance. His sermon on the morning of 
March 8, 2009 was on the topic of “Happiness.” 

• Yet on that morning, a stranger walked down the center aisle of First Baptist Church of 
Maryville, IL during the 8:15 service and shot the preacher, killing him.  

• The gunman had apparently developed mental illness after Lyme disease attacked his brain. 
 
Issues: 
 
• How do we make sense of tragedies like this? 
• Is there anything that redeems them? 
• What would you feel and do in these circumstances? 
 
Characters: 
 
• Fred Winters – Pastor, First Baptist Church of Maryville 
• Cindy Winters – Spouse of nearly 22 years  
• Terry Joe Sedlacek -- Gunman 
• Amy Ralston – Church member 
• Patricia Linhoff – Church member 
• Keith Melton – Church member, wrestled and disarmed the shooter 
• Nicholas Pistor – Reporter, St. Louis Dispatch 
 
Questions: 

1. When have you experienced a loss or assault that utterly devastated you or those 
you love? 

 
 
2. In addition to the damage done to the Winters, what effect do you suppose this 

experience had on the gunman’s family? 
 
 

3. What do you think of Cindy’s decision to take her circumstances and make them a 
bridge instead of a barrier to a better life? 
 
 

4. Why or in what sense can forgiveness be the “right” choice in the face of profound 
“wrong”? 
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5. How would you describe the actions of Fred Winters and Keith Melton on that 
morning? Could you imagine responding similarly yourself? 

 
 
6. Where is God in the midst of injustice, tragedy, and suffering? 
 
 
7. What Biblical Principles bear on this who episode and discussion? 
 
A. Sin has resulted in illness at the spiritual and physical level, afflicting humanity with 

wrongdoing and suffering of many kinds. 

• And the Lord God commanded the man, “You are free to eat from any tree in the garden; 
but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil (Genesis 2:16-17) 

B. God does not promise to spare even his most faithful followers from the pain of living in a 
fallen world. 

• Remember what I told you: ‘A servant is not greater than his master.’ If they persecuted me, 
they will persecute you also. (John 15:20) 

• In this world you will suffer… (John 16:33) 

C. God does promise (1) to be with us in the struggle, and (2) to redeem this suffering in the end. 

• In this world you will suffer, but be brave for I have overcome this world. (John 16:33) 
• All things work together for the good of those who love the Lord and are called according to 

his purpose… Nothing will be able to separate us from the love of God (Romans 8:28-39) 
• Never will I leave you; never will I forsake you. (Hebrews 13:5) 
• He will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death or mourning or crying or 

pain, for the old order of things has passed away. (Revelation 21:4) 

D. God assures us that those who suffer while doing good will be rewarded. 

• Blessed is the one who perseveres under trial because, having stood the test, that person will 
receive the crown of life that the Lord has promised to those who love him. (James 1:11-13)  

• Do not be afraid of what you are about to suffer... I tell you, the devil will put some of you in 
prison to test you, and you will suffer persecution.... Be faithful, even to the point of death, 
and I will give you life as your victor’s crown. (Revelation 2:10) 

E. Jesus both teaches and models the cross that forgiveness is one of the most powerful ways of 
robbing evil of its power. 

• I tell you, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you. (Matthew 5:44) 
• Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do. (Luke 23:34) 
• Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. (Romans 12:21) 


