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	We all encounter daily opportunities to be forgiving.  The opportunities that tend to challenge us most are those that tend to persist.  
 
What is your greatest forgiveness challenge right now?  
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Here is the challenge to me:  How do you forgive when the grievance is ongoing, is happening, and the person doing it does not have any remorse.  How do I forgive the Palestinian terrorists when, right now, they are planning to kill and maim more innocent people?  How do I forgive my sister, who in 12 year of my living here in the US has not visited me from London once, and who regularly travels to South Africa, Australia and other far flung places?

Thats a real conundrum for me...
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In the face of ongoing wrong that I feel powerless to change, I find that forgiving myself for being powerlessness is the most effective remedy - a variation of Dr. Luskin's "Educate" step in his H.E.A.L. method.  How I turn such a grievance from being a victim story into being a hero story is to congratulate myself for not allowing things over which I have no power to "unmake my day."  
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(Please forgive the length of this entry, but I do not know how to describe the difficulty of my challenge without a bit of background...)

Probably, my greatest forgiveness challenge is with a friend, Teresa, (at least I still consider her a friend) in Dublin, Ireland.  We met as penpals in May of 1970 when we were both 13 years old.  (My English teacher put an ad in a student's newsletter in Dublin asking for kids interested in corresponding with American kids.)  We wrote very frequently for more than five years and got to know one another very well.  She got married while I was a freshman or sophomore in college.  We were still writing occasionally as late as 1981.

We corresponded only once or twice in the next 17 years.  In 1998 I had plans to visit Dublin and wrote to her asking if she'd like me to visit.  She said yes and I spent a couple of days with her and her family (2 sons, 17 and 20 at the time) that December.  It was incredible to experience how close we still were, even after all that time.  I even became somewhat close to her husband, John and her older son, Sean.  When I thanked John for welcoming me so warmly, he told me that he felt like he had known me most of his life - Teresa had met him in high school, and though she never talked about him, she had read all my letters to him, so he knew me as well as she did.  Sean and I had similar interests in music, literature, and philosophy, and spent many hours in lively conversation.

I returned for a second visit in December of 1999.  Things were a bit more hectic, so we were less relaxed than the year before, but still had a lot of fun together.  The feeling of family and acceptance felt the same as it had the previous year.

The last night of my visit, Teresa and John had friends over for dinner.  I did not find them to be the most interesting people, but they were very nice and I did not dislike them for any reason.

A few weeks after my visit, I called Teresa to say hello.  She told me that Sean had told her that I had said something offensive about her friends to him, after they had gone home.  I have absolutely no recollection of having said this, but I do not believe that Sean would lie about such a thing - I could see nothing in his personality, or in the friendship I developed with him, that would have him want to do such a thing.  So I could only conclude (and still can only conclude) that either he had misunderstood something I said, or had taken something out of context (though I don't know what that would have been).  Teresa was adamant about her resentment of my having insulted people that were very important to her, especially when I had been "taking hospitality" in her home.  She told me that she never wanted to have anything to do with me again.  When I appealed to the length and quality of our friendship, asking for her forgiveness, she said that "we had only met a couple of times" and that my friendship was not very important to her in the first place.

I was devastated by this turn of events, hurt and angry that she would judge me so harshly when I had no idea what I had done, and had had no intention of offending anyone, and that she would pretend that our friendship was unimportant when I knew that we had been like a family when I visited.  I wrote her a letter, to which she did not reply.  I have not attempted to write to Sean to ask him about what happened, because I assumed that she would intercept the letter and it would never get to him.  Now that it has been three years, I have written her another letter - which I have not yet sent.  I am thinking of writing Sean a letter, as I have nothing to lose, and it might end up making a difference.

I have gotten "used to" the situation, but still feel hurt and unfairly judged whenever I think of Teresa.  I absolutely love Ireland, and know that I would like to visit again, but feel discouraged from doing so because of the association between the place and what happened to my friendship.
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I'm not sure I would mourn the loss of this friend for as long as you have: 

I agree that you did nothing wrong. You tried to explain that yet they are not open to your explanations because you are now suddenly persona non grata. Eve if you had done something, I would still question the value of a friend who can turn her back on you so easily and unforgivingly.
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Guy & Heleen,

I really appreciate your feedback.  When this first occurred, a few folks gave me similar feedback.  They suggested that I write one letter to attempt to persuade Teresa to change her mind, and if the letter didn't make a difference, I should forget about her as a friend.

I know that her reaction was not personal.  It's just that it is very difficult for me to let go of what I considered to be a very important friendship to me.  I react with sadness when someone allows their own personal issues, combined with stubborness, to blind them from seeing who their best friends really are; to deny their own experience of closeness with another.

Nonetheless, I can see the wisdom of your advise.  I am inclined to let it go.  At the same time, I feel inclined to communicate with her to tell her how I feel, but not in the context of either another attempt for reconciliation, or an attempt to make her wrong.  Just to let her know that I am reconciled with the loss of her friendship, and that I am sad that her pride is more important to her than what I know had to be a warm experience of a good friendship between us.  And that I will enjoy the memories of the friendship (both the writing and my time with her family in Dublin), and that those are the memories that will stay with me.

Thanks, Steve
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For what it's worth, Steve, I suggest that instead of attributing the problem to Teresa's pride, you attribute it to what is less judgmentally at stake here - to a misunderstanding.  It seems clear to me that the core of this issue is a misunderstanding.  Addressing the msunderstanding keeps the issue where it mutually is, in the relationship itself rather than in individuals.
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Wow!  I think you just helped things to click into place for me, Noel.  You are absolutely right.  All it was was a misunderstanding - one whose consequences were very painful for me, but a misunderstanding nonetheless.  I have been stuck in wanting to blame somebody for it.  I want to just appreciate the gift that our friendship was while it lasted, and let go.  We may have a reconciliation one day, and we may not.  I have no control over that.  All that I have control over is letting go, and that is what I will do.

And thanks, again, Guy and Heleen, for helping to wake me up to what had been a very rigid perspective on the whole situation.  If I got nothing else out of this course other than letting go of this dead weight, it would be worth it just for that.

Love, Steve
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Steve, seems like a case of "no good deed goes unpunished"

As I read your write up, one thing is clear to me.  You most certainly did nothing wrong, and whatever upset them has got nothing to do with you.  But, probably, something you said brought up something for Sean/Teresa that is very painful for Sean/Teresa, and which they do not really want to address.

I suppose that this is just a longwinded way of saying that this was most certainly not personal... I hope that this is helpful.

 

Guy
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My greatest forgiveness challenge right now is forgiving my husband for years of infidelity.  The reason it is such a big challenge is that 16 years ago (and 2 1/2 weeks after our first child was born), he was unfaithful and left evidence for me to find.  It was difficult then to forgive him, but I did.  Now, I have discovered that he never changed and had many, many adulterous affairs over the next 16 years.  Once I discovered this truth, I told him our marriage was over (and we have three children now) and we are in the process of divorcing.  I do not want to be married to him, but I do want to forgive him so that I am not burdened with on-going anger and hurt. 
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...forgiving myself for actions or lack thereof that I should have managed better, or for thoughtlessness leading to hurting others.   I hold myself to a high standard, given that once you become aware of something, be it a concept, a moral obligation, right vs. wrong, you become responsible for adhering to the more noble and compassionate precept.  It's a form of arrogance, I guess, to expect more from myself than from others, but I cannot  escape the moral obligation that knowledge carries in these areas.  When I fail, it is exactly that:  a failure to do what I knew should be done.  That's very difficult to live with, or forgive. 
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...forgiving myself for a multitude of things which probably weren't within my control, but which I cannot work past the feeling should have been.  There is also an ongoing offense issue with the next-door neighbours who keep doing hurtful things and we cannot figure out why. 
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I thought I was going to say that a situation at work where something didn't work out the way I wanted it to was my greatest forgiveness challenge right now.  After starting the Forgive for Good book, however, I feel that I may have caught that situation "pre grievance story" and can use the situation as an empowering one.  Way to go, book!  

Probably my greatest overriding forgiveness challenges revolve around my perception of not having lived up to what I perceived to be  my potential.  In reading the book, I see how the whole concept of "unenforceable rules" could apply here.  Somehow, I thought I should be "more", should have achieved "more".  In fact, I have achieved many of my professional, creative and personal goals, and I'm keeping the faith that are more years left to continue to manifest some of my newer dreams.  But still, the whole self-esteem issue of not feeling "enough" periodically comes up.  Kind of a drag, literally, on the real beauty of my life. I'm keeping the faith that some of the tools in this course will help keep the focus on the gift of what is, rather than what isn't.
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As a child, I often wondered at the nursery rhyme: "Yesterday upon the stair, I saw a man who wasn't there.  I saw that man again today - oh how I wish he'd go away."  

Today I recognize that the man on the stair who wasn't really there is a lot like my unforgiveness.

When I am no longer looking at what isn't there, my reasons for forgiveness are all that I can see.
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I think my biggest foregiveness challenge right now is my mother.  I am adopted and my mother and I are about as different as night and day.  For a long time, my relationship with her was simply distant, but now she is 87, has been widowed 11 years, and is beginning to be less able to handle her own affairs.  About the time my father died I went through a divorce that sent me through a very intense period of personal growth.  I attempted at the time to significantly change our relationship, but sharing more of what was important to me, but it became clear over time that she was not comfortable with personal disclosure and eventually I retreated into the "everything is okay" format of interaction.  She unfortunately was going through a long period of being overwhelmed by a variety of events, was depressed and obsessive, but would accept no help.   I have been doing her finances long distance for two years and finally achieved some measure of control over them largely without her cooperation.  She has been fiercely independent and now I, since I am the one who reminds her of her inability to balance her checkbook, get the brunt of her anger.  She has been better since some of her stressors have been removed by convincing her to relocate to a retirement community.  When we are together, or on the phone, I react and overreact, and often find myself trembling afterwards.  I hate how I am with her, yet have largely been unable to avoid taking what she says too personally.  My husband is able to maintain a loving and compassionate understanding with her that seems beyond me.  I don't know if I have to forgive her for not being the mother I wished for, for getting old and not doing it graciously but angrily, for taking her anger out on me when I am only trying to help, or myself for how I behave with her when I get threatened....probably all of the above.

In thinking about it, many of my foregiveness challenges are largely due to having "unenforceable rules" for myself and the world.  I often have difficulty recognizing them and reducing them to wishes and hopes, so I will be very interested to see how this works.

Carole
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In your approach to “all of the above,” Carole, one of the above tends to be the linchpin that holds all the others in place, i.e., the one with which you lynch yourself.  
Forgiveness of yourself will tend to alleviate all the other unforgiveness that your self-negation sustains.
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My biggest forgiveness challenge is difficult to communicate because it seems petty but it has me quite obsessed so here goes. My husband asked me to move to Los Angeles from San Francisco 3.5 years ago, for two years. He wanted to keep his current job in L.A. I agreed, despite the fact that I had lived in L.A. before and didn't really like it. And San Francisco was the place where I had been the happiest in my life (after years of battling depression, I finally made a happy life for myself there). My "adopted family" of friends are still there.

Anyway, I'm still in L.A. and now at home with our baby, still wishing that I had my friends and the comfort of my favorite city (plus easy access to windsurfing:) nearby. I can't seem to let my husband off the hook for this. He still likes his job and shows no signs of wanting to move any time soon. Where I had been confident, independent and happy, I find myself feeling bitter sometimes.
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Hannah,

As I was reading your entry I wondered who it was you needed to forgive:

yourself for havign agreed to go to LA even though you knew you wouldn't like it 

or

your husband for asking you to move, when he knew you were happy in SF

or

your husband wanting to (or "makign you"?) stay longer than had been agreed?

Heleen

PS: If you can't windsurf - maybe you can try diving? Catalina island is beautiful.
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Interesting perspective, Heleen, and appropriate given the circumstances to point out that there is no real perpetrator in my "grievance story" (I've been doing some reading)--and so I've made one up. I feel really angry towards my husband for not being willing to leave his job and live up to the two year limit he agreed to. But instead I should be focusing on making the most of what is a fine city (she says, teeth clenched:-) If not diving, then I'm sure I could pick up surfing, or running, or something. I know the right answer, I'm just having a hard time letting go of my old life and my old image of myself at that time. Like a relationship with another person, I miss the old me. 
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You have articulated one of the universals in the forgiveness process, Hannah: there is always an “old me” to be let go of in order to forgive.  Fortunately, there is an even older me that is free to emerge once I have forgiven: the more beneficent me that my unforgiveness has obscured. 
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Forgive me, Hannah & Noel, if I am opening a can of worms, but it appears to me that forgiveness is not the only thing going on here.  Firstly, it has to be acknowledged, Hannah, that your husband is being a little selfish:  LA suits him more, and, in spite of his word to you, he has no intention of moving.  His selfishness, and willingness to break his word to you brings up a second issue - that of boundaries.  And it appears to me that his behaviour has overstepped your boundaries, but that the consequences of your acting on this could be vey negative - a deteriioration in the relationship.

Forgiveness can not mean just taking this lying down.  It seems to me that its not just you that has to change, its the relationship that has to change:  Perhaps it transforms into one in which he dominates all the important decisions for the couple (I hope not).  Or perhaps you will find areas where he is willing to compromise....

Noel, is this productive?
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An aboriginal saying that I latched onto is " We suffer as much as we allow ourselves to suffer".  Thinking about it helped me to shed some of my anger, but I don't feel I have really forgiven.  How do you know you have released all of the anger and not just repressed or suppressed it? 
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One of my favorite statements about forgiveness is: “How I know that I have forgiven someone is that he or she has harmless passage in my mind.”  

 

So if I want to know whether all of my hard feelings about someone have been released, I take a few deep breaths, calm myself, and ask whether that person has harmless passage in my mind.  If they do not, then quite probably some hard feelings still remain.  
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When I think seriously about this, sometimes I think the biggest challenge I have for forgiveness is forgiving humanity itself for all the suffering we needlessly inflict on each other and other species.  And sometimes I have a hard time forgiving the universe for having the capacity for evil, but then I think it's probably better to have a universe w/evil than no universe at all  (i.e. better to be than not to be - but it's not always a slam dunk on the to be side) so I end up having a hard time forgiving humanity for being so heartless to itself.  And, my own personal issues are just folded in there with the global problem of humanity sometimes thoughtlessly sometimes maliciously inflicting suffering far and wide. 
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Forgiving evil is not an easy trip, which is why so many trip in their attempts to forgive it.
 

Since I believe that evil is a human choice rather than a cosmic force or function, I would tend to reframe your either/or polarity.  Instead of opting between a universe with evil and no universe at all, I see the polarity in terms of a universe with choice and no universe at all.
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Right on, Noel!

To my understanding, Judaism takes your reframing of the issue one step further:  I think that some of the Jewish sages would have said that evil is not a choice, so much as what can happen when animal forces and instincts are allowed to take over without the intervention of prayer, meditation and reason... Evil is the absence of good, rather than an intentional act - by anyone.

While this may or may not be a good description of the world, it is most certainly a useful, and life - enhancing view to take.
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Evil is the absence of good, rather than an intentional act 

ooooo -- I like that one!
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My greatest forgiveness challenge right now is to forgive my husband for terminating our marriage with no possibility for discussion or reconcilliation.
I wonder how critical the definition of the harm is:  That he made a unilateral decision  terminating what should have been a mutual commitment?  That he held in silence his discomfort with the marriage?  That he has not been able to make and sustain a commitment to another person throughout his life?
Or is the challenge to forgive myself for my failures in the relationship? 
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In my own experience, Jean, far more critical than defining the harm that someone has done to me (or that I have done to myself) is to cease focusing on the harm.

 

For instance, I don’t have to drink an entire glass of milk to determine that the milk is sour.  If the milk is indeed sour, the solution to dealing with the situation is to stop drinking it, and then to understand what I can do to avoid the souring of milk in the future.

 

Similarly, once I have determined that I have been harmed, the solution to dealing with the situation is to stop dwelling on it, and then to understand what I can do to avoid such harming in the future.

 

I have a mantra that I begin repeating every time I feel harmed: Yea though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I need not pitch my tent there.

 

Please see Forgive for Good, p. 7, second paragraph, and p. 9, first full paragraph plus the four that follow, and p. 43, first full paragraph and the two that follow. 


