Putting Forgiveness First:

A Personal Testimony

You cannot travel the path until you become the path.

-Buddha
The Forgiveness First Initiative (FFI) is predicated on the assumption that forgiveness is the single greatest remedy for everything that ails humankind, individually and collectively, beginning with myself insofar as I contribute to that ailment.  As proclaimed in the title of Desmond Tutu’s book, there is No Future Without Forgiveness.

For the sake of a future worth living in, both individually and collectively, FFI advocates putting forgiveness first – i.e., making the release of all grievances one’s permanent top priority – as one’s greatest possibility of contributing to a workable future for lifekind on this planet as a whole. Forgiveness, both of self and others, is synonymous with one’s release of grievances, and releasing all of my grievances is the biggest of all the differences I can make that in turn can make a difference in the world.

Only as I consistently put the release of my grievances first may I be a forgiving person, rather than merely a person who selectively chooses when and whom to forgive. Being a forgiving person is far more effective and efficient than being an unforgiving person who makes exceptions. Effectiveness consists of “doing the right thing,” while being efficient is “doing the thing right.” Accordingly, a forgiving person does right by all concerned, and rightly does so.

As a thoroughly forgiving person I forgive my life for being the way it is by making it more workable for all concerned, in transcendence of any and all experience of unworkability. The blessing born of such forgiving personhood is far more powerful than any consequent act or attitude, for it is ultimately a way of being.

Trim Tabbing My Transformation

Give me a place to stand on, and I can move the earth.

-Archimedes
In the 20th century, Archimedes’ understanding of the principle of leverage took flight in the form of the trim tab, a flap on the trailing edge of an airplane’s elevator which, when moved via a slight effort applied to the steering apparatus, in turn moves the entire elevator to change the plane’s direction. Similarly, a ship’s captain wheels changes of its direction via a trim tab at the trailing edge of a ship’s rudder, a mini-rudder that in turn moves the entire rudder to effect a redirection of the ship’s course.

For large, fast-moving airplanes, as well as for ships as portly as an oil tanker, the change of direction is not as immediately effected as when one is steering an automobile on solid ground. And even one’s change of an automobile’s direction is similarly subject to the weight and speed of its forward momentum. 

Inertia notwithstanding, be it static or momentous, when leverage is effectively and efficiently applied to counter inertial drag, change is thereby sooner or later brought about. The reciprocal effect of leverage, even in the drag of fluid circumstances, was illustrated by a fellow who harnessed himself via a rope to a ferryboat loaded with hundreds of passengers, and then towed the boat away from the dock. It was necessary for him to swim steadily (i.e., leverage himself in the water) for nearly half an hour before the ferry began to move. 

The ultimate tactic of all leverage, whether physically, socially or politically, is to effect the most efficient outcome with the least amount of input, thereby establishing the critical mass of accomplishing more with less. This is why effective endeavors to bring about change are efficiently engaged only with those inputs of material, energy and attention that are most likely to produce a pre-selected outcome. Desired outcome is the ultimate mother of all invention, so long as the outcome is a felt necessity to its inventor. The critical mass of such necessity is the trim tab of consistence and persistency known as “commitment.” 

The critical mass of commitment with which I choose to trim tab the direction of my life is my consistent and persistent heart-felt intention to practice self-forgiveness as a way of life. Since all forgiveness begins at home – i.e., within the mind of whoever is forgiving – all forgiveness issues from a forgiving self. Accordingly, my own release of grievances is the only forgiveness that I am ever fully at home in.

The more self-forgiving I am, the more I experience life going my way. The trim-tabbing effect of persistent self-forgiveness diverts me from my unforgiveness, thereby allowing my life to take my preferred course. Self-forgiveness not only changes my experience of the world, it likewise changes my world’s experience of me by moving, sooner or later, whatever my experience connects me to.

Seeding a Global Critical Mass

Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world; indeed, it’s the only thing that ever has. –Margaret Mead 

For those who have an Archimedian ambition to make a difference in the world on behalf of keeping it workable for lifekind overall, thorough-going self-forgiveness – forgiveness of one’s entire life for being the way it is, by making it as workable as it can be – likewise serves as the trim tab of such unitary impact. This possibility has been demonstrated, for example, in the work of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in South Africa, which has done so much to heal the wounds of apartheid. Though much grievance still remains to be released in that country, the ferry of South Africans’ collective misery is no longer docked in the port of unforgiveness. Nelson Mandela’s account of South Africa’s departure from that dock, Long Walk to Freedom, reminds me of the swimmer and the ferry.

Four decades ago, anthropologist Margaret Mead observed that the only basis for a sustainable human presence on Earth is our creation of a future that works for the planet overall. As she put it, our global future is the only basis for the establishment of a globally shared culture. Without the trim tab of collective self-forgiveness, practiced as a means of changing humankind’s overall course, the direction of our global future, as both Desmond Tutu and Nelson Mandela have foreseen, is toward more – and increasingly worse on a global scale – of the same unforgiving ways of being in the world that our species has so widely adopted in the past and continues to evidence in the present. 

Collectively, a critical mass of forgiveness shifts the world, and the critical mass of forgiving persons required to turn the collective tide of unforgiveness is calculable, thanks to intensive and extensive homework done on New York’s Madison Avenue. The advertising industry’s branding strategies have demonstrated that when merely seven percent of a targeted population becomes cognizant of a new brand name, product or idea, further name-recognition thereof becomes readily universal within that population so long as the brand name is continually brought to its attention. In other words, seeding new awareness in seven percent of a targeted population establishes a critical mass for the induction of that awareness in the entire population.

Accordingly, when seven percent of humankind (roughly 450 million of six and a half billion persons) has become cognizant of “putting forgiveness first” in the context of a persistent ongoing effort to bring that initiative to ever-wider attention, the cause of forgiveness will have reached its critical mass.

Some folks think that reaching such a large critical mass is impossible, even though Coca-Cola, the McDonald’s franchise, and numerous other corporations have proven otherwise. 
Let us not settle for less when offering food for the soul.

-Noel Frederick McInnis, June 10, 2003

(From the author’s forthcoming book, Forgiving Myself: A Preface to Blameless Living)
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