Forgiving Myself: The Way It Works
How I know that I have forgiven someone

is that he or she has safe passage in my mind.

-Karyl Huntley

True forgiveness of any person, place or thing exists only as I first grant myself harmless passage in my own mind.  Self-forgiveness works by granting me safe passage in my own mind. [is the granting of such passage.]

Granting myself safe passage in my own mind – self-forgiveness – incorporates two strategies, one active, the other passive.

· The active strategy of self-forgiveness is “hard-wired” into my consciousness, and awaits my use of it.

· The passive phase consists of emptying my consciousness of everything that is contrary to the active phase.

The active phase of self-forgiveness is the practice of true fidelity to myself.  It is part of the original hard-wired operating program of all consciousness.  The passive phase of self-forgiveness is the cessation of false fidelity to myself.  

Whether or not I have safe passage in my own mind depends upon whether I am truly or falsely faithful to myself.  Being truly or falsely faithful to myself is a matter of choice, though my faithfulness is not.  My faithfulness to self is a hard-wired aspect my consciousness, which provides me with what I call my true companion:

I have a true companion

whose company I would never be without.

This companion,

not quite sure how to relate to me,

wavers back and forth between acceptance and rejection.

Sometimes my companion is a friend,

sometimes  an enemy.

Sometimes my companion treats me lovingly,

sometimes hurtfully.

And sometimes my companion treats me with indifference.

Why do I consider this companion to be true?

Who do I treasure such fickle company?

Because there is one way

that my companion never ceases to be faithful:

everywhere I go,

here I am.

Everywhere I go, here I am, being either truly or falsely faithful to myself.  There is no “somewhere else” for me to be.  

You have said,

“I will go to another land, I will go to another sea.

Another city will be found, a better one than this.

Every effort of mine is a condemnation of fate;

and my heart is—like a corpse—buried.

How long will my mind remain in this wasteland?

Wherever I turn my eyes, wherever I may look,

I see black ruins of my life here,

where I spent so many years destroying and wasting.”

You will find no new lands, you will find no other seas.

The city will follow you.

You will roam the same streets.

And you will age in the same neighborhoods;

and you will grow gray in these same houses.

Always you will arrive in this city.  Do not hope for any other.

There is no ship for you, there is no road.

As you have destroyed your life here in this little corner,

you have ruined it in the entire world.  —Cavafy
Things work better for me “somewhere else” only as I am working better for myself when my “here” shows up in a new location.  The difference between the way my life works in today’s “here” and having it work better in tomorrow’s “here” is self-forgiveness.

I have no choice other than that of being faithful to myself.  My only choice is to be either truly or falsely faithful to myself.  And however falsely faithful (i.e., untrue) to myself I may be, even unto total self-betrayal, I can never be so unfaithful as to abandon myself.  I can run from myself, yet never fully hide.  I can check out, yet I can never fully leave. 

While I am able to both betray and abandon others, I do not have both of these options with myself.  Though self-betrayal is always an option, self-abandonment is never so.  I can never be “there,” because being “here” forever goes where I do.  I will always come from “here,” unto eternity, amidst whatever consequences I create for myself.  This means that I cannot leave my self-betrayals behind, for they are always right here with me no matter where I go.  The only way I can be free of self-betrayal is to empty myself of self-betrayal.

Emptying myself of self-betrayal is what gives me harmless self-passage in my own mind, as it liberates me from my self-negating tendencies to be untrue to myself.  As I release all false fidelity to my authentic self, the wonderful being that I truly am shines forth in beneficial presence.

Granting myself safe passage is by emptying myself of everything that is contrary to safe passage.  Such self-emptying is the passive strategy of granting myself safe passage.  It consists of declaring a cease fire on self-negation.

Stop trying to be a better person.  It comes from the sponsoring thought that “I’m not good enough,” and thereby reinforces that sponsoring thought.

Drop comparisons.

I'd like to stop comparing myself with other people.

Comparing has become a heavy burden on my soul.

I can always think of ways that I am 'better' than another,

but others are always 'better' than I in some ways, too,

and the 'better' seen in others seems more certain.

Comparing always leaves me feeling a deficit.

I can always find at least one person

'better' than I am in any given quality,

yet this is never fully compensated

by my estimate of others who are 'not as good' as I.

I feel each quality begin to die in me

whenever I compare it with that quality in others.

There are so many more of others than of me,

that comparing myself to them is a game I only lose.

I would no longer overlook 

that other people are for loving, however they may be,

not for comparing.
Dear Holly and Scott,

Since I have the same message for each of you, I am addressing it to both of you – in birth order, not in order of preference.  I love you equally.

I have reached a point of no return in my life, the point where I have to make peace with myself in order to continue my chosen life’s journey.  The most difficult thing for me to be at peace with has always been my abandonment and betrayal of the two of you.  I have always felt that doing so was both unredeemable and unforgivable, and I have allowed that feeling to preserve an unbreachable distance between us.

That distance has haunted me from the beginning, as it was etched in my consciousness by Harry Chapin’s song, “Cat’s in the Cradle,” which was popular at the time I left you.  Scott even asked me what I thought of the song, which etched it even more deeply.  And it further etched a decade ago when Cowboy Junkies recorded “Escape Is So Simple.”

Escape is so simple in a world where sunsets can be raced.

But the distance merely loses the knife,

the pattern of the scars can always be traced.

It seems highly unlikely to me that either of you have avoided tracing the pattern of the scars as well.

Though the scars that remain from my abandonment and betrayal of you may never be erased, the tracing of its pattern may cease.  And only as it does so may a new pattern be created.

I have had a revelation that has resulted in my own liberation from tracing the pattern.  The revelation came to me as a thought out of the blue: “Holly’s and Scott’s fidelity to their own children is the greatest forgiveness I could ever want for my infidelity to them.  In that sense, Harry Chapin’s song has not come true.  Holly and Scott are way ahead of me in the process of forgiving what I have done.  It is not necessary for anyone to forgive the actor when the act has itself been so well forgiven.”

At the instant of this realization I felt free for the first time to acknowledge what I have done.  I will be most grateful if my acknowledgment succeeds in closing some of the distance that I have created, and allows all of us to begin a new pattern.

I will also understand if this is too little, too late.

Love,
Forgiving Myself: What It Does

It diminishes disharmony.

Forgiving Myself: How to Use It
12 reasons . . .

Anything about myself that I feel required to explain and justify to others is something that I myself do not find acceptable.  When I hear myself explaining and justifying myself, what I am actually hearing is an inventory of what I find unacceptable about myself.  When I hear others explaining and justifying themselves, what I am actually hearing is their inventories of what they have not accepted about themselves.

All self-justification is a form of unforgiveness.  If there is anything about me or my behavior that requires explaining, it means that I feel required to justify it in my mind because I am not forgiving of it.  So long as I require a reason to forgive, forgiveness is impossible.  Forgiveness is my state of mind and being when I no longer have reasons to forgive.

I have yet to succeed in forgiving anything that I feel I “should” forgive.  The word “should” signifies a pretense to virtue.  Whatever I “should” do is my way of being falsely virtuous about my lack of intention to do or cease doing something.  As long as I “should” on myself, I am making a virtue of my refusal to do or cease doing whatever my “shoulding” justifies.  “Shoulding” justifies and makes righteous my refusal to honor my own perception of what is right for me.  When I say that I “should” do something, I am actually saying that I would rather die than change my behavior.

Justification is a form of neediness that I perceive in others because I haven’t owned the need as mine rather than theirs.  If there were no feeling of need in me, I would not be explaining myself to others.  If I feel that you need to understand something about me, where is the feeling of need?  The feeling is in me.  I experience only my feeling of need, and my perception of your neediness.  Any actual feeling of need on your part is experienced only by you.  All I experience with reference to your experience is my own version of experiencing a comparable circumstance.  Your version is inaccessible to my consciousness. Nor can you experience my feeling of neediness as anything more than your own experiencing of a comparable circumstance.   

Compassion is not based on my knowing what another person is going through.  It is based on my not knowing what the other person is going through.  Compassion is the act of being a beneficial presence in the face of what is unknown to me.

I practice self-forgiveness by releasing all self-explanation and self-justification.  I have only one reason for not attending athletic events.  I don’t enjoy athletic events.  Why don’t I enjoy athletic events?  To tell you the truth, my consciousness and my life is so filled with things I do enjoy that any time or energy I would spend on enumerating reasons for not enjoying athletic events would be at the expense of what I experience as greater enjoyment.

One way to forgive myself is to be conscious of everything about myself for which I use energy, time and consciousness to explain to others.
Self-justification is adversarial.

Self-forgiveness is the process of disharmament.

· What it is:  Non-adversarial consciousness, consciousness that is free of againstness, free of thoughts of attack.  Disharmament of thoughts of attack.

As long as there is an adversary in my mind, I have not forgiven.  One of the alternative names for “devil” used to be “The Adversary.”  The adversary does not have to be a person.  It can be anything that I perceive as contrary to my good, such as an addiction, an obsession, or a so-called “bad” habit – anything that compromises my well-being.

· The way it works:  Empty self of contradiction.

· What it does:  Transcends disharmonious experience. Can ignore, resist or transcend.

· How to use it:  Release all attachment to conditions.

So long as I inhabit the realm of materiality and physicality, I am bound to conditions.

What it is:  Non-adversarial consciousness 

Way it works:  Empty self of the effects of contradiction

What it does:  Transcends disharmonious experience. Can ignore, resist or transcend.

How to use it:  Release all attachment to conditions.

The opposite of forgiveness is fromtakeness.

Sees from perspective of a larger harmony.

All disharmony is local.

Can ignore, resist or transcend.

Cease looking at what isn’t there.

Release negative connectedness.

Forgiveness: Pioneering the Now Frontier
Thus far, the human species has launched three frontier movements.  The most well-known of these has been the geographical frontier movement, the conversion of Earth’s land to living space.  One of the most dramatic episodes in that movement occurred in the mid-19th century, when thousands of people gathered at Independence, Missouri to travel by covered wagon to Washington, Oregon and California.  Though the American frontier was officially declared as closed as a consequence of the 1890 census, since that time more houses have been built on U.S. land not then occupied than were built prior to that time since the arrival of the Pilgrims.  We are still converting land to buildings and concrete in this country at the rate of millions of acres each year.  At the current rate of such expansion, the real-estate frontier will triple its present extent within the average life span of today’s children.

The second frontier movement has taken us into outer space, none of which we have even begun to occupy like those who set out from Independence, Missouri never to turn back.  We’ve yet to occupy any part of outer space with other than technological extensions of ourselves plus the debris that human beings leave behind no matter where they travel.  Since occupation consists of establishing a permanent residence in which children are born and raised, our settlement of outer space is not even a near-term likelihood.  Accordingly, when our extraterrestrial explorations are contrasted with the extent of our terrestrial ones, they are comparable to no more than the initial scouting expeditions of the first human creatures who seriously conceived the possibility of moving beyond their African birthplace.

Much closer to humankind’s present home, the third frontier movement is taking us into inner space, the as yet uncharted realms of psyche and soul that accompany us in the eternal now of all our other movements.  Those who have explored their inner realms sufficiently to arrive at their own independence are yearning for the inner space counterpart of the pioneering journey from Independence, Missouri to the west coast, a giant leap to the far edge of their now frontier.

My own yearning to pioneer the now frontier intuits that the inner space counterpart I seek is the journey from independence to forgiveness.  One does first have to arrive at independence before one embarks on the journey to forgiveness, because only an independent person can forgive.  My current independence is measured in terms of the extent to which I have already forgiven, while all remaining unforgiveness is a measure of my continued bondage to other persons.

In your bulletin this morning is a map of the journey from independence to forgiveness. 

Forgiving Conditions
In the forgiveness of a condition or situation lies its transformation.
Forgiving God
A young man who had been raised as an atheist was training to be an Olympic diver. The only religious influence in his life came from his outspoken Christian friend. The young diver never really paid much attention to his friend's sermons, but he heard them often. One night the diver went to the indoor pool at the college he attended. The lights were all off, but as the pool had big skylights and the moon was bright, there was plenty of light to practice by. The young man climbed up to the highest diving board and as he turned his back to the pool on the edge of the board and extended his arms out, he saw his shadow on the wall.  The shadow of his body was in the shape of a cross. Instead of diving, he knelt down and finally asked God to come into his life.  As the young man stood, a maintenance man walked in and turned the lights on. The pool had been drained for repairs.
A Christian would call this incident “salvation.” An atheist would call it “coincidence.”  I call it a mystery.  

There comes a time in every person’s life when forgiveness of God becomes essential to further spiritual progress.  Sooner or later, we all have the experience that the God we believe in lets us down, that the God we believe in betrays our faith, that the God we believe in falls short on the delivery of God’s promise.  Every person eventually has an experience in which the God he or she believes in fails to measure up.  

This fact of life is so universal that it is even true of fundamentalist atheists, those whose disbelief in God is as absolute as are the beliefs of fundamentalist Christians or Muslims.  You can tell a fundamentalist atheist from a nominal disbeliever in God the same way you can tell a fundamentalist Christian from a nominal believer in Jesus.  The fundamentalist atheist can describe quite precisely the God that he or she doesn’t believe in.  To the extent that the non-existence of God is the reference point of my belief, my worldview is just as God-centered as that of a believer, only negatively so.  The worst thing that could happen to a fundamentalist Christian is that everybody in the world would become a fundamentalist Christian.  There being no one else to save, there would be no one else to blame for the shortcomings of one’s own experience.  It would be the same for atheists if God’s existence ceased to be an issue.

Sooner or later, both believers in God and disbelievers in God are betrayed by the God that they believe or disbelieve in.  Just as negative coincidences happen in my life that cannot be explained by my belief in God, so do positive coincidences happen that cannot be explained by my disbelief in God.

And so, my self-forgiveness is not complete until I have forgiven God for not measuring up.  Why do I classify the forgiveness of God as self-forgiveness?  Because whenever God fails to measure up, the failure is with reference to my belief.  It is only with reference to my belief about God that God can fail to measure up.  God does not fail to measure up to God, only to my description of God.  Forgiving God is actually a matter of forgiving myself for having a concept of God that God doesn’t fit.  I cannot forgive God for not fitting my picture unless I also forgive the picture that God doesn’t fit.

So long as I have any concept of God whatsoever, I will eventually have to forgive God for not living up to my concept of God.  For those whose belief in God is free of attachment to any concept of what or how God is, forgiveness of God is no challenge.  For those who insist that belief in God must include a concept of God, forgiveness of God will be a challenge whenever something happens that does not measure up to the concept.  

Is it possible to believe in God while having no concept of God, to believe in something for which one has no definition or other sense of meaning?  In my experience, it is impossible for me to believe in something for which I have no concept.  As long as I believe that God exists, I attribute some meaning to the word “God.”  And as long as I attribute any meaning to the word “God” there will be things in my experience that don’t fit my meaning.  The only way out of this dilemma is to be without attachment to my concept of God.

Is it possible to be aware of something without being attached to it?  In my experience, probably not.  Is it possible to release such attachment once I become aware of it?  In my experience, yes it is.  Release of attachment becomes possible when I am in the state of choiceless awareness, a state of awareness in which things are the way they are and I have no attachment either to their being that way or their not being that way.  Choiceless awareness is awareness without preference.  Choiceless awareness exists as I accept life as a mystery rather than measure it against a picture of how it is supposed to be.

When out on a picnic, the Master said, "Do you want to know what the Enlightened is like?  Look at those birds flying over the lake."

While everyone watched, the Master exclaimed:  “They cast a reflection on the water that they have no awareness of, and the lake has no attachment to.”  -Anthony de Mello, SJ

The power of choice includes the power not to choose.  Forgiveness is the power to cease choosing a preference that fails to fit my picture and allow life and God to be a mystery.

Forgiving God for What God is Not
Ernest Holmes once remarked, “I thank the God that is, that the God they told me about is not.”  I experienced similar gratitude during my college years, when I read the book, Your God Is Too Small.  I learned from that book that whatever serves as my definition of God, the God in which I thus believe can never be more for me than what my definition includes.  My very definition does itself become my God. 

This shortcoming of perception is known as the fallacy of the finger (more often cited by philosophers as the fallacy of misplaced concreteness).  Since definitions are no more than pointers to what they define and are never fully equivalent to what they define, a definition is analogous to a finger pointing to the moon.  Our tendency, when defining God, is to mistake the pointing finger for the moon by worshipping the God of our definition, rather than the God that is beyond what all of our definitions are able to comprehend.

Upon realizing that my God was too small, I was inspired to conduct a workshop for my peers in the Wesley Foundation, a Methodist campus group, entitled “Is Methodism Hereditary?”  The purpose of the workshop was to assist my peers in determining whether they had inherited the Methodist faith automatically, or had consciously chosen it after an independent examination that was in no way swayed by parental influence.  My workshop occasioned considerable stress, especially for the minister who was director of the Wesley Foundation.  For me, it marked the beginning of a life-long ministry that has always tended to be prophetic as well as pastoral.  (Pastors tend to comfort the afflicted.  Prophets tend to afflict the comfortable.)

The God of my experience can be no larger than my definition of God – until I have an experience that does not fit my definition.  When I do have an experience that is contrary to my definition of God – and we all do, sooner or later, for all but one definition – in the face of that experience I have three options:

· to embrace a larger, more inclusive perception of God, 

· to blame God for not fitting my definition of God, or 

· to blame my experience for not fitting my definition of God.

The ultimate act of forgiveness, which concludes the seven-day sequence outlined for this past week, is to forgive both God and our experience – as well as those who are in our experience – for not fitting our definition of God.  Most simply put, the ultimate act of forgiveness is to forgive God for what God is not.

A fearless moral inventory of everything that is unforgiven in my life invariably reveals that each of my resentments is for something that is not.  As long as I feel that my parents loved me, I can forgive even their major transgressions.  Otherwise, I resent even their minor ones.  Similarly, as long as I feel embraced by the Creation (loved by God), I can forgive all appearances to the contrary.  To the degree that I feel separate from anyone or any thing, I resent the symptoms of my perceived separation and blame others or myself for their existence.

And so it is with everything else.  The acts and situations for which I blame myself and others are merely symptoms of something that I perceive to be missing.  My resentment and blame is not for what is, but for what is not. Thus only as I forgive what isn’t in my life, am I able to appreciate what is in my life.

I have several favored definitions of God.  According to one of these, God is Ultimate Concern.  As long as I am mentally, emotionally or otherwise beholden to something that is lacking in my life, the very thing that I am lacking is an ultimate concern, and hence a god in my life.  As long as I am mentally, emotionally or otherwise beholden to any form that I am unwilling to let go of, that form likewise is my ultimate concern, serving as a god in my life for as long as I insist on the prevalence of that form.   In keeping with my own favored definition of God as Ultimate Concern, I stand before you as a recovering polytheist, because multiple perceptions of lack and multiple attachments to form have been my ultimate concerns – my pantheon of gods – for longer than I care to document.

It is now quite easy for me to assess whether my God is too small.  If my ultimate concern is too small for me to affirm as the God of my being, then my God is likewise too small.  So today I am asking myself two questions.  Are the ultimate concerns of my life right now large enough to affirm as the God of my being?  Are my ultimate concerns for the life of this church right now large enough to affirm as the God of my being?  If my answer to either of these questions is no, I have two options.  I can shrivel my perception of God to the size of my ultimate concerns of the moment, or I can forgive God for being more than what I now realize God is not, and thus allow my experience of God to be more than it has been up to now.

My most favored definition of God reflects another book I read in college, whose concluding sentence was, “In the final analysis, there is no final analysis.”  Only in honoring God as the Ultimate Mystery with which I live, am I fully able to forgive all else with which I live.
This is the only definition of God, thus far, that for me has yet to become too small.

Forgiving Myself: Shadow Play
One does not become enlightened by imagining figures of the light, but by making the darkness conscious. - C.G. Jung
