Putting Forgiveness First:

Granting Myself Safe Passage in My Own Mind

 How I know I have forgiven someone is that he or she has harmless passage in my mind.

-Karyl Huntley 

Harmless passage in my mind is the litmus test of all forgiveness. Any hurtful perception of another on my part is evidence that whomever or whatever I’m perceiving has unsafe passage in my mind. It is likewise evidence that I am similarly at risk in my own mind. As Herman Hesse acknowledged, “If you hate a person, you hate something in him that is part of yourself. What isn't part of ourselves doesn't disturb us.” 

In other words, my hard feelings toward others are a projection of my own self-loathing. Accordingly, no person’s passage in my mind can be more (or less) harmless than the passage that I grant myself. This fact of mutuality is obvious: whenever I am forgiving, the consequent harmless passage is taking place in no one else’s mind than my own. Forgiveness is something I do within myself, for myself, and to myself. I am always both first cause and first beneficiary of my own forgivingness, its benefit to others being secondary to its primary beneficence within and unto me. 

The same is true of my unforgivingness, which also is entirely resident in my own consciousness and of which I am the primary (and in this case quite dubious) beneficiary. The relinquishment of my unforgiveness, therefore, is entirely an inside job. Religious Scientist Raymond Charles Barker identified the starting point of all forgiving perception in a statement similar to Hesse’s: “All forgiveness is self-forgiveness. Your [experience of] the world is the result of your combined state of thought and feeling . . . [Since your experience of the] world is a result of your state of consciousness, then if you hate anyone, you are disliking a part of yourself.”

In other words, all unforgiveness on my part is evidence of an inner power struggle that diminishes me rather than its intended target. As Dale Carnegie described this self-diminishment, “When we hate our enemies, we are giving them power over us: power over our sleep, our appetites, our blood pressure, our health, and our happiness. Our enemies would dance with joy if only they knew how they were worrying us, lacerating us, and getting even with us! Our hate is not hurting them at all, but our hate is turning our own days and nights into a hellish turmoil.”
Hesse’s, Barker’s, and Carnegie’s testimonies are so consistent with the clinical evidence of my own self-examined experience that I am moved to pronounce a unanimous verdict: I need not seek for whom my unforgivingness tolls - it takes its toll on me. I am my own expert witness that this is so.

I Was Born To Be a Beneficial Presence
The Bible proclaims, “God hath made man upright; but they have sought out many inventions.” (Ecclesiastes 7:9) Unforgiveness is among our many human inventions, as a punitive way of perceiving that existed nowhere else in the universe until human beings devised it within themselves and projected it upon the world of their experience. As secular metaphysician Robert Ingersoll put it, “In nature there are neither rewards nor punishments – there are consequences.” And as Ernest Holmes similarly averred, “There is no sin but a mistake, and no punishment but its consequence. . . . We are not punished for our sins, but by them. Sin is its own punishment and righteousness its own reward.”

Most simply put, I am my own consequence. My consequences and I are ultimately one. To cite yet another witness, Florence Scovel Shinn, “The game of life is a game of boomerangs. Our thoughts, deeds and words return to us sooner or later, with astounding accuracy." 
I need not wait until death to “go to my reward,” because all consequence (or lack of it) is always and everywhere at my hand. It’s the one thing that’s exempt from the common wisdom that proclaims “you can’t take it with you.” Indeed, I can’t not take my consequences with me wherever I may go.

Charles Fillmore illumined the point of the foregoing Biblical proclamation in his description of how unforgiveness and subsequent forgiveness come about: “Man in his spiritual identity is the very essence of good, and he can do no wrong. He can in his experience misuse the powers placed at his disposal by the Father, but he can do no permanent evil. He always has recourse to Spirit, which forgives all his transgressions and places him on the right road, a new man, when he willingly gives up his own way and as a little child asks to be led.” 

Proof of Fillmore’s assertion of our spiritual identity was likewise at my own hand when I was born. Like all newly arrived infants, I was a beneficial presence devoid of unforgiveness, who was unconditionally welcoming of everyone else. When someone’s finger was put in either of my hands – regardless of the person’s color, race, creed, gender, ethnic origin, size, appearance – I gently clasped it with my own fingers. I didn’t grab the presented finger, nor did I obsessively clutch, cling or otherwise persist in possessively holding on to it. I exerted no control over the offered finger, nor did I endeavor to impede its departure. I gracefully enfolded its presence and just as gracefully relinquished it. 

Such were the initial “rules of engagement” of my beneficial presence, unknown to me self-consciously yet fully known instinctively. And thus did I engagingly be-hold all persons whose fingers were offered to me, with no urge to “have” them by keeping them there. Nor did I fear being “had” by them. Instead, I was tenderly and unconditionally acknowledging, accepting, and allowing of every finger that came to rest in my hand, for however long my gently enfolding clasp was invited, and I just as unconditionally surrendered to the finger’s passage at the instant it was removed. No matter whose finger, which finger, or how the finger was given, I unconditionally welcomed it and willingly respected its passage by gently letting it go. 
Thus does every newly born human baby on this planet begin his/her life as a beneficial presence who graciously enfolds the presence of others and allows them harmless passage without prejudicial distinction or other controlling imposition. In our beginning, we are neither possessively grabby of what others may have to offer, nor are we obsessively crabby at them.

Our First Perceptual Makeover
Shortly after our arrival as a beneficial presence in and to this world, we commence to undergo a worldly perceptual makeover, during which our instinctual forgivingness is superceded by subconsciously acquired sentiments of unforgivingness. We learn to model the many ways that those who preceded us became unforgiving: our parents, older siblings, extended family members, neighbors, and others. It takes only a few years for this process to make over our initial disposition, converting us from granters of safe passage to grabby crabbers. 

Poet Christopher Morley poignantly described our worldly makeover as follows:

The greatest poem ever known

Is one all poets have outgrown:

The poetry innate, untold,

Of being only four years old.

Still young enough to be a part

Of Nature's great impulsive heart,

Born comrade of bird, beast and tree

And unselfconscious as the bee--

And yet with lovely reason skilled

Each day new paradise to build,

Elate explorer of each sense,

Without dismay, without pretense!

In your unstained, transparent eyes

There is no conscience, no surprise:

Life's queer conundrums you accept,

Your strange divinity still kept.

Being, that now absorbs you, all

Harmonious, unit, integral,

Will shred into perplexing bits --

Oh, contradiction of the wits!

And Life, that sets all things in rhyme,

May make you poet, too, in time--

But there were days, O tender elf,

When you were poetry itself.
In the process of growing presumably upward, we learn to put ourselves down. We literally forget the beneficial presence of our own being, mistaking what we have instead become for who we truly are by attributing our acquired grabby crabbing disposition to “human nature.” Not until the advent of so-called “humanistic” psychology in the mid-twentieth century did we begin to recognize the fabricated nature of this disposition, which represents a projected distortion of our endowment as a beneficial presence. As Abraham Maslow noted:

I find children, up to the time they are spoiled and flattened by the culture, [to be] nicer, better, more attractive human beings than their elders . . . The ‘taming and transforming’ that they undergo seems to hurt rather than help. It was not for nothing that a famous psychologist once defined adults as ‘deteriorated children.’

Those human impulses which have seemed throughout our history to be deepest, to be most instinctive and unchangeable, to be most widely spread throughout mankind, i.e., the impulse to hate, to be jealous, to be hostile, to be greedy, to be egoistic and selfish are now being discovered more and more clearly to be acquired and are not instinctive. They are almost certainly neurotic and sick reactions to bad situations, more specifically to frustrations of our truly basic and instinct-like needs and impulses.
Our great task today is to undertake yet another perceptual makeover, one that reclaims our “truly basic and instinct-like needs and impulses” as mindfully intentional ones. Reclamation of our forgiving nature consists of returning with mindful awareness to the place within our consciousness where our beneficial presence dwells, and to recognize that place for the first time. In the process of thus forgiving myself for having learned to masquerade as someone who I am not, I “become” instead who I have always been.

Reclaiming My Beneficial Presence
Having been born an instinctually forgiving person by nature, who only subsequently acquired the unforgiving ways that I’ve adopted since my birth, the path of my return to the Eden of forgiving personhood is clear: to reclaim with mindfully intentional consciousness my instinctual birthright as a beneficial presence, by shedding all my overlays of acquired misperception. In the process of such reclamation, and in reversal of the perceptual makeover that has made this reclamation necessary, the thing that most requires my forgiveness is my perception that forgiveness is required. 

My unforgiving perceptivity itself is what most requires my forgiveness, rather than any of its objects, and since my unforgiveness is an acquired invention of perceptivity, I likewise have the power to un-acquire and de-invent it. Forgiveness is the liberation of my natural disposition as I release the unforgiveness that obscures my inborn forgiving nature. Subsequent to such release, no perceived requirement of forgiveness remains.

There is no dearth of books that provide insights on forgiveness and techniques for its practice. Among these, two that I have found particularly useful are Dr. Frederic Luskin’s Forgive for Good and Colin Tipping’s Radical Forgiveness.

What is not so readily available is insight on forgivingness, i.e., on how one goes about being a naturally forgiving person. Forgiveness (the noun) is only an effect, of which forgivingness (the verb) is cause. Accordingly, while knowing about forgiveness is merely somewhat effective, knowing from forgivingness is powerfully causal.

In one of his most profound metaphysical abstractions, philosopher Alfred North Whitehead observed that “substance is occasionally secreted in the interstices of process.” In other words, the outcome we call “forgiveness” is the fallout of the process of forgivingness. It is when I am being a forgiving person that my forgiveness is most readily forthcoming. 

The nature of forgivingness is most evident in the dynamics of flowing water:

Be,

as water is,

without friction.

Flow around the edges

of those within your path.

Surround within your ever-moving depths

those who come to rest there—

enfold them, while never for a moment holding on.

Accept whatever distance

others are moved within your flow.

Be with them gently

as far as they allow your strength to take them,

and fill with your own being

the remaining space when they are left behind.

When dropping down life's rapids,

froth and bubble into fragments if you must,

knowing that the one of you now many

will just as many times be one again.

And when you've gone as far as you can go,

quietly await your next beginning.

In the resolution of my unforgiveness, it is only from my expression of inborn forgivingness that my forgiveness most freely flows.
Putting Forgiveness First

On behalf of initiating a forgiving shift in human consciousness overall, I am party to two projects that serve this objective. One is the Forgiveness First Initiative, whose purpose is twofold: to identify all persons worldwide who are willing to be for something and against nothing, and to support such persons in maintaining their constructive advocacy. These are persons who are willing to perceive the global battleground of darkness-arrayed-against-darkness from a perspective high above that battleground. This high watch empowers the greatest of all victories, in accord with Sun Tzu’s proclamation in his book, The Art of War: “To win one hundred victories in battle is not the summit of skill. To subdue the enemy without fighting him is the summit of skill.”

Enrollment in the Forgiveness First Initiative is as simple as endorsing its self-proclamation (see insert, p, xx), which is most quickly and easily accomplished online at www.forgivenessfirst.com. This initiative is not an organization in which one becomes a member. It is rather a participatory network of forgivingly like-minded persons who share a heart-felt willingness to make the release of all their grievances their life’s permanent top priority.

As part of their for-something-and-against-nothing advocacy of forgiveness, endorsers of the self-proclamation are also encouraged to create and/or support the International Forgiveness Day initiative, which advocates the establishment of a global forgiveness holiday to be observed in each of the world’s 300+ nations and territories annually on the first Sunday of August. The rationale for this holiday initiative may be found online at www.forgivenessday.org/forgiveness_day.htm. Guidelines for International Forgiveness Day’s observance by churches and other communities of faith are likewise online at www.forgivenessday.org/whats new/creating_forgiveness_day.htm.

In keeping with my own commitment to putting forgiveness first, I am also committed to the intention that one day humankind will pause annually to be grateful for its highest good, that of being for something that is against nothing: the powerfully healing spirit of forgivingness.

Rev. Noel Frederick McInnis is an ordained doctorate minister of Religious Science. He presently serves the New Thought movement via his website, www.newthought.net, and as a faculty member and chaplain of New West Seminary in Oregon City, OR (www.newwestseminary.org). He also teaches an online course in “The Power of Forgiveness” at http://www.alllearn.org/course.jsp?C=26, and is writing a book on the art and science of self-forgiveness. His overall forgiveness-related ministry is further detailed at http://www.forgivenessday.org/choosingforgiveness/noel's_page.htm.

