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	We all encounter daily opportunities to be forgiving.  The opportunities that tend to challenge us most are those that persist.
 
What is your most persistent forgiveness challenge right now?  
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As I mentioned in my introductory message, my greatest forgiveness challenge dates back 30 years.  To keep it simple: I entered my sophomore year at Stanford in a serious relationship with the girl of my dreams (who happened to be the girl next door in Arizona.)   She was two years older and away at another school.  She broke up with me during spring break because of another guy and I felt betrayed.  Two years later we were reunited and a year after that we were married.  A fairy-tale romance.  I've gone long stretches without thinking back on those years but on two occasions (most recently three years ago), events have triggered a near obsession with trying to understand what went wrong in light of how perfect things turned out-- renewing all those feelings of anger and betrayal.  I catch myself making subtle comments designed to hurt her in the guise of a joke.  She has been the perfect partner in marriage and deserves better.  I may not ever be able to empathize with her feelings of long ago but I need to finally forgive her, the other guy, and myself to recapture the fairy-tale feeling of today.  
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I have experienced as prerequisite to empathy, Gregory, the release of all charge on memories that I am unable to release in and of themselves. In this regard, please see also my response below to Daphne. 

My favorite recipe for empathy (and a variation of the Golden Rule) is the Native American wisdom byte, "Walk in your brother's [or sister's] moccasins for three moons before tipping over his [her] teepee." 

Fully realized empathy is always and only mutual. Accordingly, in the present instance such an equivalent exchange might consist of your eliciting from your wife a full recounting of her feelings during the time of your mutual estrangement, which you may then follow (the estrangement having also been mutual, not just her own) with a full recounting of your own feelings. 

The secret of mutual empathy is for those concerned to lay their respective (and respected) feelings beside one another rather than to make an issue of them.
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I assume you want me to 'fess up,' so here's my story ...

I like to think that, as a rule, I'm a forgiving person. I don't take offense very easily. I can't think of any long-standing grievances I might have. Most of it is petty stuff anyway. However, one situation I am still 'chewing on' is work-related. 

I am involved with a charitable organization as a volunteer - Hospice. About a year ago their office manager had to leave suddenly for medical reasons and they were left in a bind. I offered to fill in for a week to cover the phones. As I have office experience the week turned into a three-month contract to re-organize their office systems so that when they hired an administrative assistant, systems would be in place (the person who managed the office had, in fact, no office skills, but had started out with the organization ten years earlier when the office was a telephone and a recipe card box). My three month contract stretched into seven months, while my plans to build a private practice were on hold. I worked a 40+ hours/week, was paid for 30 and volunteered the rest. After 7 months I finally insisted that they find a replacement. The executive director did not want me to leave completely, however, and suggested a part-time position be created where I would assist her with administrative decision-making & planning. In line with this, I suggested they rent me the small storage room on the lower floor to set up a place to practice. This way I would be available fairly regularly. To create the space needed, I agreed to clear out the room, reorganize & relocate all the storage items (everything from records to Christmas decorations), then redecorate the space at my own expense, and pay them monthly rent. I also recruited my husband (a woodworker) to facilitate much-needed renovations to the training room - about $5,000 of his time - and I repainted the entire lower level.

Hospice has no sustainable funding and has to fundraise to meet payroll. The position to be created for me was one of many fund-raising projects, so we didn't expect anything to come about any time soon. Meantime, I used the office a few days a week, and volunteered one afternoon each week. About 5 months later I received a very apologetic e-mail from the executive director (who has become a close friend and felt too guilty to tell me to my face) informing me that Hospice now needed the new office I had created and how soon could I vacate?

While I understand the limitations of this non-profit organization only too well, and the need to continue to provide better service to the community, all my best reasoning is ineffective at shaking the unresolved anger at having been "used." I sympathize with the executive director who has a very demanding job and really needs help. Yet I blame her for not being up-front with me. I am also blaming myself for foolishly setting myself up. And I feel guilty for having involved my husband in this situation at such an expense. He works very hard and would have benefited more from time off to go fishing!

So this is my most persistent forgiveness challenge right now. I can get to 'pardon,' but not real forgiveness. I still see this situation as (a) being taken advantage of and (b) doing it to myself.
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Good 'fessing, Wendy.

When I am similarly thwarted by circumstances and/or other's failure to be upfront with me and/or by something unpleasant that I di to myself, etc., I ask myself a question: What else have I gained from this besides negative feelings? I contemplate the situation in light of that question until I can see something(s) positive in it as well. Forgiveness then tends to become proportionately easier.
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Thanks, Noel. Yes, I do endeavor to 'find the good' in the situation, and doing so certainly reduces the 'charge' significantly. And yet, there's still an unresolved betrayal theme. For me, it's akin to dental work ... yes, the benefits are obvious, but recognizing them does nothing to reduce my anxiety. I still have to tough my way through every (re)visit.

Wendie 
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I feel like I'm coming out of it, but my greatest forgiveness challenge is forgiving my husband (who was my college sweetheart) of having an intense affair for two years that started when I was pregnant with our second child, and lying about it for even longer -- including during therapy.

I've come to see that dwelling on the past is harmful, focusing on the present and future is helpful.  Having two children together was the original glue that held us together, and going through this experience has opened up a deeper understanding of each other as individuals and as a couple.  But, I would like to improve on not letting the past influence the way I see the future.  
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You have raised here, Daphne, the issue of forgiving what cannot be forgotten. 

In my own case thus far, the most that forgiveness has accomplished in such situations is to free me FROM memories that I cannot be freed OF. I can at most free myself of their charge, not of the memories themselves.
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As I mentioned in my introduction message, I did not perceive any major grievances that were outstanding in my life but I suspected that old issues would surface as I progressed in this course.  I now believe that I have uncovered a major one.

I'm 66 years old and retired.  I've had a fairly successful business carrer but I was never able to develop a significant degree of trust in any of my personal relationships.  This includes my family life.

Researching my mind for a possible explanation I recalled my sense of loss when my parents seperated and divorced before I was 3 years old.  I now realize that I could never let anyone close enough to hurt me again.  This affected all my personal relationships ( in different degrees) with my parents, wives, children, friends and associates.

Through this course and other related work I am developing a sense of trust in others knowing that only I can really hurt myself.  Going forward I find it easier to give more of myself in my personal relationships.  Thus I feel that I can become a better father, husband, brother, friend, etc.  

My dilemma is how to ask for forgiveness from those how have passed away like my parents, late wife, and other relatives. It seems that in this instance that I must learn to forgive myself but I don't how.

This then becomes my greatest forgiveness challenge.
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By coincidence, Thomas, I am also 66 years old and "retired" (though I prefer to call it "retreaded," since I am presently vulcanized with the new educational vocation provided by AllLearn and my other online activities).

My inability to directly ask for forgiveness from, and make amends with, those in the past who are no longer accessible in the present has necessited my recognition that forgiveness BY me is ultimately non-dependent on anyone's forgiveness OF me. In my experience, self-forgiveness is as prerequisite to my feeling forgivEN by others as it is to my feeling forgivING of others. 

Accordingly, being able to directly ask for and receive others' forgiveness is like frosting on a cake: additionally delicious, yet not prerequisite to the cake's own delicious existence.


