The Secret of Forgiveness

I would like to preface what I have to say by asking all of you to close your eyes for a moment, and join me in an invitation: may the Christ consciousness empower everyone’s mind, and embody itself in everyone’s heart. 

In response to this invitation there is corresponding answer, and we gratefully let it be.

*************

I am here this evening because of my commitment to LEC becoming a global leader – not THE global leader, but A global leader of organized spirituality, in its present emerging role as the world’s first church of forgiveness.

I have 10 minutes to speak to you this evening, and since it took me 10 hours to distill what I have to say into these precious next 10 minutes, instead of winging it as I usually do I’m going to stay fairly closely to my script.

My name is Noel McInnis, and I’m a recovering adult. 

What I am recovering is my originally endowed, unconditionally forgiving divine nature as an incarnation of the beneficial power and presence of God. I feel that this is so, and I believe that this is so, because I know that this is so. And I feel, believe, and know this to be so in every one of us. Yet since I am unable to speak for anyone else’s experience of truth, I’m going to relate from my experience of truth and not from what I think yours should be.

What I am recovering from is an addiction to unforgiveness, the habit of attaching myself to people toward whom I have ill will by the form of hatred that we most commonly call “blame.”

All of us were initially endowed as forgiving incarnations of the beneficial presence of God, and the proof of our endowment was immediately at hand. There was no unforgiveness in any of us when we were born. 

Like all newly arrived human infants, I was a beneficial presence devoid of unforgiveness. I was unconditionally welcoming of everyone. 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 was the initial “rule of engagement” of my beneficial presence, a rule that was unknown to me self-consciously yet fully embodied instinctively. 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 then willingly respected its passage by gently surrendering to its departure.

Quite simply, folks, this is the original default setting of the incarnated divine nature that’s genetically encoded in every one of us. It is up to us, however, to mindfully choose the activation of this code.
In a few minutes I’m going to tell you the secret of forgiveness, the way you can make all of your unforgiveness go away and mindfully reclaim your own instinctively endowed beneficial presence. But first I want to take a survey based on my two favorite definitions of forgiveness, one of which is generic and the other of which is personal.

The generic definition of forgiveness proclaims that “forgiveness is the release of all hope for a better past.” If you were to inventory everything about which you presently feel unforgiving, you would see that each item is something that happened in the past to which you have attached yourself by means of a more or less hateful grievance.

The personal definition of forgiveness proclaims that “How I can tell whether I have forgiven someone is that he or she has harmless passage in my mind.” You can inventory this one also, by asking yourself, “Is there anyone whose passage in my mind is not harmless?” If there is, you are likewise attached to that person by means of a more or less hateful grievance.

It is with these definitions in mind that I’m going to ask you to consider two questions. If the questions pertain to you and you are willing to raise your hand, please feel encouraged to do so. Confession is good for the soul. And if you do not feel like raising your hand, that’s perfectly O.K. as well, because in any event you are ultimately the only person who can benefit from knowing that the questions pertain to you.

The questions are these:

· Is there anyone here tonight who feels unforgiving of LEC’s past?

· Is there anyone here in whose mind either LEC or Rev. Mary does not presently have harmless passage?

If your answer to either or both questions was yes, it is utterly natural for you to be grieving in the present circumstances. You are grieving because you feel that your faith in LEC and Rev. Mary has been betrayed. Whether or not you have actually been betrayed is utterly beside the point, because your most immediate concern is your grieving itself. 

Please honor the fact that there is nothing unnatural about your grieving. All feelings are natural. They naturally come to us and they naturally go away. Accordingly, like all natural feelings your grieving over LEC is destined to pass. Even when my grief cannot be forgotten, my grieving naturally dissipates . . . unless I do something with it that is unnatural. What isn’t natural is to attach myself to my grieving by blamefully converting it to a more or less hateful grievance. 

A grievance represents grief that I do not allow to pass. It is grief to which I have permanently attached myself by clinging to it with blame. Blame compounds my grief with superfluous wrong-making. If something is indeed wrong, my blameful wrong-making doesn’t make it more credibly so. When things are wrong, it’s because they are wrong, and endeavoring to make them wrong only adds to the totality of wrong-doing.

My grieving cannot run its natural course as long as I am clinging to it with blame, for I thereby hold onto my grief in perpetuity. And since blame is a form of hatred, when I blame someone I do far more damage to myself than I do to him or her. Dale Carnegie put it this way: “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.”

The reason my unforgiveness takes such a toll on me is explained by Herman Hesse’s observation, “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 short, my unforgiveness is nothing more than a projection of my own self-loathing. When there is no self-loathing in me, there is likewise no unforgiveness.

It has been clinically proven that unforgiving sentiments stress my nervous system, suppress my immune system, inflame my circulatory system, overwork my endocrine system, and systemically deteriorate every other system that is meant to serve my well-being. Unforgiveness is a life-threatening dis-ease because it replaces my well-being with ill-being. Therefore, seek not for whom your unforgiveness tolls, for it takes its toll on thee. 

In light of the clinical evidence, the most immediate rationale for me to forgive someone is not a moral or spiritual one, it’s a practical one. Forgiveness is indeed a moral and spiritual practice, yet most immediately it is a life-saving practice, and the life thus saved is my own.  Just as I am the most immediate victim of my unforgiveness, I am the most immediate benefactor of my forgiveness. Hence the practical spirituality of Della Reese, who confessed, “God said that the only way I can be forgiven is by my forgiving you. If I don’t forgive you, and I hold some kind of resentment or grudge inside of me, it’s not going to bother you. You’ll go right on with your life, but I’ll be suffering. I’ll have backaches, nervous tension, or disease from the festering sore of this unforgiveness of you in me. My attitude about that is that it’s not worth that much to me. I won’t give a person free rent in my mind when I don’t even like that person.” 

And now to the secret of forgiveness, the secret of ceasing to give free rent in our minds to the form of hatred that we call “blame.” I discovered this secret 10 years ago as I wrote a song about it. My discovery of the secret was set in motion 20 years ago when I first read a rather cryptic sentence in the workbook of A Course in Miracles: “Unless I look upon what is not there, my present happiness is all I see.” (Lesson 290, 1-1) Between my reading of that sentence and my writing of the song, I recalled it many times, and every time I had the feeling that there was something in that sentence I wasn’t getting. And then one middle-of-the-night I suddenly woke up with a variation of the sentence in my mind that was set to music! I got up and grabbed my guitar, and in a few minutes I had the first verse of a song that goes like this:

I used to do a whole lot of frettin'

about the way my life didn't work for me,

I didn't know how to be happy

'cause I paid so much attention

to the way that I rathered things would be.

Instead of seeing blessings, I kept an inventory

of everything I lacked to make me free,

and as long as I kept looking at what wasn't there

my happiness was nowhere I could see.

With that much said, it seemed to me that the song required a second verse to explain how I got to be so dissatisfied.  In a few more minutes, I had verse two:

I was into pleasing those who wished me to be otherwise

instead of those who loved me as I am,

and I got so busy fixing what others thought was broken

that what worked already wasn't worth a damn. 

I couldn't find the good in me while seeing what was missing,

and so my life became a sham,

and as long as I kept looking at what wasn't there

my happiness was nowhere I could see.

Now it was obvious that the song required yet another verse, to provide some resolution of its predicament. 

So I let go of all my frettin’ about what isn't so,

and my ratherin’ that life came differently.

I'm no longer pleasing others by tryin’ to fit their pictures

or by fixin’ what works just fine for me.

I no longer give my energy to things that used to bother me,

it's so easy just to let them be,

'cause now that I’ve stopped looking at what isn't there

my happiness is all that I can see.

The secret of forgiveness is utterly simple: stop looking at what isn’t there. All unforgiveness is based on a perception of a “not right,” a perception of an absence, a perception of something that isn’t, rather than a perception of what is. I am invariably upset, not by what has happened, but by what hasn’t happened instead. For instance, if someone insults me, I’m not upset by the insult, I’m upset by the lack of respect that the insult represents. 

My unforgiveness is always for something that isn’t there. So if I am unforgiving of LEC or Rev. Mary, it’s not because of anything that has happened, it’s because of something that in my perception hasn’t happened. And so long as I am looking at what hasn’t happened, I depreciate all of the wonderfulness that Rev. Mary and all of the other ministers and countless members of this church have done – and continue to do even as they, too, are grieving.

I’ll close with a story I was told about what happened nearly 30 years ago when Wayne Dyer changed his rules of engagement as a therapist. He decided he would no longer take on clients who wouldn’t commit to being healed within a few months. One of his next prospective clients was a well-known Hollywood actress who was a compulsive fingernail biter. . . .

If any of you feel like the actress did, that I have trivialized your upset with LEC and/or anyone involved with LEC, I invite you to release your anger and reflect on what I’ve said – “stop looking at what isn’t there” – until a still small voice within reminds you that you’ve never looked at it that way before. I guarantee that as you do this, LEC’s happiness all that you will see.

And if you desire further assistance with your grieving, so long as it is related to LEC or any of its staff or other members, my services as a forgiveness coach are free to you. I offer them to you in the spirit of my aforementioned commitment to LEC’s becoming a global leader of organized spirituality in its emerging role as the world’s first church of forgiveness.

Forgiveness is the answer to all that ails LEC. And there will be an answer as we all just let it be. 

I used to do a whole lot of frettin'

about the way my life didn't work for me,

I didn't know how to be happy

'cause I paid so much attention

to the way that I rathered things would be.

Instead of seeing blessings, I kept an inventory

of everything I lacked to make me free,

and as long as I kept looking at what wasn't there

my happiness was nowhere I could see.

I was into pleasing those who wished me to be otherwise

instead of those who loved me as I am,

and I got so busy fixing what others thought was broken

that what worked already wasn't worth a damn. 

I couldn't find the good in me while seeing what was missing,

and so my life became a sham,

and as long as I kept looking at what wasn't there

my happiness was nowhere I could see.

So I let go of all my frettin’ about what isn't so,

and my ratherin’ that life came differently.

I'm no longer pleasing others by tryin’ to fit their pictures

or by fixin’ what works just fine for me.

I no longer give my energy to things that used to bother me,

it's so easy just to let them be,

'cause now that I’ve stopped looking at what isn't there

my happiness is all that I can see.

