The Secret of Forgiveness (2)

Forgiveness is the only known cure for absence-mindedness. By “absence-mindedness” I do not mean “absent-mindedness,” at which I am also adept. For instance, the mother of my second wife, after an hour or so of first being in my presence, whispered in her daughter’s ear, “Noel isn’t always where he sits, is he?” That is an example of absent-mindedness, not absence-mindedness, which means sensing what is absent rather than what is present.

Unforgiveness is the state of absence-mindedness. If you were to take an inventory of everything that is unforgiven by you, you would discover that everything on your inventory represents something that you perceive to be missing. For example, if you haven’t forgiven someone for calling you an “S.O.B.,” it isn’t the presence of that memory that triggers your unforgiveness, rather it is your experience of the absence of respect for you that the statement represented. Even in extreme cases such as murder, it is the absence of the murdered person that we unforgivingly grieve, not the act of murder itself.

Unforgiveness is a lens that focuses our consciousness on something that isn’t there. I first became mindfully aware of my own absence-mindedness after reading a 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) Like many of the course’s sentences, this one was written in an unusual manner in order to induce a shift of perception. The first time I read it the sentence I recognized it as a new way of looking at my experience, a way of making over my perception. The purpose of all spiritual teachings is to induce a perceptual makeover – what the Greeks called “metanoia” and religious doctrine calls “conversion” – a spiritual paradigm shift in one’s individual perception.

One night after a decade of occasionally contemplating that sentence I became suddenly awake, sat up in bed, and realized that I was having an experience of metanoia. As sometimes happens when I am experiencing a metanoiac shift, it began as a sentence set to music, which in this case I immediately recognized as the punch line of a song.

I got up, grabbed my guitar, and within an hour had a complete song, each of whose three verses ended with a variation on my initial lyrical fragment:

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.

