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Introduction


Forgive. The very word has a warm, welcoming feel because it’s all about giving. And when we forgive, or live forgivingly in all sorts of ways, we give something to ourselves as well as others. Forgiveness is a blessing that has the potential to heal, to restore and to soothe. It can change the dynamic of conflict and hate to resolution and a workable peace.


Forgiveness may be spontaneous, in the moment, or a step-by-step process. It can be complex, yet is sometimes simple. It isn’t limited to a single act, and it isn’t hard work, goody-goody or a fantasy. Forgiveness, like love, can be at the heart of our lives, and, when it is, it transforms our lives, lifting our spirits in so many ways.


One of the great things about forgiveness is that it’s our choice. Even in circumstances where it’s impossible to forgive someone, we can, in living forgivingly, not just survive the trauma or hurt but move on, free of negative emotions such as blame and resentment.


It’s a tremendous relief to forgive or live forgivingly, for in doing so you let go of negativity. Freed from the pain of bitterness, you can recover and in time enjoy life to the full again.


So every time you blame and judge, think of the alternative of forgiving. If you recoil at the difficulty of the prospect, start out by becoming a detective. Attitudes and habits are caused by the events and influences we have experienced. Just as prejudice is learned and becomes a habit when fostered, so is an unforgiving stance. Hurt happens to all of us. You’ve been hurt and my heart goes out to you. Every single hurt is sore, even the smaller ones we feel almost every day. But by gaining an understanding of yourself and your background, you can learn to deal with these blows so they perhaps don’t wound you at all and certainly don’t wreck your life.


Understanding forgiveness and your ability to be forgiving is an adventure – it’s absorbing, fascinating, and life- and happiness-affirming. It’s part of your own story and the key to transforming the way you react to life’s arrows and sorrows.


Forgiveness is a revelation. And every time we forgive or even remember how it feels to forgive, it feels heart-warming all over again. And that’s what forgiveness is about. We do it again, and again and again. Several times a day perhaps – countless times throughout our lives. It always transforms how we feel and often, though we may not see it, in some way it also transforms the other person, our relationship with them and/or the situation.


You probably know some people who have an aura of warmth and calm, and you probably noticed how people behave better in their presence. They’re less carping, they make fewer swipes at others’ expense – perhaps they refrain from these behaviours altogether. You can be one of these people: naturally assuming the goodness in all of us, naturally forgiving the not so good side we all have. You can make a difference just like this. You can be one of the world’s peacemakers.


For the ability and willingness to forgive are catching. Just as, for instance, you encourage other people to be positive when you are positive yourself, or to follow your example in being warm and friendly, so will people notice when you say or do something in the spirit of forgiveness and reconciliation. It may stop them in their well-worn tracks of quick readiness to criticize and judge. It may make them think how much better it is to encourage peace and realize how good it feels when they do.


Forgiving and living forgivingly are always an option, and all it takes to start being forgiving is to stop saying you can’t or won’t or will never forgive and allow yourself the possibility of forgiving instead.


The possibility is the beginning of freedom from hurt and the start of a wonderful journey along the path of forgiveness.
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	The Teach Yourself Breakthrough series has a number of features to help you get the most out of reading this book. How to Forgive and Move On includes the following boxed features:
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‘Key idea’ boxes that distil the most important ideas and thoughts
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‘Remember this’ boxes to help you take away what really matters
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‘Try it now’ boxes to provide you with useful exercises and techniques
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‘Focus points’ at the end of each chapter to help you hone in on the core message of each chapter.







	At the end of the book you will also find a list of resources providing further information and help.
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1


The meaning of forgiveness
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In this chapter you will learn:


•  About the historical meanings of forgiveness


•  How forgiveness can liberate us from negativity


•  How it can be better to forgive silently rather than in words.
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Forgiveness is a healing balm. It comes in many forms. Forgiveness may be love in action, for example, or a well-thought-through rationalization of a situation. It may be using your ability to move forward without bitterness. Forgiving is a realm of possibility and makes sense in so many ways and on so many levels.


It feels good to live forgivingly – not only to forgive in specific instances when we’re personally hurt, but above all as a way of living and behaving. How we forgive is very individual, but any one of us can make living forgivingly a habit. In individual situations the forgiving way forward depends on the various elements and what feels right – and possible – for you. Finding your kind of forgiveness can be like working out the clues in a detective story, and in this book we’ll explore its wide-ranging scope.
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Key idea










However we forgive or are forgiven, forgiveness is a blessing. It can be the smallest relief from the searing pain of anger or the wondrous joy of freedom from blame and hate – or something in between – but it always makes a life-enhancing difference.
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The roots of forgiveness


We hear a lot about forgiveness today in terms of personal and social development and in regard to universal peace, but it has been an important feature of cultures around the globe across the ages. I like the feeling this sense of history gives us – it’s as though all that forgiveness is always out there to cheer us on, comfort and strengthen us.


The accumulated wisdom of the past also helps our understanding now across the breadth and depth, and yes, the complexity, of forgiveness – what it means both to forgive and to accept forgiveness. It expands, subtly but very definitely, our ability to continue the practice and art of forgiving, both as a moral principle of inestimable value and an astonishingly therapeutic healing process in our present lives. Let’s take a look at the history of forgiveness so that we can gain a sense of the ongoing blessing of forgiveness that we can revisit any time we need encouragement and inspiration.


WHERE THE WORD COMES FROM


The verb ‘to pardon’ comes from the Latin perdonare, which means ‘to give completely and without reservation’. In the Germanic beginnings of English the syllables were translated as for (thoroughly) and giefan (to give). This word forgiefan meant in Old English ‘to give up, allow’.


There’s a lovely word corresponding to ‘forgive’ in Aramaic/Syriac – shbag – which literally means ‘to untie’. Although this is not a root for our word ‘forgive’, it can be useful in some situations to think of forgiving as being a way of untying or loosening the knots of resentment and judgement we create when we’ve been hurt or wronged.


The various definitions of the verb ‘to forgive’ and its meaning for us today include ‘to pardon somebody for an offence’, ‘to renounce anger’ and ‘to abandon a claim’ … to excuse, to absolve, to exonerate. The most apt one for most of us is renouncing anger. Every time we do that it’s a relief – a release from tension and pain.
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Key idea










Forgiving in any of its forms frees us to enjoy our health and happiness.
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Remember this










All of the meanings of forgiveness help us to remember that forgiving isn’t necessarily something we do for and about another person. It’s more about the way we are. Forgiving is about giving, and when we are compassionate, kind, generous, loving, thoughtful, honest, sensitive or fair – to others and ourselves – we are living in a forgiving way.
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PHILOSOPHICAL REFERENCES, CLASSIC AND CONTEMPORARY


Over the centuries philosophers have been fascinated with the concept of forgiveness. They’ve discussed whether forgiving is an act of will or possible only when the hurt or offended person has the necessary character trait to be forgiving, or whether both are necessary. It’s suggested that it involves resisting the spontaneous or learned reaction of resentment towards the perpetrator of the hurt and refusing to blame them. Forgiveness, it has been argued, doesn’t attempt to justify, condone or minimize the wrong done. Someone who forgives is regarded as having a compassionate nature and being generally a kind person. This kindness, this readiness not to blame and this ability to find compassion in your heart for the wrongdoer, while not necessarily empathizing with them, resonates with several religions, as we will see in Chapter 8: Forgiveness and religion.


The concept of forgiving stretches our minds as we try to make sense of the different nuances and the difficulties, or even apparent impossibility, of forgiving where cruelty has been involved and/or where there is a lack of remorse.
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Remember this










If you are ready to be still and listen out for it, the very thought of forgiveness transcends bitterness, hurt and resentment, giving a respite from them and creating an opening for peace and the notion that, as Julian of Norwich put it, ‘All is well, all will be well.’
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That’s not to deny that resentment and outrage are natural, understandable and, indeed, proper reactions. Sometimes healthy self-respect and respect of cultural moral boundaries demand that we stand up for ourselves, refusing where possible to be abused again or otherwise victimized. We must be prepared, too, to fight for justice.
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Key idea










Forgiveness doesn’t mean we should let evil flourish but that we should not perpetuate another kind of evil by indulging in pernicious ongoing blame, shame and reciprocal hate. Rather, forgiveness cleans the slate, allowing healing and creating a habitat where healthy mutual respect can germinate and grow.
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SOME THOUGHTS ON FORGIVENESS


Forgiveness, like charity, often begins at home. Many thinkers have noted that we are most likely to hurt the people we love and the following case study highlights the importance of being ready to forgive each other easily.
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Case study: How ‘DP’ learned to say sorry










‘DP’ consulted me because she and her husband were having rows that spoiled their everyday relationship and were threatening their prospect of long-term togetherness. I asked her to remember how her family had approached forgiveness when she was a child and her face lit up as she began to speak:


‘Familiarity, my mother used to say, can all too easily breed contempt. She and my dad never went to bed with a dispute unsettled. They always said sorry to each other and told each other “I love you.” They taught me and my brother to do the same.’


I asked her to share this with her husband and try it out. I explained that to let crossness with each other fester overnight often ‘sets’ it for several days, whereas somehow the very act of saying ‘Sorry’ or ‘Let’s agree to differ’ and giving each other a hug allows the conflict to evaporate.


Next time we met she said: ‘He agreed and we soon tried it out, as we had an argument the very next evening. We duly said “Sorry” to each other before we went to sleep and it was quite funny – we had to laugh as it was so different from the usual fuming! It seemed to draw us together. Next morning we decided what to do about the problem – actually, it was easy to compromise as in the light of day we both felt constructive, and because the mutual ‘sorry’ had taken away the anger, we worked together. It really works and we’re going to make saying sorry our habit from now on.’


Over and over again it’s been noted that we can learn to forgive and, like this couple, shed our anger at each other. We can do it on our own but counselling can be helpful, too, and I’ve often seen how powerful and supportive group therapy can also be in bringing about an understanding of the viability and benefits of forgiveness along with a willingness to give it a go.
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Throughout the history of literature, novelists have written stories depicting the misery of ongoing, engrained resentment, bitterness and hate and the blessed relief when these are given up. And when the label of ‘victim’, whether imposed by others or ourselves, is renounced, the sense of freedom, peace and inner strength can be astonishingly good.


Mahatma Gandhi, one of the world’s greatest forgivers, said that forgiveness is an attribute of the strong. He meant, I think, that forgiving is an act of will that takes both an initial decision to forgive, backed up by reason, and an ongoing determination and perseverance to keep going with it. It’s by no means a soft option. It takes guts, strength and stamina. But living forgivingly feels good in this sense: it’s far easier than not forgiving, which feels terrible and can be soul-destroying.


Others have pointed out that when we forgive we improve our psychological and physical health and restore our sense of personal power. Specific forgiveness may lead to reconciliation between the offended and offender or help groups in conflict to resolve difficulties and make peace.
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Try it now: Make a pact










Make a pact with your nearest and dearest (partner, child, friend – anyone you live with or are close to) that, next time you fall out, you’ll make it up with each other before the end of the day. It just means saying to each other: ‘I’m sorry.’


(‘I love you’ is a great addition.)
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How we ‘grow’ forgiveness
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Key idea










As we progress through our lives, the ability to forgive is learned and then ebbs and flows, growing as we mature and often bringing a late flowering of peace and goodwill as acceptance and forgiveness become our way of being.
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We’re born neither forgiving nor unforgiving but are generally pretty accepting of others, expecting the best. We learn from our parents not to be quick to blame and retaliate, be vindictive or hold a grudge. We learn from experience that most things that seem outrageous to us in the moment are soon forgotten and all is well again. We find that, on the whole, we get what we give out – when we share with our friends and enjoy their company, the chances are they’ll get on well with us, too.


Come our late teens and twenties, we can’t believe the way adults run the world for all the talk of tolerance. We observe their sparring and warring, hating and blaming and we want peace, with all our conviction and passion. How can our elders make such a terrifying, desperate mess of things? Disappointed, we become resigned to our inability to live in harmony within our families, let alone with other communities nationally and globally. Sadly, we may join the moaners and groaners of the world, blaming others harshly, storing up bitterness, finding it difficult, or perhaps refusing, to forgive.









	

[image: image]




	

Try it now: Change your perspective for a moment










1  Next time someone is acting impossibly badly and you’re being judgemental, put yourself in their shoes. Imagine you are them. How does it feel? What are you thinking? Why are you behaving like this? Why are you so upset?


2  Now be yourself again. Notice how your attitude to them has altered with the understanding you’ve gained. Feel the compassion for their anxiety/pain.


Remember, it doesn’t mean you’re condoning their behaviour; you are simply understanding it in some way a bit better. This is a form of the forgiving path.
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As we mature, hopefully learning a bit more about life and love and realizing the sheer frailty of humanity, we come to realize that, because of our individual circumstances, we behave differently from others and not always well. We take heed of the maxim ‘There but for fortune go you or I’ and realize the truth that we cannot know another person’s heart unless we walk in their shoes. Compassion comes back to us. We discover again how good it is to forgive ourselves and others.


Willingness to forgive is often a sign both of the innocence and innate wisdom of youth and the learned wisdom of a lifetime’s experience and thought. However, we can adopt and practise forgiveness at any age in between.


Forgiveness is a yardstick of emotional and spiritual maturity, and – whatever your age – it lights up your life.


What does it mean to forgive – does it mean forgetting?


There are many kinds of forgiveness and many degrees to which we forgive.


Any true attempt to forgive – even just the wish to – is better than none and will lift your spirits.
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Remember this










Forgiving isn’t about claiming the moral high ground and/or a kind of martyrdom; it’s a simple letting go of further blaming and shaming, rancour and bitterness.
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You might not be able to forgive someone completely or even at all. We forgive according to our present ability and the nature of the hurt, but we can always choose to let go of its grip. Again and again, we see people forgive those who have inflicted the worst kinds of cruelty, loss and other hurt on them. Sometimes it’s unreserved forgiveness, sometimes it’s a letting go (remember shbag!) – an untying of the noose from around our brain and heart.


Forgiveness isn’t dependent on forgetting – it’s valid and valuable in its own right.
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Key idea










Often forgiveness is simply about compassion, and, if we can’t feel compassionate towards a particular person, we can feel compassion for humanity as a whole, good and bad across the board, because we too are human and we too are flawed.
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However we are able to forgive, it’s not always a one-act wonder. Traumatic memories will resurface unasked along with, perhaps, the old feelings of outrage, fear and anger. Then we forgive again. And again, and again and again, and doing so is a blessing, a relief, a freeing up.
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Try it now: Wash yourself clean of anger










Next time a bad memory of someone hurting you comes up and rage unexpectedly overwhelms you again, forgive them again. If you can, say in your mind the words ‘I forgive them’ and let the anger flow away. Or, if you can’t forgive them, in your mind let a feeling of love and compassion for yourself flood over you, washing away the anger.
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Beware of being patronizing!
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Key idea










When we forgive others, we can better forgive ourselves. When we forgive ourselves, we can better forgive others. And just as we forgive others over and over again, so we can forgive ourselves on a daily basis. Compassion starts at home.
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Oscar Wilde said that the best way to annoy someone is to forgive them for something: ‘Always forgive your enemies – nothing annoys them so much.’ This always makes me laugh – but there’s a lot to learn from it, too! When someone tells you unasked that they’re prepared to forgive you, it implies they’ve judged you and that you’ve done something wrong and they are the innocent party. True or not, the unbidden forgiveness is likely to infuriate you.


Similarly, it’s best not to claim to forgive someone for actions inflicted on someone else. One friend, who readily regretted the way she’d behaved in a certain situation, was gobsmacked when an acquaintance who had nothing to do with it said to her: ‘I forgive you.’ ‘Who does she think she is – God?’ exclaimed my exasperated friend.


So do beware of being pompous and patronizing in the way you forgive. Almost always, it’s better to say nothing and to forgive silently and inwardly. Remember that it’s not only, if at all, a gift for the one who’s hurt you – it’s for yourself. Unless someone expressly asks you to forgive them, forgiveness is best left unspoken.


However, there are times when we are beset with guilt for a hurt we’ve caused someone that we long to be forgiven. And when that forgiveness comes, all we need do is to accept it as wholeheartedly as it is offered, and feel the generosity of compassion and goodwill that prompted it.


How forgiveness frees us from a range of negative emotions


The negative emotions hurt causes are complex. Often, we’re taken first by surprise as most of us are naturally trusting that others will be pleasant to us. From there our emotions can range across shock, outrage, fear, defensiveness, anger, rage and disbelief and leave a lasting legacy of bitterness, resentment, blame and a desire for revenge. All feel horrible and, in disrupting our personal peace and sleep, spoil our life in countless ways.


Any kind of forgiving attitude lessens this burden of negativity – the more holistically we forgive, the more psychological freedom we gain. And when we are free of blame and shame, we can behave and live positively. It feels good.


As negativity moves out, positivity moves in. The more forgiving we are, the more positive we are, enabling us to reclaim our peace, our joy, our life.
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Key idea










Simply contemplating the possibility of forgiveness is a catalyst that instantly lifts some of the negativity of blame and anger. As negative emotions lessen in any way, your whole system relaxes. It’s all to do with your body’s natural balancing and healing ability – homeostasis – but you will find out more about that, as well as about all the aspects of forgiveness introduced in this chapter, throughout this book.
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Focus points










✽  Forgiveness is a way of giving to ourselves and others. It frees us from blame and bitterness and blesses us with love.


✽  Forgiveness takes many forms, including being compassionate and fair.


✽  Being forgiving is a choice you can make and it feels good.


✽  Readiness to make and/or accept an apology helps you heal.


✽  Being willing to forgive ourselves and others is a great strength and a sign of wisdom.
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Next step










In Chapter 2, First steps to forgiving, we’ll look at some of the ways in which we can choose to forgive and accept forgiveness, not just as occasional acts but by taking on the whole spectrum of forgiveness as a way of life.
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2


First steps to forgiving
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In this chapter you will learn:


•  How to nurture a forgiving way of being


•  That sometimes when we find offence it is our own behaviour that has led to it


•  How thinking ‘you, me and we’ instead of ‘I, I, I’ can be more fulfilling


•  How self-understanding can create the conditions for forgiveness.
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Forgiveness starts now. It’s in the moments of this day and every day. Every moment is a different starting point – the rest of your life begins here – isn’t that an amazing, inspirational thought? We’re so used to walking along with one foot in the past, it’s mind-boggling to register that actually you don’t have to. The past is the past. By all means remember with happiness the good of the past and carry it with you to warm you along the way, but don’t linger in the bad and definitely don’t hang on to it.
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Key idea










The present starts now – the future is yours to step into, unfettered by resentment and bitterness, unkind thoughts and unresolved regrets.
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There are so many ways to forgive and follow a forgiving way of life; here are some helpful first steps to find your own way and get going.


Deciding on your aim


Focusing on your intention to live forgivingly – that is, well, kindly and fairly – is a great beginning. When we project an idea, we move along with it and towards it subconsciously as well as consciously. It makes it so much easier to fulfil, and it’s surprisingly fulfilling along the way. It’s such an exciting, feel-good course of action that you may think you want to do it all – the whole spectrum of forgiveness – right away.
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Remember this










Being forgiving is complex and often multi-layered, so there’s much to learn about yourself and others, and much to practise. It’s interesting and often surprising, so take time to enjoy the quest step by step.
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Remembering that a forgiving attitude is your choice, now and every day


If you’re feeling decidedly unforgiving, don’t worry. You’re bound to have spontaneous thoughts that aren’t forgiving. It’s so easy to criticize and blame others, and to sabotage your own self-esteem, too. The forgiving path isn’t about ignoring negative feelings – they may be very valid and it’s important to notice and review them. But you don’t have to get them out of all proportion and/or obsess about them – that won’t do anyone any good, least of all yourself. Constructively and positively working out the best way forward is the key. That automatically guides you to take an overview of the situation, allowing you to see all the various viewpoints and aspects clearly. Your understanding will then become wider and deeper and you’ll feel a lot better and be in a much better frame of mind to act fairly.


NOTICING THOUGHTS


Forgiveness is there alongside the thoughts that come into your mind – the invited ones when you’re thinking through something as well as the spontaneous ideas. Openness is part of it – being honest about and with yourself. Self-understanding follows and helps you to be less judgemental and more forgiving in other ways, too.
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Remember this










You are in control of your thoughts. You can choose to think forgivingly.
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Keeping calm


If you’re hurt or angry, you’ll probably feel fraught and the more stressed out you get the harder it is to be tolerant, let alone empathic. Although it can be infuriating when someone else tells you to calm down, telling yourself to do so is astonishingly effective and it’s possible to stop anxiety in its tracks by simply deciding to stay calm and chill out. Just remember that it’s your mind and you are at the controls of it.


A wry sense of humour helps tremendously. Are there any catchphrases that make you smile? They can be useful as instant smile-makers and relaxers. A friend of mine swears by the one from the much beloved UK television series Dad’s Army: ‘Don’t panic, Captain Mainwaring!’ My friend says: ‘It makes me giggle inside and giggling is a great stress buster.’ Oddball’s devastatingly laid-back line from Kelly’s Heroes has the same effect for me: ‘Don’t make with the negative vibes, man.’ And then there’s the immortal ending of the film Monty Python’s Life of Brian when Brian sings ‘Always look on the bright side of life…’


This may sound flippant, but I learned from my mother and her friends who, like her, were nurses in war zones that in times of stress there’s nothing like humour for helping you hold on and cope. A sense of humour, bizarre as it may seem, can help us keep it together in dire circumstances and stay within the forgiving spectrum.


Stopping a fracas or feud before it begins


Catchphrases are also great for flashing a warning sign whenever we’re in danger of developing a grudge against someone.
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Case study: How Dan rediscovered an old catchphrase










I asked a counsellee, Dan, to think of a catchphrase that would help him control his tendency to take against people easily. He remembered: ‘Even as little kids, my sister and I were aware that Mum, usually so kind and caring, was ultra-sensitive. If someone said or did something unkind to her, her first reaction was to get into a strop about it and sound off, not to the person, but to us. Dad knew it, too, and would say to her quietly: “Don’t get up against them.” It was a good catalyst; the familiarity of it was all it took for her to let go of her indignation and relax.’


Dan realized that he was as sensitive as his mother and decided to try using his father’s mantra: ‘Don’t get up against them.’ Next time we met he said it had already proved helpful in helping him let it go when someone said something that seemed offensive.
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Another popular British English phrase is ‘Don’t get your knickers in a twist.’ It’s funny and speaks volumes about how annoying being irritated can be – and somehow saying it is all that it takes to calm you down and not ‘get up against’ someone.
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