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         It’s a simple truth that even the most begrudging grudge-holder must one day admit: hard feelings are often hardest on those

         who cannot—or will not—forgive. That is why those who have hurt us seem to have moved on, leaving us mired in our blame, anger,

         and bitterness. Until now.

      


      In this much-needed antidote to the agony of repressed emotions, we learn to recognize forgiveness for what it is: not a sign

         of weakness but of profound emotional strength. And in the pages of this singular guide we discover the simple secret to making

         peace with the past: that only through the process of forgiving others can we ever truly forgive ourselves.
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      “Explores an ingredient that is essential to spiritual growth. Sid and Suzanne Simon bring the rare combination of vitality

            and gentleness to the recovery field.”


      —Stephanie S. Covington, Ph.D., L.C.S.W. author of Leaving the Enchanted Forest


      “Offers ordinary people like you and me the necessary strategies for letting go of our hurts. Forgiveness will be an experience you will treasure.”

      


      —Rev. Leo Hoar, Ph.D. professor and campus minister, Springfield College


      “Unique and important. The Simons have translated an important psychological and religious concept into a practical program

         for enhancing human relationships and personal growth. Their work is moving, profound in its implications and universally

         applicable.”

      


      —Dr. Howard Kirchenbaum senior fellow, The Sagamore Institute


      “Unfailingly convincing… [a] knowledgeable, dispassionate look at the process of truly letting go.”


      —Booklist


   

      

         SIDNEY B. SIMON has authored or co-authored seventeen books, including the bestselling Values Clarification and Getting Unstuck. He has held the post of professor of psychological education at the University of Massachusetts at Amherst.

      


      SUZANNE SIMON coordinates the Incest Survivors Support Group at the University of Massachusetts’ Every Woman’s Center. Together, through

         their popular “forgiveness workshops,” the Simons have helped thousands of people release the pain of unhealed wounds.
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      INTRODUCTION


      

         The world is round and the place which may


         seem like the end may also be the beginning.


      —Ivy Baker Priest Green Grows Ivy


      We stood around the casket, my brother, my sister, and I, gazing down at what remained of the man whom we had always loved

         but sometimes hated, whom we tried to respect but for so many years feared and avoided. He barely resembled the formidable

         giant who wielded so much power over us when we were children. He had been seriously ill for a long, long time.

      


      I cannot tell you what my brother and sister were thinking as they stood beside me in that dimly lit funeral parlor. I, however,

         was remembering the man who adored my mother, who would lean over to kiss her outstretched arm while she poured his coffee

         and played footsie with her under the dinner table. I was thinking about the man who had been a skilled craftsman, an imaginative

         storyteller, an avid reader, and an exceptional gardener. And with this last talent in mind, I broke the silence.

      


      “I thought we could bury these with Dad,” I said, reaching into my pocket to retrieve a gift I tearfully bought soon after

         receiving the news of his death. Both my brother and my sister laughed out loud when they saw what I held, a half-dozen packets

         of 

         seeds, the very same kind our dad planted each spring for as far back as any of us could remember. Reminiscing about our dad’s

         prize tomatoes and how no salad had ever tasted quite as good as the ones made from the vegetables he grew, we tucked the

         seed packets into his pockets and around his body. Sharing a joyful moment in the midst of an otherwise solemn occasion, we

         smiled affectionately and chuckled as we whispered to each other about visiting our father’s grave and finding a magnificent

         garden growing on it. We did not defame this man who was our father. We celebrated him.

      


      Yes, this was a fitting send-off for a man who cultivated the tastiest tomatoes on Long Island. But it was also much more

         than that. It was a tribute to the healing his children had done during the years preceding his death.

      


      You see, when we were young, Dad came into our bedrooms and sexually molested us. At other times, he exploded into violent

         rages, lashing out at us in anger and frustration. Yes, this man did some horrible things to us when we were children, and

         we had not forgotten that.

      


      In fact, had our dad died three or five or ten years earlier, we might have stayed away from his funeral altogether, and if,

         out of duty, we had attended it, we would not have been able to see anything good in him. We could not have acknowledged that

         there was more to him than the abuse he perpetrated or that we were more than the victims of his abuse. Instead of tranquillity

         and affectionate laughter, there would have been bitter tears and stone-cold silence, resentment, pain, anger, regret. We

         might have condemned him to rot in hell and condemned ourselves to more years of hiding, hating, and hurting. But instead,

         we walked away from his coffin knowing that he would rest in peace and even more important, that we would go on living at

         peace with ourselves.

      


      What made the difference for us? Forgiveness.


      Perhaps you are shaking your head in disbelief right now and wondering how anyone could truly forgive something as unspeakable

         as incest. You may even be asking yourself why anyone would want to. The truth is that we did not want to or set out to forgive.

         All we ever wanted was for pain from the past to stop interfering with our lives and our happiness in the present. To accomplish

         that, my sister, my brother, and I, each in our own way, worked through our pain and let go of it.

      


      We did not and never will forget what had happened to us. We did not and never will condone our father’s actions. Nothing

         could alter the fact that how he treated us was no way to treat little 

         kids. Yet, before our dad died, according to our own needs and our own time frames, each of us reached a point where we no

         longer needed to make him pay for what he had done. We stopped expecting him to make up for it. We stopped using incest as

         an excuse for everything that was wrong with our lives. And we stopped waiting for our parents to give us as adults what we

         did not receive from them as children. We let go. We healed. And yes, we forgave.

      


      This ending in Suzanne’s life marked the beginning of our work in the area of forgiveness. We were already co-leading the

         personal growth workshops we offered together. But soon after her father’s death in July of 1984, we started to take a closer

         look at the process Suzanne went through in order to heal the psychological wounds she sustained during childhood and to forgive

         the man who had inflicted them. At the time, we suspected that forgiveness might be the missing “peace” that so many of the

         people we encountered in our workshops and seminars were so desperately trying to achieve. Six years later, we are more convinced

         than ever that it is.

      


      We have all been hurt. Lingering in the cobwebbed recesses of our mind is at least one memory—but more likely many memories—of

         parents who expected too much or too little, were overprotective and overbearing, distant and unaffectionate, absent or abusive;

         memories of teachers who belittled and berated us or labeled us a slow learner or a troublemaker, kept us after school for

         something we did not do or set us up as an example for the rest of our class; memories of being teased and taunted on the

         playground, chosen last in gym class, or left standing alone in a corner during junior high school dances. Some of us encountered

         prejudice, discrimination, or insensitivity because of our race, religion, or disabilities. Others were hurt when we were

         the subject of vicious gossip, passed over for a promotion, rejected by a lover, or betrayed by a friend.

      


      Yes, we have been hurt. As far back as childhood or as recently as last week, you may have experienced the sting of rejection,

         ridicule, humiliation, deception, disappointment, or abuse. This book is about healing those wounds.


      Of course, you may think that you have already done that in many cases. You may believe that you recovered from most of those

         old injuries and injustices years ago, that your painful or disappointing past experiences no longer affect you, and that

         may be true. We canheal our wounds to the point that they no longer interfere with our lives. But take a closer look at your life as it is today.

      


      Can you list the ways your life would be better if only something that happened in the past had never happened at all?


      Do you hold grudges and harbor bitter or resentful feelings toward your parents or siblings, refusing to speak to them or

         having a strained relationship with them at best?

      


      Did you swear you would treat your children differently from the way you were treated as a child but find yourself hitting,

         screaming, nagging, or doing and saying many of the same things your parents did or said to you?

      


      Do you frequently feel empty inside, perhaps filling the emptiness with alcohol or drugs, by overeating, working eighteen

         hours a day, gambling, or shopping until your credit card bills are sky high?

      


      Do you sometimes feel as if you are reenacting your past, playing the same old scenes in new settings with new actors standing

         in for the parents, lovers, former spouses, friends, or bosses who originally hurt you?

      


      Do new relationships fail to get off the ground because you fear that new friends or lovers will hurt or reject you as others

         have hurt or rejected you in the past?

      


      Have you built walls to keep people from getting close enough to hurt you, only to discover that you are trapped behind those

         walls, feeling lonely, isolated, and alienated?

      


      Do you approach any new challenge—whether a job interview or a blind date—expecting to fail or to be disappointed—because

         you have failed and been disappointed so often in the past?

      


      Do you do the bare minimum to get by at work; keep track of your spouse’s wrongdoings and review the entire list each time

         you argue; walk around with your “dukes up,” ready to do unto others before they can do unto you?

      


      Do you simply not feel whole? Even though you don’t know quite what it is, does something seem to be missing from your life?

      


      If you answered “yes” to one or more of these questions, chances are that you are still hanging on to something that once

         hurt you, and it is, in turn, hanging on to you—like the proverbial albatross around your neck, weighing you down, holding

         you back, and keeping you from liking yourself, enjoying your life today, or looking forward to the future. This book is about recognizing that connection between the past and the present, wrapping up unfinished business and putting

            it behind you once and for all.


      

         If what you have done and continue to do because you were hurt has made a negative difference in your life—and we have never

         known it not to—you made a wise decision when you picked up this book and began reading it. This book is about letting go and moving on.


      Many of the ideas you will find here grew out of our exploration of Suzanne’s personal struggle to heal and forgive. However,

         they are also an extension of Sid’s pioneering work in the areas of personal growth, values clarification, and self-esteem.

         For more than twenty-one years, his courses at the University of Massachusetts; workshops and seminars conducted throughout

         the United States, Canada, and Europe; and his books (such as Values Clarification and Getting Unstuck) have helped countless men and women improve their sense of self-worth and make positive changes in their lives. Yet in spite

         of all the progress these people made and no matter how many obstacles to change they dismantled, they still got stuck and

         they still told us that they felt something was missing from their lives.

      


      We began to wonder if the grudges, resentments, self-defeating habits, and everything else that goes along with not forgiving and not making peace with the past were the ultimate barrier to a healthy, productive, and satisfying life. Believing they were,

         in the fall of 1985 we presented our first forgiveness seminar at the Kirkridge Conference Center in Bangor, Pennsylvania.

         There, and at the many forgiveness seminars we have conducted since then, we have learned that forgiveness is indeed a matter

         of enormous importance to people of all ages and from all walks of life. We learned as much about forgiveness as we taught,

         and in this book we share the ideas and suggestions that have evolved over the past five years from our own and many other

         people’s experiences. The tears, laughter, anger, and honesty of those seminar participants testified to the resiliency of

         the human spirit and the capacity to heal and forgive that each of us has—no matter how we were hurt or how those painful

         past experiences have altered the course of our lives.

      


      Although you may not have been hurt by incest the way Suzanne was, whether or not they meant to, many different people have

         indeed hurt you—your parents, siblings, teachers, childhood playmates, grown-up lovers, and others. This book is about forgiving the people who hurt you, not as a favor to them, but so you can let go of the pain and get on

            with your life.


      As Suzanne will tell you, she did not forgive for her father’s sake or because it was the proper “Christian” thing to do:


      

         No, I forgave because that is what I needed to do to feel whole, to like myself, and to rid myself of the excess emotional

         baggage that was weighing me down and holding me back. I wanted peace of mind, and I could not have it as long as I was stymied

         by unfinished business from my past and expending most of my energy nursing my unhealed wounds. I was not happy with myself

         or my life. I thought that maybe, just maybe, I could do more and be more than I was. And so I chose to heal.

      


      This book describes a healing process that has worked in our own lives as well as in the lives of thousands of other men and

         women. You will read some of their stories on the pages of this book. It’s not that we (or they) are saints. We are not endowed

         with forgiving natures that border on the superhuman. We simply got tired of living in pain from the past and became willing

         to try something new. You can do that, too. Regardless of how you were hurt or what you have done because you were hurt, you

         have the inherent wisdom and the inner resources to heal your wounds and create a better life.

      


      Like the people you will read about in this book, you can re-create your life, rebuild your self-esteem, and find the inner

         peace that has eluded you—if you are willing to work your way through an ongoing healing process that helps you to:

      


      

         	acknowledge that you were hurt and what you have done because you were hurt;


         	get rid of guilt and shame and stop taking all of the blame for everything that ever happened to you;


         	stop playing the victim who wallows in self-pity, indulges in self-destructive behavior, lashes out at innocent bystanders,

            goes through life expecting the worst, or perpetually repeats the past;

         


         	unload your anger and indignation;


         	recognize that in spite of it all you did survive, that you developed personal strengths and compassion as a result of your

            past experiences;

         


         	put the past in its proper perspective, neither dwelling on it nor forgetting it, but rather seeing it for what it is—a part

            of who you are but not all of what you are.

         


      


      At the end of the road that many have traveled before you and many others are traveling now lies something you may have never

         known before, something you may have been looking for in all the wrong places throughout your life, something each and every

         one of us deserves—peace of mind, joy, hope, and a future that can be whatever you want it to be. But please do not think that forgiveness or the healing process that leads you to it is an instant miracle

         cure for all that ails you. The path you choose when you choose to heal is long, difficult, and even painful at times. Completing

         unfinished business and letting go of pain from the past takes time. It takes hard work and lots of it. Even though the ride

         may take you over rough terrain and through many a long, dark tunnel, we believe it is well worth the price of admission.

         We invite you to climb aboard, turn the page, and continue the journey you no doubt began a long time ago, by leaping the

         first of many hurdles you will encounter—the fear and skepticism you may feel when you consider the prospect of actually forgiving

         someone who hurt you.

      


   

      CHAPTER ONE
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      FORGIVENESS


      

         

         Forgiveness is not a new idea. Throughout our lives, parents, teachers, and religious leaders have urged us to:

      


      forgive and forget;


      let bygones be bygones;


      turn the other cheek;


      kiss and make up.


      “To err is human, to forgive divine,” we were told time and time again, until we were left with little doubt that forgiveness

         was a virtue, the good, honorable, and morally correct thing to do. Yet there is something disturbing about the prospect of

         actually forgiving the real people who caused us real pain. It is liable to make our stomach churn, our pulse quicken, and

         our palms sweat; to cause indignation and resentment to rumble to the surface. More often than not, instead of feeling loving,

         benevolent, and willing to forgive, we find ourselves thinking: “Wait a second, I’m the injured party here. Why should I do

         all the work? Why should I forgive them? They should be apologizing to me!”

      


      That statement certainly sums up Elise’s feelings about forgiving her sister Megan. Elise was a thirty-three-year-old high

         school English teacher, married and the mother of eight-year-old twins, 

         when we met her, and her feud with Megan, two years her junior, had been going on for decades. In fact, according to Elise,

         Megan had been a thorn in her side since the day she was born. “Megan was one of those babies everyone ‘oohed and ahed’ over

         all the time,” Elise explains. “She was adorable, she knew it, and she played it for all it was worth.” Elise’s mother dressed

         the two girls identically, but blond, blue-eyed Megan drew admiring looks and words of praise while gangly Elise with her

         mousy coloring and freckled face, heard, “Isn’t that sweet, you’re wearing the same outfit as your sister.”

      


      When the two girls were young, they went everywhere together. “Mom’s idea, not mine,” Elise sighs. “Megan was my little shadow.

         I couldn’t get rid of her, and if my friends and I didn’t do what she wanted, she nagged and whined or threw a tantrum.”

      


      Things only got worse as the two girls grew older. Megan, apparently well aware of her older sister’s less-than-loving feelings,

         became a ruthless “tattletale and attention grabber,” keeping an eye on Elise and reporting anything she did that might displease

         their parents. “Then she’d follow up by telling them something wonderful that she did that day,” Elise bristles. “It was the

         perfect one-two punch. I looked like the bad seed, and she was, as always, the little angel.” But what really got to Elise

         was that Megan, who had plenty of her own boyfriends, flirted shamelessly with the few boys Elise dated. “I still see red

         when I think about one guy whom I really liked, and she knew it,” Elise fumes sixteen years after the fact. “Megan did her

         little number on him, and he spent half the night talking about how gorgeous she was. The next day at school he came up to

         me and said, ‘I hope you don’t mind, but I’m going to ask your sister out.’ Do you think Megan, knowing how I felt about the

         guy, told him to take a hike? Of course not. She went out with him and came into my bedroom afterward to ‘compare notes’ about

         what a great kisser he was, knowing full well he’d never even kissed me.”

      


      As you can see, the injuries and injustices Elise believed she had suffered because of Megan could fill a list a mile long,

         and Elise is unwilling to let go of any of them. “Every potentially happy moment in my life, Megan took away from me,” Elise

         concludes, “right down to showing up on the night before my wedding, announcing that her latest boyfriend had gotten her pregnant

         and getting everyone so upset that they didn’t even care that I was getting married. She’s been one up on me since the day

         she was born. So why should I be the one to give up what’s left of my pride and dignity by forgiving her?”

      


      

         Elise equated forgiveness with:

      


      giving up;


      giving in;


      wimping out;


      admitting defeat.


      If such thoughts come to mind when you consider the prospect of actually forgiving someone who hurt you, then forgiveness is likely to seem as unappealing to you

         as it did to Elise. Chances are that you, like she, have been engaging in ongoing psychological warfare with your siblings,

         parents, children, present or former spouses, and anyone else who ever hurt you. They fired the first shot, and the running

         battle has continued ever since. Over the years you battled back with words and with silence, with acts that caused pain and

         acts that induced guilt, face to face and by physically and emotionally removing yourself from the battleground. At times

         you fought to win, hoping to finally get the upper hand and show them how it feels to be hurt by someone they love. But mostly

         you fought to keep from losing any more than you had lost already. You hold your ground by holding on to the pain you suffered

         at the hands of these enemies, by not forgiving them for what they have done. The ultimate irony is that in many cases, they aren’t even aware of your misery,

         and while you are turning yourself inside out, they don’t feel a thing.

      


      Like Elise, Warren, a thirty-five-year-old building contractor, has yet to find a convincing reason to forgive his father

         for treating him like “the invisible kid” throughout his childhood. “My father made it very obvious that he wished I’d never

         been born,” Warren claims, and as melodramatic as it might sound, his perception was not entirely inaccurate. His father was

         a first-year medical student when Warren’s mother became pregnant, and they married because “that was considered the honorable

         thing to do back then.” Warren still shudders when he recalls the arguments he overheard as a young boy, fights between his

         mother and father that “always got around to my father reminding my mother that she tricked him into marrying her by getting

         pregnant with me.

      


      “I figured that if I tried hard enough, I could earn his love,” Warren continues. “That there had to be something I could

         do to get him to pay attention to me and act the way fathers were supposed to act.” Unfortunately, nothing Warren did brought

         about the father/son 

         relationship he so desperately wanted. He studied hard and did well in school, but that did not impress his father. He went

         out for sports, but his father was always “too busy” to attend the athletic events in which Warren participated. “Once I spent

         a whole semester in wood shop making him these ornately carved bookends, and all he said was, ‘What are they supposed to be?’

         “

      


      Warren’s parents divorced when he was fifteen, and his father remarried immediately. Old wounds festered, and new ones were

         inflicted when his father and stepmother had three children in rapid succession and Warren spent holidays “watching them be

         the family I always wanted to have. My dad treated his new kids exactly the way I had been dying for him to treat me.”

      


      At twenty-one Warren gave up all hope of winning his father’s love. He dropped out of college and went into the construction

         business with the man his mother had married. He married and had children of his own, all the while making sure to avoid his

         father. This was easy for Warren to do, since, with the exception of a card at Christmastime, his father made no effort to

         keep in touch with him.

      


      With each passing year, Warren became more resolute about shutting his father out of his life just as he had once been shut

         out of his father’s life, so much so that when Warren’s father had a heart attack two years ago, Warren did not call or visit

         his father in the hospital. In fact, he and his wife had “the worst argument of our entire marriage,” because he learned that

         she had sent his dad flowers and a get-well card.

      


      “We still fight about my dad,” he sighs. “Since the heart attack he’s been calling us, inviting us to his house, saying he

         wants to get to know his grandchildren. My wife talks to him because I won’t, and then she starts in about how we should patch

         things up. But I keep telling her there’s nothing to patch up. There’s nothing between us, and there never was. She dragged

         me to your seminar so I could learn to forgive him. But why should I do that? Because he’s getting old and wants to see his

         grandchildren? Well, that’s too bad. He should have thought of that before. He made his bed, let him lie in it.”

      


      Warren associates forgiveness with:


      forgetting;


      absolving;


      condoning;


      letting the “bad guys” get away with the rotten things that they have done.


      

         You too will be reluctant to forgive if, like Warren, you subscribe to the theory that forgiving lets the “bad guys” off the

         hook, that it allows them to get away without having to suffer for what they have done. And most of us do indeed believe that

         the people who hurt us should pay for the pain they caused, that they deserve to be punished, not forgiven. What’s more, because we were the one they hurt, we feel obliged to mete out that punishment, which we do by not forgiving them, by continuing to resent them and snipe at them, by not speaking to them and generally refusing to readmit

         them to the human race.

      


      Hardest of all is continuing to see them on a regular basis and forcing ourselves to act as if nothing is wrong—all because

         we don’t know how to confront them with our anger. If we were to unlock the prison gates and let them out, we fear that we

         would be shirking our responsibility to “make them pay.” If we forgave them, we believe we would be betraying ourselves and

         negating or minimizing the impact of the pain they caused us. Obviously, when seen in this light, forgiveness is unlikely

         to top the list of priorities in our lives.

      


      Of course, many of the people we meet do not react to forgiveness as vehemently as Elise and Warren did. Indeed, some have

         what might be described as a nonreaction, insisting that there is nothing for them to forgive. For instance, Marcy, who attended

         one of our forgiveness seminars with her mother, a recovering alcoholic, came up to us during a break and said, “I really

         don’t understand any of this. What’s done is done. I can’t go back and change the fact that my parents were alcoholics. My

         dad is dead. My mom doesn’t drink anymore. So what’s the point of digging up all this old stuff? It’s only going to complicate

         my life and make me remember things I’d rather forget.”

      


      Pursuing a similar line of thinking, a colleague of ours who is quite frank about expressing his conviction that teaching

         forgiveness is “hogwash,” says, “You’ll turn everyone into benign, benevolent zombies. They’ll all be too blissed out to function

         in the real world, where you need a good, strong suit of armor to make sure you don’t get eaten alive.”

      


      This perspective reflects the idea that attempting to forgive the people who hurt you will:


      open up a Pandora’s box;


      send you plunging into an emotional abyss;


      

         force you to relive unpleasant experiences and admit how badly you were hurt in the first place;

      


      leave you vulnerable to being hurt again.


      If you feel this way about forgiveness, for one reason or another, we think you might just be afraid to forgive. Perhaps anger,

         bitterness, and resentment serve as a barrier that protects you from pain, anxiety, and self-doubt. Or you may believe that

         any move you make to forgive the people who once hurt you will unleash a tidal wave of frightening emotions and mind-boggling

         questions. For perhaps the first time in decades, you will be forced to seriously consider the magnitude of old injuries and

         injustices as well as acknowledge the damaged life you have led because of them. You will have to admit you were hurt and

         examine the details of how, when, and why you were hurt. What’s more, you may have to give up the attitudes and behaviors

         that have protected you from being hurt again. From this vantage point, forgiveness is a frightening concept indeed, and most

         of us prefer to avoid rather than openly embrace the things we fear.

      


      Even for those of you who picked up this book feeling ready to forgive, feeling willing and even anxious to get rid of your

         grudges and heal your old wounds, forgiveness is not easy. It is not easy to do, and the thought of doing it is not easy to

         accept. If it were, you would have done it by now. But the fact is you haven’t, and one of the reasons you haven’t is that

         not forgiving provides you with certain payoffs or illusions:

      


      • The illusion that if this hadn’t happened, you’d have a “perfect” life.


      Not forgiving provides a readily available explanation or excuse for anything and everything that is wrong with you and your life. If only

         things had been different and you had not been hurt when and by whom you were hurt, you would be so much better off than you

         are now. But since those bad things did happen and you cannot alter the fact that they happened, how can you (or anyone else)

         expect you to be any way but the way you are? At one time or another, most of us have used this line of thinking to get us

         off the hook. If we do heal and forgive, we will not be able to use it anymore.

      


      • The illusion of being good.


      Not forgiving helps you define who you are. You are the 

         victim of some injury or injustice. And although this may make you feel less lovable and capable than nonvictims, you are comforted

         nonetheless by the fact that you are one of the good guys—since the people who hurt you are obviously the bad guys. Once you

         forgive, the world can never again be defined in such black-and-white terms. You will have to accept and deal with shades

         of gray.

      


      • The illusion of power.


      Not forgiving helps you compensate for the powerlessness you felt when you were hurt. In fact, while keeping the people who hurt you locked

         away in the prison of your mind, you feel practically omnipotent, since no one can make you forgive or force you to stop holding

         a grudge.

      


      • The illusion that you won’t be hurt again.


      Not forgiving protects you from being hurt again by the people who originally hurt you and by new people in your life. By keeping the pain

         alive, your eyes peeled for potential danger, and your guard up, you reduce the risk of ever again being rejected, deceived,

         abused, betrayed, or otherwise injured.

      


      But are the benefits of not forgiving worth the price you pay for holding grudges, harboring resentments, and hanging on to

         pain from the past? Is having a handy excuse not to try for more worth never having more because you did not try? Is being

         an innocent victim as fulfilling as being a survivor, or is that sense of power you get from holding a grudge as satisfying

         as having the power to make your own choices? And is protecting yourself from possible pain worth missing out on life’s real

         pleasures? We do not think so. We believe that the life you have now and can keep by not forgiving is not nearly as full and fulfilling as the life you could create by letting go of the pain and making peace with

         the past.

      


      


         What Forgiveness Is Not

      


      • Forgiveness is not forgetting. By forgiving the people who hurt us, we do not erase painful past experiences from our memory. Nothing we have done so far

         has been able to turn back the clock and remove the unpleasant incidents from our life history, and forgiveness 

         will not do that, either. We cannot forget, nor should we. Those experiences, and even the pain they caused, have a great

         deal to teach us, both about not being victimized again and about not victimizing others.

      


      • Forgiveness is not condoning. When we forgive, we lessen the past’s impact on our present and future, but this does not alter the fact that the injuries

         and injustices we experienced were painful and unfair when they occurred originally. By forgiving the people who hurt us,

         we are not saying that what was done to us was acceptable or unimportant or “not so bad.” It was bad. It did hurt. It has

         made a difference in our life. In fact, true forgiveness cannot occur while we are in any way denying, minimizing, justifying,

         or condoning the actions that harmed us.

      


      • Forgivenessis notabsolution. Many of us who were raised in the Catholic religion regularly confessed our sins and then received absolution. We performed

         whatever penance the priest suggested, and the slate was wiped clean until we next sinned, confessed, and were absolved. Many

         of us still associate forgiveness with this sort of absolution, but that is not what we are expected to do when we forgive

         the people who hurt us. We do not “let them off the hook.” We do not absolve them of all responsibility for their actions.

         They are still responsible for what they did and must make their own peace with the past.

      


      What’s more, “I absolve you” are words spoken from atop our mountain of self-rightousness and demonstrate that we have not

         yet healed our wounds or let go of pain from the past. They let us play God, a benevolent God this time rather than a punitive

         one, but still a God who judges and then condemns or absolves the sinner. Absolution is just another way to be “one up” on

         the people who hurt us. And that is not forgiveness.

      


      • Forgivenessis nota form of self-sacrifice. Forgiveness is not gritting our teeth and tolerating the people who hurt us. Plastering a smile on our face and “making nice”

         is not forgiving. Forgiveness is not swallowing our true feelings and playing the martyr, saying it’s all right when it is

         not or getting by somehow in spite of the pain. The “grin and bear it” approach to forgiveness makes life less joyful and

         more difficult. Actual forgiveness has the opposite effect and cannot be undertaken halfheartedly. We either forgive or we

         don’t. Being honest about the fact that we are not ready to forgive yet is better for us in the long run than pretending to

         forgive.

      


      • 

         Forgivenessis nota clear-cut, one-time decision. No matter how sincerely we want to let go of the past and move on with our life, we cannot expect to wake up one morning,

         think, “Okay, today’s the day I’m going to forgive someone who hurt me,” and then blithely do it. We cannot make a five-year

         plan that designates the first Tuesday of every third month as a forgiveness day or finish reading this book, make a list

         of people who have hurt us, and systematically forgive them. Forgiveness just doesn’t work that way. It cannot be forced.

         Forgiveness is what happens naturally as a result of confronting painful past experiences and healing old wounds.

      


      Forgiveness is a way of reaching out


      from a bad past and heading


      out to a more positive future.


      —Marie Balter


      Marie Baiter had plenty to forgive. Born to an unwed, alcoholic mother who could not take care of her, Marie was placed in

         foster care at age five and later adopted by a couple whose severe disciplinary measures included locking her in the cellar.

         By age seventeen Marie was virtually paralyzed by depression and suffered muscle spasms, choking, hyperventilation, and hallucinations,

         which doctors misdiagnosed, labeling her a schizophrenic. In 1947 she was committed to a state mental hospital, where she

         remained for the next seventeen years. They were years of utter hopelessness and despair. There were times when Marie could

         not eat or move and times when she contemplated suicide.

      


      Finally, in the early sixties, doctors reevaluated Marie’s condition and determined that she was not schizophrenic but instead

         suffering from depression and a panic disorder. With appropriate treatment and the help of friends and mental health workers,

         Marie was released from the hospital in 1964.

      


      At age thirty-four Marie had to decide what to do with her life, and she had every reason not to do much with it at all. After

         all, she had been abandoned and abused, locked away from the world, and robbed of seventeen years of “normal” living. She

         had every right to feel angry and bitter, sad and hopeless; to take it easy and live day to day, expecting little and settling

         for whatever she got. But that is not what she did.

      


      Marie married, earned a bachelor’s degree from Salem State College and a master’s degree from Harvard. She worked with psychiatric

         patients, lectured, and wrote her autobiography, which in 

         1986 was made into a television movie starring Marlo Thomas. Then in 1988, when Marie was fifty-eight years old, she returned

         to the institution where she had been confined for so many years—not as a patient this time, but as the hospital’s community

         affairs director. In an Associated Press article announcing her appointment, Marie Balter explained her triumph over enormous

         adversity in this way: “I would not have grown one bit,” she said, “if I had not learned to forgive.”

      


      When Marie Baiter attributed her triumph over adversity to forgiveness, she did not mean that she pushed painful memories out of her mind or pretended that they never happened; decided that painful past experiences

         were insignificant or justifiable; swallowed her feelings and went on in spite of them; or just woke up one morning and decided

         all was forgiven. But what did she mean? If forgiveness is not any of the attitudes and behaviors we already listed, what is it?

      


      

         What Forgiveness Is


      • Forgiveness is a by-product of an ongoing healing process. Many of us grew up believing that forgiveness was an act to be performed or an attitude to possess, and the reason that we

         could not forgive was that we were not trying hard enough. But what really keeps us from forgiving the people who hurt us

         is that we have not yet healed the wounds they inflicted.

      


      Forgiveness is the gift at the end of the healing process. We find it waiting for us when we reach a point where we stop expecting

         “them” to pay for what they did or make it up to us in some way.

      


      • Forgiveness is an internal process. It happens within us. It is a feeling of wellness and freedom and acceptance. Those feelings can be ours at any time, as

         long as we want to heal and are willing to try.

      


      • Forgiveness is a sign of positive self-esteem. It is no longer building our identity around something that happened to us in the past, realizing that there is more to us

         and more we can do. The past is put into its proper perspective, and we realize that the injuries and injustices are just

         a part of our life and just a part of who we are rather than all of us.

      


      The religions in which we were raised presented forgiveness as a moral obligation. To be considered “good” and worthy, we

         were supposed to “turn the other cheek” and forgive our enemies. We believe, however, that forgiveness is instead our moral right—a right to 

         stop being hurt by events that were unfair in the first place. We claim the right to stop hurting when we can finally say, “I’m

         tired of the pain, and I want to be healed.” At that moment, forgiveness becomes a possibility—although it may not become a reality for quite some time.

      


      • Forgiveness is letting go of the intense emotions attached to incidents from our past. We still remember what happened, but we no longer feel intensely angry, frightened, bitter, resentful, or damaged because

         of it. Forgiveness becomes an option once pain from the past stops dictating how we live our life today and we realize that

         what once happened to us does not have to determine what will happen to us in the future.

      


      • Forgiveness is recognizing that we no longerneedour grudges and resentments, our hatred and self-pity. We do not need them as an excuse for getting less out of life than we want or deserve. We do not need them as a weapon to

         punish the people who hurt us or keep other people from getting close enough to hurt us again. We do not need them as an identity.

         We are more than a victim of injury and injustice.

      


      • Forgiveness is no longer wanting to punish the people who hurt us. It is no longer wanting to get even or to have them suffer as much as we did. It is realizing that we can never truly “even

         the score,” and it is the inner peace we feel when we stop trying to.

      


      • Forgiveness is accepting that nothing we do to punishthemwill healus. It is becoming aware of what we did because we were hurt and how these attitudes and behaviors have also hurt us. It is deciding

         that we have simply done enough hiding and hurting and hating and that we do not want to do those things anymore.

      


      • Forgiveness is freeing up and putting to better use the energy once consumed by holding grudges, harboring resentments, and

            nursing unhealed wounds. It is rediscovering the strengths we always had and relocating our limitless capacity to understand and accept other people

         and ourselves. It is breaking the cycle of pain and abuse, ceasing to create new victims by hurting others as we ourselves

         were hurt.

      


      • Forgiveness is moving on. It is recognizing that we have better things to do with our life and then doing them.

      


      This is what Marie Baiter meant when she said she was able to 

         grow because she forgave. She and the people you will read about in this book were able to forgive because they made a concerted,

         ongoing effort to examine and heal their wounds, to clean up the unfinished business in their lives, to let go and move on.

         They changed their attitudes and behaviors, pushed through their fears, and gave up their grievances and condemning judgments.

         And you can do those things, too—not as a favor to the people who hurt you or because someone once told you that forgiving

         was the good or right thing to do—but for yourself, for your own health, happiness, and emotional well-being.
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