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INTRODUCTION

Welcome to a brand-new life, seriously! For the last forty years of my life, Monday through Friday, I have been helping individuals and couples work through some of the toughest issues souls can endure. These souls and hearts have been abused, neglected, or abandoned by their parents. They have been sexually abused or raped. The one they married who promised before their families to “forsake all others and to love, honor, and cherish them” cheated on them, spent decades soaking in pornography, or haven’t had a physical relationship with them for years or even decades.

These hearts and souls came in Monday to do a five-day intensive counseling, and by Friday, they were able to process the traumas and forgive or be given the tools to forgive. I have countless faces in my mind as I write this seeing them living the Forgiveness for Everyone lifestyle.

I have lived in Colorado Springs for over two decades, and I have found that life is like so many of the trails I have hiked. You have to work to get there, but the views are spectacular. However, you can slip into a ditch and have one of your feet stuck in between a rock and you can’t move. You have to find a way out to continue the hike. You can see the peak, but now you feel trapped and unable to reach it.

Forgiveness for Everyone allows you to lift that rock, be no longer trapped, and live the freest life you could ever imagine. Welcome to the adventure!






CHAPTER ONE [image: ] The Journey to Peace and Freedom


We are about to embark on one of the most powerfully freeing journeys of your life. Are you ready? Hold on. You are going to feel things you may have never felt before and realize a strength you never knew you had. It’s a strength that rises up from inside you, empowering you to do things you previously thought impossible.

It sounds like watching a Hollywood blockbuster. You’re sitting on the edge of your seat in the theatre, seeing cinematic characters develop into heroes as the story unfolds. In the beginning of the story, the hero is weak, lost, and uninformed in their great powers. Then, a crisis hits seemingly bigger than they can handle, and they flee to meet some well-informed person and learn about their genealogy or special gift. After going through some highly secret training, “Voilà!” they become heroes saving lives, the world, and maybe even the universe. This is called a hero epic and is by far the favorite of moviegoers worldwide.

Our journey, however, is not about a character created out of some writer’s imagination in a world that doesn’t actually exist. It’s a real journey taken by real humans and is one of the most significant journeys that each of us must take, whether we wish to or not. I’m not talking about everyone else either. I am talking about you. In this journey we are about to take, you will go face-to-face with your own past and what has specifically happened to you, affecting your heart, your soul, and possibly even your body. You will face the memories of real people in your life who have caused you real pain. But make no mistake about it; you are the hero who is going to climb mountains and travel the valleys or deserts to arrive at the place every soul desires deeply, that place called Peace and Freedom that comes from forgiveness.

This is a lasting peace, not the kind you get from experiencing one of the wonders of the world, sitting by a tranquil lake, strolling a beach at sunset and feeling the ocean’s warm breeze, or taking in the fresh fragrance of the forest after a rain. I’m talking about a peace you will be able to have every step of your life, knowing you are free. I mean, really free from past hurts or things that have happened to you. At the end of this journey, you will have faced your story; forgiven those in your story, as well as forgiven yourself; and emerged possessing the peace of a clear conscience before God and men. You’re not only experiencing peace; you are at peace. There is a place called Peace and Freedom, but it takes a journey to get there.

A passage in Psalms best describes this journey as God’s children. “Blessed are those whose strength is in you, whose hearts are set on pilgrimage [journey]. As they pass through the Valley of Baka [valley of weeping], they make it a place of springs; the autumn rains also cover it with pools. They go from strength to strength…” (Psalms 84:5–7, emphasis added). When our hearts are set on pilgrimage, when we go through the Valley of Baca, those places of woundedness, God promises to turn them into areas of springs and refreshment, of peace and freedom. The key to walking this passage out in real life is the word set. The traveler’s heart is set, or fixed, on taking the pilgrimage/journey until the end.

This is the journey every soul will be challenged to take. I have counseled many who have gone all the way through to their journey’s end. Some souls, however, fear the journey so much that they cower in the shadows of who they really could become. Some get sidetracked by judgment, bitterness, or the pure distractions of this life, pulling them away from the journey within. After counseling thousands of souls, I’ve come to solidly believe in our indestructibility as we take this journey. You may feel frail, fragile, or even doubtful, yet by utilizing the tools in the following pages, you can not only confidently arrive at that place of peace and freedom, but you might also receive the calling to help others along this journey of forgiveness that is for everyone.

For a couple of decades, I’ve been blessed to live in Colorado Springs. What I’ve discovered over the years is the people who live here are some of the most adventurous, outdoor-loving people in the country. They climb mountains for entertainment on the weekends, often scaling thousands of feet before breakfast. They go whitewater rafting in frigid water, camp out in the snow, and rappel off the sides of rocky cliffs. You get it. Here is my point: Usually, on these types of adventures, you are introduced to a particular person before you start. The group gathers around this person called your guide.

Now, a guide is a unique kind of person. He or she loves what they do so much, they do it thousands of times and help thousands of people go from point A to point B. The really good guides have a knack for getting you excited as you climb, camp, or raft. They paint the adventure so beautifully, telling the glories of the journey about to be taken to those they are leading, that even a sane person would want to take the journey. Their joy for their particular expedition is so contagious, you almost want to give up your responsible life and go be a guide for a few years. Then, of course, they warn you of the possibly dangerous aspects that you could face, like injuries or death, and how to best prevent these from happening to you. Finally, there is the last part of the guide’s discussion, which is critical to the entire experience. The guide will tell you a little bit about their own story, which makes them flawed, lovable, courageous, and slightly more trustworthy as they are transparent and vulnerable with themselves and with you.

On this journey you are taking through these pages, I will be your guide. My prayer is that I will be a good one. As your guide, it’s my responsibility to share my own story to reassure you that I have traveled the road of forgiveness for decades. Also, I have helped countless people travel the various terrains of forgiveness and am more than qualified to take you through your own journey of Forgiveness for Everyone.



My Story

My story starts before I was born. My mother had an affair during her first marriage, and I was conceived as a result of that adultery. This led to her first divorce, while being pregnant. Being a single mother back in the early 1960s with only an eighth-grade education and virtually no job skills meant living in poverty. She met a man in a bar, and he married her, pregnant and all. His last name was Weiss. They stayed married for a handful of years and had three more daughters before his alcoholism killed that marriage. Being single with three other children, she couldn’t provide. Destitute and without support from her own family, she put us four children in foster homes. I remember going to several of these homes as a little guy. Eventually, my mother was able to convince the social worker she and her new live-in boyfriend could provide for us. Together, they got each of us out of our separate foster care homes.

We had no books in our house during my junior high years. My mother, however, somehow purchased a human sexuality college textbook and gave it to me to read. I don’t remember reading much, but the pictures started what would become a sexual addiction for years. Around that same time, I was walking across town one early evening, and a man offered me a ride, gave me alcohol, got me very drunk, and sexually abused me. This led to much promiscuity with women for years. The alcohol and drugs were becoming a habit to cover the neglect in the home, the sexual abuse, and the lack of any spiritual life.

At nineteen, I realized my life was going nowhere, and I knew if I kept going the way I was, I would only leave a trail of self-destruction and suffering for those around me. Years prior, at twelve, I’d been sent off to a Salvation Army camp, where I’d gone down the aisle to accept Christ as my Savior. After that the Holy Spirit never let me go, and at nineteen, I still knew Jesus was God. Late one night at another church campground with nobody else around, I knelt down and said, “Jesus, I know you are God. I will give you my life 100 percent and do whatever you say for thirty days, and if my life is not improved by then, I will kill myself.” I was just being raw and real with God. He heard my prayer, and shortly thereafter, I enrolled in Bible school.

At Bible school, the pastor of a large church attempted to sexually abuse me. He was later found guilty of sexually abusing several young men and destroyed the church I had grown to love. After seminary and starting my career, a deacon of my church got me involved in a Ponzi scheme, and I lost all of my savings. He served years in jail for all the people he swindled.

Professionally, I have had several professional counselors from well-known ministries attack me and my work. People have viciously lied about me. I have gone through several betrayals of people I loved, trained, and economically blessed significantly. They were all professing Christians. Half of my pastors over the years have fallen to sexual sin. There are other stories of people with whom I have had to make the journey of forgiving so I could be at peace and free from their sin in my life.

The trail God has led me on has resulted in a number of insights that have helped me and many of my clients as well. The tools that I will share with you in the following chapters are tried and true. I personally and professionally know they will work when actually applied to your own journey as you go through these pages with me as your guide.








CHAPTER TWO [image: ] Solving the Riddle


Let’s start our journey together with a little riddle. Ready? Here goes:

What is present on any journey of a thousand miles, yet is also present just going to the store, church, or gym? You come across it frequently and have to go through it to arrive at your destination.

Do you know the answer? Here are some hints.


	It’s shaped like an octagon.

	It has to be obeyed.

	It is red.

	It says STOP on it.



You got it: a stop sign! Okay, I know that was a no-brainer, way too easy. I did it because, on this journey, we have to start with the stop signs. But why there? That seems like an odd place to begin a journey of forgiveness. I mean, to get to our destination, we need green lights, not stop signs. Why not start with some big theological point about forgiveness and how we must do it, or something like it? We’ll certainly get to some of those things later, but for now, as a psychologist, if I can help you acknowledge a few of the stop signs in your life, you might be able to arrive at your destination much quicker, safer, and without a collision somewhere on your journey early on. Stop signs are meant for you to stop, look both ways, and keep on driving to get wherever you are going. Some people, though, after they hit one of these stop signs on the road to forgiveness, instead of driving through, stay stopped because they give in to denial, anger, judgment, depression, pessimism, bitterness, and the fear of trusting others again. Instead of living life to the fullest, they hide in the shadows of what was done in the past, staying wounded rather than getting healed. They become stuck or run out of gas in that place.

That does not have to describe you or me. Today is a new day! In this second chapter, we are going to acknowledge these stop signs and, I hope, allow you to get an easier start to your journey called Forgiveness for Everyone.

These stop signs that we must encounter are beliefs we have in our hearts. No doubt, defying stop signs can be fatal, but not moving on past them can be as well. We encounter them to deal with them. The one thing I have learned for certain after counseling souls for almost four decades is that if someone believes something with all their heart, they will behave in accordance with their beliefs, even if they are false assumptions.

For example, if someone believes they are worthless, they will believe and make choices based upon being worthless. But when the light of truth is revealed and received, they will be free. “And you shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free” (John 8:32 NKJV). The truth is, they are worth the blood of Christ because He says so—and the same is true for you. “But God demonstrates His own love toward us, in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us” (Romans 5:8 NKJV). The Creator of life loves you so intensely that He allowed His own Son to die in your place before you ever repented. Forgiveness for us resided in the heart of God from the beginning.

If you believe one of these following stop signs, you will behave as you believe and will be stuck—limited on your journey of forgiveness simply because you believe something that is not true at all. So, if you hit a stop sign that you have held on to, please consider letting it go and embracing the truth that will set you free.


Stop Sign #1: I Have to Confront Them in Order to Forgive Them

When someone holds this belief, they may cling to unforgiveness for years or an entire lifetime. The belief is that the perpetrator of the abuse, neglect, heartbreak, slander, or flat-out lying, the one who damaged you emotionally, physically, spiritually, sexually, or even financially, is someone you must go toe to toe with in order to forgive them.

Although someone might deeply and truly believe this, there are no scriptural demands for it. I know the scripture tells us that if another believer sins against you, go privately and [deal with] the offense (Matthew 8:15). However, there is no command that we must confront someone in order to forgive that person for anything they have done to us.

Here is the problem with believing this stop sign on your journey to forgiveness. First, if this has happened in your past, you may never be able to locate the person(s) to confront them. According to this stop sign, that would mean you couldn’t forgive them. Second, they could be dead, as many of my clients have had a parent, sexual perpetrator, or bully die way before it was possible to confront them, or the client was not old enough or emotionally strong enough to forgive them.

Third, as I alluded to, especially with severe trauma, even thinking of them and what happened could trigger strong feelings of fear, hopelessness, or powerlessness, and you could shut down in their presence or, worse, be victimized by their response to you or by their blaming you for their perpetration in your life. This has happened to multiple clients of mine who confronted their perpetrator prior to seeing me. Many were re-traumatized by the response, denial, or attempts to blame them (the victim) for what their perpetrator had done.

I’ll never forget Suzie, a bright, successful businesswoman in her thirties with two daughters. She had been sexually abused by her uncle on and off for years and believed her parents knew about it and did nothing. She was deeply traumatized by the sexual trauma, as well as by her parents’ lack of intervention. Suzie was at the funeral of a family member, and she thought this uncle might be there. She believed that she would finally confront him about the years of sexual abuse. Suzie pulled him aside after the funeral and did exactly what she had done numerous times in her imagination. Two things happened that she didn’t expect: her feelings, and his response. She didn’t expect to feel so small and weak in his presence, making it hard to communicate what she wanted to say. She did manage to tell him that what he had done to her all those years was wrong. However, she wasn’t ready for his sociopathic response. “You wanted to do that, and you actually asked me to do that to you. You were a wild little girl that liked doing that with me.” When she heard those words, Suzie shut down immediately. She had to leave the funeral and then went into a deep depression before she came to me for counseling. Over time we were able to get her to assign full responsibility to the perpetrator and begin to heal from the trauma. She forgave him without re-confronting him, and today she is living a thriving life.

If you are determined to confront someone about a particular behavior, here’s my advice. First, go through all these pages ahead of you so you are stronger before you do that. Second, speak to a counselor to prepare and role-play for the worst possible response so you are not expecting the other person to automatically agree with you. Even though you are telling the truth, they may still be in denial or defensive about what occurred.





Stop Sign #2: They Have to Ask Me for Forgiveness in Order for Me to Forgive

“Well, when my mom comes to me and asks to be forgiven for physically beating me, shaming me, and making me the scapegoat for her awful life, sure, doc, I’ll forgive, but not until then.”

Charlie, a forty-eight-year-old deacon, spilled his woundedness to me as we were starting down his journey of forgiving everyone. Having every right to feel abused, he’d been beaten constantly by his alcoholic single mother, who never got over her husband’s affair and subsequent divorce. He was humiliated constantly, not only by their poverty, but by her showing up drunk, or not showing up, and his having to walk miles home. Charlie was in severe pain, and he believed with all his heart his mom had to repent before he could forgive her.

I have worked with thousands of women whose husbands were addicted to porn or had multiple affairs, and each one wanted their recently caught, physically fifty-year-old but emotionally fourteen-year-old husband, to sincerely repent and realize the pain he had put her through. However, because of his addiction and emotional immaturity, he simply wasn’t capable of it at that moment. He could say he was sorry, but that deep-felt repentance would come about eight to twelve months into recovery, when he could actually feel with empathy the pain he had caused. Was she to simply wait until he grew up? What if he never grew up? She could be stuck at this stop sign for quite a while, even if he was recovering from his addiction.

There are a couple of problems when you truly believe this stop sign—that they have to ask you for forgiveness before you can forgive them. First, only a small percentage of people are actually mature enough to see their own sin, go to the one they have wounded, and take full responsibility for their sin perpetrated against the other person. Take a moment and consider the thousands of sins you’ve committed versus the times you went and asked for forgiveness. It humbles us when we think about the significant difference between those two realities.

I’ll never forget being a young believer in Christ, maybe a year old in the Lord, when I went to a Christian conference. The speaker suggested we make a list of people we had hurt or harmed and go face-to-face with them, repent, and actually ask them to forgive us. There were about five thousand believers in attendance, so I assumed he knew what he was talking about. Shortly afterward, I made my list of people whom I felt I had harmed and went face-to-face with as many as I could locate. I’ll always remember several of the responses during this process of asking people to forgive me, such as, “I have never had anyone ask me to forgive them before.” Now, I think not too many people actually go around asking forgiveness for those people they hurt. To expect your list of people to come and ask you for forgiveness could keep you at this stop sign for years, possibly the rest of your life, and that would truly be sad.

Second, the problem with this belief is that you give all the power to the perpetrator as to whether you will experience the freedom that forgiveness brings you. Why would any rational person give anyone who was unwise or just plain wicked or uncaring enough to do such a thing to you any power over your life or freedom? The people who hurt you were perhaps immature, and we’ve all been there in our lives. They could be unsympathetic or just lack insight into themselves. We all know that person who can never be wrong or say they are sorry. Your perpetrator may also be wicked, evil, or have any number of psychological disorders prohibiting them from having much insight or self-awareness. So again, why would you give them the power to drive your car and suffer any of the consequences in your life from unforgiveness?

You will discover beyond any doubt that you are absolutely able to forgive without them being present or ever asking you for forgiveness. This truth gives you the ability to forgive anyone of anything without their cooperation at all. Right now, I can vividly picture so many faces of my clients after they realized they could forgive without the other person’s involvement. How much brighter and lighter they looked when they actually did the things that are written on the following pages. It makes me excited for your journey of forgiveness.




Stop Sign #3: They Have to Change Before I Forgive Them

I agree that in a perfect world, especially for those of us who follow Christ, it would be so awesome if, when someone sinned against us, they would come and take responsibility, ask for forgiveness, and then never commit that behavior again. If you have lived on this incredible planet for very long, you might have realized that this is not always the case, for sure. I’ll be the first to agree it would be good for them and all the people they love if they would stop their hurtful behavior permanently. As a Christian psychologist who’s counseled people for almost four decades, I have come to believe, even of myself, that change is first a commitment and then a process to arrive at. For me, it would take intentionality, focus, and often accountability to see a change in behavior I didn’t like inside of me. If you look at yourself—whether your struggle is anger, being on time, patience, or something else—you see that it takes time to change. Should someone not forgive you as you mature in that area?

People change either when the Holy Spirit convicts them deeply, when they experience severe consequences, or from peer pressure. Making change a prerequisite for you to forgive, like with stop sign number two, allows the other person to drive your car instead of you driving your car. The truth is, you have the power to forgive whether they ever change or not. You might need to set boundaries if they don’t change or even end the relationship. However, you don’t have to give them your power to forgive them. That is 100 percent yours, and you can use it any time you want for anyone you want. It’s your gift, and nobody has to change one iota for you to fully forgive and walk free from any sins they have committed against you.




Going Through the Stop Signs

When you are going to your favorite destination, be it the beach, the mountains, work, or the gym, you will encounter several stop signs along the way. These signs are there to keep you safe and to help those on the roads move along in an orderly manner. You might have encountered one, two, or all three of the above stop signs while traveling on your journey of trying to forgive those in your past who may have caused you pain. However, if you have been stopped for a while at any of these stop signs on your road to forgiveness, it’s time to grip the wheel and drive through them, fully embracing the road ahead of you. It could feel somewhat uncomfortable or even frightening to forgive, just like I have felt looking at a mountain we are about to climb. Yet, by taking one step at a time as the guide leads us, we’ll see many splendid things and have a great sense of accomplishment when we reach the summit. It’s an incredibly breathtaking view you only get by being on top of a mountain.

That is my wish for you as you follow along a tried-and-true path that so many have already taken with life-altering results. There’s a freedom their heart had never experienced before and results they couldn’t even explain. This is not only possible for you but probable if you stay on the path and do the work that’s ahead of you to forgive everyone.








CHAPTER THREE [image: ] What Am I Forgiving?


Dr. Weiss, I have been a believer for a long time, over thirty years,” Rodney says to me. He’s come for a five-day counseling intensive. “I know that I’m supposed to forgive,” he continues. “I have had a whole lot of stuff happen to me; some I think I brought on myself, so what exactly am I supposed to be forgiving here?”

Rodney was right; he had endured a lot of physical abuse from his dad and older brother. He was never protected by his mother, who was cold and disconnected from him. He was bullied at school and then hit by a drunk driver at twenty, which took a year to recover from. His first and second wife cheated on him—in one case, with one with his best friends—just to mention a little of what he had gone through in his life.

Rodney was intelligent and owned a successful business with several employees. His porn addiction was what brought him to me, but boy, he was going to need to travel the road to forgiveness. Jacked up emotionally, he could not share a feeling. He was angry and had no real life other than his work. Rodney was one of many clients I would see who, to some degree, didn’t even realize what he was supposed to forgive people for. Not because he wasn’t bright, but because he didn’t have a language for what he was actually forgiving because Rodney’s abuse, neglect, and betrayal were his everyday life.

You might be in the same boat. I know I was. I didn’t really know what neglect was until after I was counseling others for a while. I didn’t realize that much of what I had experienced after getting saved were things I really needed to take the journey of forgiveness on, but I did, and I am glad I did.

So, what are we forgiving? One thing we are forgiving is the SIN that others have done to us, and that simple three-letter word has so many different manifestations. Some of these sins are willful in that the other person didn’t care if you got hurt by their behavior, or maybe they were intentionally trying to hurt you with their behavior. Others have sinned against you because they are human sinners, and that’s what sinners do. They sin, and sin hurts people. They could be completely unaware of how their actions affected you and had no intention to cause pain, but nonetheless, it was a sin, and you got hurt.

This journey of forgiving everyone is precarious, to say the least. Most believers know that we are all sinners and realize our personal need for forgiveness for big and little stuff. Yet we are also called upon by our Creator to forgive sin in its various manifestations. Let’s look at these various manifestations through a few different lenses.
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