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Healing the Wounds of the Heart

“Healing the Wounds of the Heart is a superb book that 
allows us to understand both the why and how to forgive. The author’s study and 
practice shows his deep understanding of forgiveness. He offers compelling 
insights and moving stories. It is rare to find a book that is both simple and 
deep. I recommend this book without hesitation.”

– Frederic Luskin, Ph.D., author of Forgive for Good 
and director of the Stanford University Forgiveness Project

“Beyond answering the important question framed in the title, 
this book does a superb job of teasing out the nuances of forgiveness from 
beginning to end, reflecting the author’s deep experience, wisdom, and heart. 
For the person who wants to understand forgiveness, this book is an excellent 
choice. For the one ready to forgive, several practical approaches are provided. 
For those struggling with forgiveness, the book provides an invaluable 
discussion of the obstacles to forgiveness and the spiritual development that is 
possible to those who apply themselves to this path.”

– Eileen Barker, author of the Forgiveness Workbook 
and founder of the Path of Forgiveness

“This might be one of the most important books you will ever 
read. Everyone, without exception, has some forgiveness issues. Unknowingly, 
these issues drain our life of true vitality and joy. We’ve all heard that it’s 
good to forgive. The uniqueness of Olivier’s book lies in its clear explanation 
of why we probably won’t do just that. As a teacher of personnel development, I 
have seen people transformed and released upon realizing specifically why they 
hold on to pain and judgment. You can see in their eyes the immense gift it is 
to finally free the heart so it can love and dance once more. Read this book, 
free yourself.”

–Bernard Groom, A Course in Miracles teacher
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Foreword
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By Lewis Mehl-Madrona, M.D.,
author of Coyote Wisdom, Narrative Medicine 

and Healing the Mind through the Power of Story

I met Olivier through his 
translating of my book, Coyote Wisdom, into French. I attended one of his 
forgiveness circles at a workshop in France and was deeply moved by the power of 
his simple ceremony.

I remember so well the intensity of progressing around a circle of people, 
looking each one in the eyes, and saying, “Je te demande pardon (I ask 
your forgiveness).” I remember the simultaneous hilarity and seriousness of 
asking forgiveness from the devil for all the things we have blamed upon 
him/her/it/them unfairly. The devil just isn’t that powerful or ever present. 
The “devil,” of course, is a metaphor for all those we have unfairly, 
incorrectly, or unjustly vilified for deeds that they did not commit, including 
random occurrences.

Each time I have done the circle of forgiveness with Olivier, it has been 
equally powerful. When I have done them in workshops, people are impressed with 
the depth and power and healing that can be achieved in a short period of time.

I have watched as Olivier has spread his circles of healing around the globe 
over the years and am deeply impressed by his mission of global forgiveness.


Definition of Forgiveness

Olivier reminds us that we need to know what we mean by 
forgiveness. He notes that mainstream Euro-American culture has but a vague 
understanding of what is meant by the word. This makes it hard for us to talk 
about forgiveness with each other or to consider forgiveness of others.

Here is Olivier’s definition of forgiveness:

“Forgiveness – as we will consider it here – is indeed the 
healing, the curing of the heart’s wounds. It’s the balm that allows to cure 
them. It’s the remedy to be applied to emotional poisons such as hatred, rancour 
and resentment. Without forgiveness, healing cannot be achieved. The wound 
has only been clumsily hidden. We hide it behind the stories we tell ourselves, 
so it’s bound to reopen, and bleed again, at any time.”

The research is clear – being angry and bitter and pessimistic 
and resentful are not conducive to good health. Feeling grateful, being 
optimistic, practicing radical acceptance, cultivating loving kindness are good 
for health.

The Deneh from northern New Mexico and Arizona believe that the evil we do on 
earth, the mean deeds, the hurtful remarks, the abusive acts, cannot enter 
spirit world and must remain on earth. Therefore they ceremonially close a hogan 
when someone dies, so that this evil, which they call chinle, cannot get 
out and adversely affect someone else.

Cultural differences in definitions also exist. For example, compared with 
U.S. citizens, Japanese people focus more on restoring harmony in a relationship 
after an offence; they emphasize the need to adjust and to decide to forgive. 
They put less emphasis on emotional forgiveness and attention to individuals in 
comparison with Americans. The high value placed on maintaining relationships in 
Japan leads to different understandings of forgiveness.




Native American Story of Forgiveness

When I ponder a question such as the nature of forgiveness, I 
look to traditional indigenous stories for help, for they contain the wisdom and 
the philosophy of many years. Grudges are not held long in traditional stories, 
though evil creatures are summarily dispatched. In one Abenaki-Penobscot story 
from where I live in Maine, Glooskap (the cultural hero of the Wabanaki people, 
sent by Creator to do the “finish carpentry” of creation since Creator was too 
far away), is annoyed by a strong wind that keeps him from paddling his canoe on 
the lake to where the ducks are swimming. He’s hungry for duck, but he can’t get 
to them.

He asks Grandmother Woodchuck, his mentor and advisor, from where comes the 
wind? She’s reluctant to tell him, fearing that he has a scheme in mind. 
Finally, he convinces her to tell him who makes the wind. He learns about an 
eagle who perches on the tallest mountain and flaps its wings to make the wind. 
Glooskap climbs that mountain, and the wind is so fierce it blows off all his 
clothes and all his hair. Nevertheless, he makes it to the eagle and convinces 
it that there’s a better mountain and that Glooskap can take it there. The eagle 
agrees and he wraps it into a rug and stuffs the eagle headfirst into a hole on 
the other peak. He goes back to hunt duck, but everything has changed. The 
mosquitoes and the flies have taken over. Without the wind they can multiply 
aplenty. The lake has started to stink. The ducks are disgusted with the whole 
affair and have flown away.

Grandmother Woodchuck asked Glooskap what he has done. When he explains, she 
gives him a teaching about the balance of nature. Sheepishly, he climbs the 
mountain again, pulls the eagle out of the hole, and things return to normal. 
Revenge is never a consideration except perhaps in the sense of Glooskap’s going 
after the wind-eagle so that he would have a better day for fishing and thinking 
that he knew enough to control it, which he didn’t. Transgressions generally 
lead to teachings and not revenge.

In another Abenaki story, Glooskap enters a village which is in need of 
repairs. The people are nowhere to be scene. Glooskap finds them lying under 
maple trees, their mouths open, just letting the syrup drop down. In those days 
the syrup was thick and sweet and flowed all year long. The people had gotten 
fat and lazy from that constant supply of syrup. They’ve let their village 
deteriorate. Glooscap consults Creator and they decide to dilute the maple syrup 
so that it will take a lot of work to get it that sweet again and it will only 
run once per year. This is not a retaliatory gesture, nor an act of revenge, but 
a change made to get the people back on a good course. This is a constant theme 
in stories in which revenge could occur and doesn’t.




Clinical Story

Next, I think about the application of Olivier’s ideas to my 
clinical work. I do work with people who are traumatized – from historical 
trauma, intergenerational trauma, and ongoing trauma. They are wounded. We start 
by validating the anger – that these acts should have never happened and that it 
isn’t the person’s fault. Often the perpetrators of the violence are long gone 
or are different people (sobered, former alcoholic, for example) from when the 
violence occurred. The first order of forgiveness is self-forgiveness. People 
blame themselves for acts that they could not have committed to themselves.

I think of a woman who was beaten to near death by her older brother and her 
father and some other men. They were drunk and had decided she had dishonored 
the family and was a whore (she wasn’t). They beat her unconscious and left her 
to die. By chance (or through spirit intervention), she was found by an early 
morning hunter. He called the ambulance, and she went to the intensive care 
unit, where she stayed for several days. When she awoke, she refused to say who 
had beaten her, though she told me, years later. She left immediately and went 
to live in Hartford, Connecticut. She returned for the funeral when her older 
brother overdosed. Her father was no longer drinking, but he was fragile as was 
her mother. She decided to move home and take care of them. Naturally, this 
generated conflicting feelings which we had to discuss. She remained angry, even 
enraged at times, at her father, her older brother, and the other men, most of 
whom were also dead. Had she forgiven her father in a way, by coming home to 
help him and her mother? Had she forgiven her brother in a way by coming to his 
funeral? We worked with her stories about what could have been and what might 
yet become. We did ceremony. She came to the inipikaga that I do. She 
connected with a cousin and started going to Native American Church meetings. 
One day, we put all the photographs on chairs, and we duplicated Olivier’s 
process, but without extra people – just their ghosts, captured by the 
photographs. The result was powerful. As Olivier mentions, the focus is always 
on our letting go of the toxic energy. We can’t change other people; we can only 
open ourselves to the possibility of change.




Personal Story

I have used Olivier’s process to advantage in my own life. I am 
angry at my father for abandoning me/us. I am angry at my mother for covering up 
his identity. I am angry at my stepfather for how rejecting he was of me as his 
only non-biological child. During Olivier’s circle of forgiveness in France one 
day, I made progress in releasing that anger and accepting that these people 
were scared, almost teenagers, and that my stepfather, as wicked as I perceived 
him, was tremendously kinder than his parents were to him. I began to appreciate 
that we are all somewhere on the web that connects us all and that we need to 
stop judging people because we’re not in the same place on the web where they 
are, and we can’t know what forces are affecting them, so how can we criticize 
anyone. So Olivier’s process started my journey toward radical acceptance of 
these people who made, birthed, and parented me – virtual children themselves at 
the start of the journey.




Conclusions

With the help of don Miguel Ruiz, Olivier has developed a 
process that is benefiting people around the globe, one that can produce 
fantastic results in only two hours’ time. Some of that comes from the 
intentions that people bring to the circle for healing. Some of it comes from 
the practice of radical acceptance and radical compassion for self and others. 
However, I suspect one needs to be ready for this process. Those who choose to 
come, are; those who are not, stay away. Nevertheless, Olivier offers us a 
fantastic tool for reducing hatred on the planet, for deflecting the urge for 
revenge, for connecting with each other, and for trying to be the good people 
that our dogs already think we are.
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Preface
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I came across forgiveness very 
unexpectedly in 1999. I had just translated into French, and published, The 
Four Agreements by don Miguel Ruiz (Editions Jouvence). As I told that story 
in my previous book, The Gift of Forgiveness, I had gone to Mexico for 
two weeks at Teotihuacan to meet the author in person, and attend his teachings.

On the second day, much to my surprise, and thanks to don Miguel, I had a 
very moving experience of forgiveness though I couldn’t have foreseen it in the 
programme of the workshop. This was to radically change my life. Within a few 
minutes, the four-step ritual I went through gave me access to the forgiveness I 
had never thought I would reach, despite my Catholic education, where it plays 
an essential role. I didn’t discover heart-opening on that day in Mexico, but 
heart healing, a means to heal small or deep, rare or numerous wounds 
that most of us do not fail to accumulate during the better part of our life, 
especially in childhood.

Though I had already, during twenty years of spiritual life before meeting 
don Miguel Ruiz, cultivated my inner garden, it took ten more years for the seed 
he planted to mature, ten years for it to produce a tree whose fruits I could 
thereafter share. The book, The Gift of Forgiveness, in which I related 
my initiation into forgiveness, and what I had learned from it throughout the 
years, was first published in English in 2010. It appeared in French eight 
months later, and has been translated since into eight other languages. My only 
goal was to share this process with my readers so they would also experience 
this at home. I had never thought of conducting workshops on forgiveness, and 
supporting other people on this path.

But two friends, who are both transpersonal psychotherapists, suggested I 
should set up such workshops to allow those who might want to experience this 
process to do so in a place where they would feel secure and supported. I took 
them up on their suggestion but not without some hesitation. Was I entitled to 
lead others onto this path? Would it work? In going ahead with this project, I 
had never imagined for one second that this new activity would, within two 
years, become the most important of the various hats I wear today.

With the unforeseen success I encountered in these workshops, I realized how 
much we need the means to reach forgiveness. And, to answer those needs, two 
unexpected turns came from this new awareness.

It started at the end of 2012 when, with my wife Annabelle, we organized the 
first Forgiveness Days in collaboration with the association Artisans 
de Paix (Peacemakers) led by Alain Michel in the Doubs (France) at the 
well-named Consolation Val. The idea underlying this four-day event is 
that there are no more cure-alls for heart wounds than for those of the body. 
What suits you at one point in your life is not necessarily adapted for another 
person, nor is it for yourself at another time of your life.

Hence the importance of having at our disposal a variety of therapies, for 
healing our heart. So we gathered more than twenty contributors from seven 
different countries who joined us to offer a wide range of lectures, workshops 
and ceremonies on how to take the path to forgiveness. This was very much like a 
great tasting buffet where, with some luck, each participant could find their 
own way to reach forgiveness at that point in their life. This very first event 
was so successful, with a total of 200 people attending, that we were prompted 
to organize a second one at the end of 2014, with as much success.

Faced with the growing number of people wanting to work on forgiveness, I 
thought we could create Forgiveness Circles, following models of healing 
circles, prayer circles, meditation circles, circles gathering men, or women, 
and so on. It first occurred to me in Paris, then in Varna (Bulgaria), when 
within a few months I was invited to lead a two-hour-only workshop to introduce 
my approach. At first, it seemed impossible to squeeze into two hours what I 
usually did in two days. But once on location, I was pressed to do what seemed 
impossible, namely to allow the participants to experience the – well-named – 
heart of the process that would normally take a weekend. And the results 
went beyond my expectations. In barely two hours, the people attending 
experienced something that was very much like my own experience in Mexico. Many 
of them were able to free themselves from the stranglehold around their heart. 
They were able to feel, sometimes for the first time, a level of love that had 
been unknown to them until then.

This is why I suggested to people who had already attended a full workshop 
with me, to follow a training in order to create and lead Forgiveness Circles 
in their town, their area, or their country. Once more, people responded way 
beyond my wildest expectations. Within only eighteen months, more than forty 
Forgiveness Circles were created in France, Belgium, Switzerland, Polynesia 
and the West Indies. Over the years that followed, over 250 such Circles were 
created in 15 different countries (see 
www.cerclesdepardon.fr).

Since the beginning of this venture, I really feel like I’ve actually been 
supporting a process that goes way beyond me. I try to surf on this great and 
beautiful wave of forgiveness. I try to provide it with adequate channels, where 
its health-giving waters can freely flow, and touch those who crave drinking it, 
as others do in different approaches. Each new step naturally follows the 
previous one.

Today, looking back on all these years gone by since the Gift of 
Forgiveness was published, and since I started leading workshops, I feel the 
need to share with my readers all the things I have been able to understand and 
deepen thanks to the rich interactions with the people attending my workshops. 
This is why I’m writing this book. Healing the Wounds of the Heart, 15 
Obstacles to Forgivenes and How to Overcome Them, the title of this new 
book, refers to the most recurrent question I’ve been asked in lectures and 
workshops. For many of us, this is the big question about forgiveness. Forgiving 
the little or big wounds we may have undergone in our childhood, in our 
relationships, at work or elsewhere. Many people say: “OK, but can Hitler or Bin 
Laden, a rapist or a paedophile, a murderer or a psychopath be forgiven?”

To give an adequate answer to this question, I thought it was first necessary 
to redefine what lies behind the word ‘forgiving’. Just like many others, the 
notion of forgiveness has many meanings and very different understandings from 
one person to another. Throughout the years, I’ve realized that forgiveness, in 
our society, is a very vague and imprecise word including a hotchpotch of 
different things that need to be clearly defined. Before being prepared to 
forgive anything, we need to know precisely what this approach entails. Have you 
ever thought about it?

If not, I suggest we start by taking a few minutes to do so.


	Where does your way of seeing forgiveness come from?

	How do you, personally, see it?

	According to you, what are its religious, social, psychological or 
	philosophical tinges?

	Do you find them relevant? Have you questioned them?

	Do you know ways of seeing forgiveness?



In the following pages, we’ll start by redefining what 
forgiveness is, as it will unfold here, on the basis of concrete experiences: 
first my humble experiences, of course, but especially those of the numerous 
people who have attended my workshops and Forgiveness Circles, and those 
of the various contributors to the Forgiveness Days, and of the witnesses 
of forgiveness who shared their experience with us.

Then, to better work out what forgiveness really is so we can truly heal the 
wounds of the heart, we’ll approach the many confusions, misunderstandings and 
simplifications it has undergone, in how many of us see it to begin with, based 
on what we hear about it, around us. These are the many obstacles to dismiss or 
overcome on the path to forgiveness. And on top of that, we have unconscious 
mechanisms, automatic reflexes of the heart and the mind, that make us react to 
the wounds and violent deeds undergone in a way that may hinder forgiveness 
rather than encourage it. By revealing them, we’ll be able to consciously adopt 
other attitudes and other ways of being, and be much more successful in 
implementing forgiveness in our lives.

To not remain only within the field of thought – however important and 
necessary it is – the fifteen major hindrances to forgiveness that will be 
developed here will be interspersed with stories and first-hand accounts on the 
one hand, and with the presentation of various tools for forgiveness on the 
other hand. Throughout the following pages, you will find:

Great Stories of Forgiveness

Originally published by the Forgiveness Project (see page 
154), these very moving stories are all genuine ones. You will discover how 
people like you and me, brutally confronted with the unspeakable, managed to 
find their path to forgiveness and peace of heart. Their stories are highly 
inspiring.

Testimonies of Forgiveness

For me it’s useful to share some of the many testimonies I have 
received throughout the years of people who were able to make their way towards 
forgiveness in the workshops and Gift of Forgiveness circles I lead. The 
examples of others is always a source of inspiration and encouragement for 
oneself.

Four Approaches to Forgiveness

I’ve chosen to introduce you to four practical methods of 
forgiveness that I’ve had the opportunity to experiment with myself: 
Ho‘oponopono, Colin Tipping’s Radical Forgiveness, the Nine Steps 
to Forgive For Good by Dr Fred Luskin, and the Gift of Forgiveness I 
received from don Miguel Ruiz.

Redefining forgiveness as it is suggested here, and pointing out 
the obstacles to overcome along the way, along with these first-hand 
testimonies, should shed new light on the main question always asked about 
forgiveness – Can everything be forgiven? – and should therefore lead to 
a much richer and more relevant answer than a mere “yes” or “no”. As Jewish 
wisdom has it, “With two solutions to choose from, let’s choose the third!”

From the bottom of my heart,

I wish you a gentle path towards forgiveness.

Olivier Clerc, November 2021

PS. As a bonus, I have added to this book the Metaphor of the 
Two Clouds that I use in my workshops, as a transpersonal and inspired way 
of perceiving and understanding violence, love and forgiveness (see here).
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Part 1
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Forgiveness Defined





Forgiveness—What Is It Really?
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Just like other notions, 
forgiveness has very different meanings for each one of us. For example, what do 
you think of first when you hear this word?

For some, it recalls being obliged to “say sorry” either at home or at 
school, for having treated someone else badly. We often experienced forgiveness 
as humiliating because it was forced upon us with authority, so it was seldom 
genuine. There must be good intentions underlying this educational reflex, or 
they do not really reach their goal, and those who have suffered from it may 
have been marked by a very basic – to say the least – understanding of 
forgiveness.

For others, forgiveness plays an important part, especially in the Christian 
tradition I was raised in. It evokes reciting the Our Father prayer (“forgive 
us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us”) or the 
practice of confession, with the hope of being forgiven for our sins, real ones 
. . . or ones invented for the occasion. These practices, whether performed 
mechanically or as the result of a deliberate and thoroughly reflected approach, 
may imprint us all in very different ways. Some of us may remember something 
artificial and somewhat useless, while for others it may have become a genuine 
and beneficial spiritual practice.

As far as I am concerned, I had to wait until I was almost forty for this 
founding experience in Mexico, referred to in the preface, to start a deep 
reflection on what forgiveness really meant for me. And I added to that a 
regular practice of the ritual I had received.

In fact, I had never really much wondered about what forgiving or asking for 
forgiveness actually meant. Theoretically, it was obvious. You make a mistake, 
or you misbehave towards someone? Then you ask for their forgiveness. 
Conversely: you have yourself been the victim of the misdeeds of someone? You do 
your best to forgive them. OK.

And how does this work?

In practice, it turns out to be much more complicated in both cases. Even 
when you acknowledge having done wrong, it’s not easy to ask for forgiveness: 
you either feel like you are giving the other some power over you, or as if you 
were vulnerable or even in danger. And when you’re the one who has suffered, 
granting forgiveness may turn out to be very difficult despite all your great 
intentions, even if you consider it to be the right thing to do, or that you 
should do it.
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