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I dedicate this book to all of the men and women who carry around burdens of unforgiveness for the many trials, transgressions, and trespasses in their lives. I pray that you may find strength, comfort, and hope within these pages, and, through the power of forgiveness, be released from the crushing weight on your shoulders.



Introduction: The Reason Why
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I’m always amazed at family reunions at the people who say, “Why, you haven’t changed a bit!” It’s usually said by a great-aunt sipping iced tea on the front porch or a cousin who blindsides you near the chips and dip, or some distant relative from your grandfather’s side of the family whom you haven’t seen since you had pimples and braces. It used to annoy me, as if they couldn’t see how much I’d grown, matured, developed, and changed.

As if they couldn’t tell how much better I had become—more successful, more influential, more important. Not to mention more humble! I’m no longer that stocky little boy sitting thoughtfully on grandma’s rocking chair, listening to the adults reminisce about the good old days and gossip about what cousin Lucy is wearing. I’m a grown man who leads an international ministry and travels around the world and writes books and makes movies.

It seems so clear to those relatives, as if they can see the consistent pieces within both the boy and the man. Yet when I think about who I was as a child, my memories of boyhood incidents do not always seem to reflect the man I became. Certainly, there are a few events that reflect my adult self when I view them through this lens. I remember finding a litter of nine puppies while on the way home from my paper route when I was probably nine or ten years old. Their mother’s lifeless body lay in a ditch, a casualty of a speeding car along that busy highway.

The cries of the newborn pups from the nearby bushes alerted me to their defenseless state and insistent hunger. It didn’t even occur to me to leave them lying there, whimpering for the mother who would never return to nurse them. Taking them home nestled in my empty newspaper carrier, I placed an old towel in the bottom of a cardboard box for them and then proceeded to come up with a plan to alleviate their hunger.

I emptied a Palmolive dishwashing liquid bottle and filled it with warm milk mixed with a little oatmeal (I have no idea why I added this—maybe it was the closest ingredient at hand that reminded me of baby food!). Using the squeeze dispenser cap, I nursed each puppy and managed to keep them alive this way for several days until they could be placed with new owners in loving homes.

I must tell you, though, that I wished I had saved that liquid soap that I poured out in order to use the squeeze bottle. I could have used it to clean the enormous mess made by those puppies the next morning. Because something I learned about feeding puppies with milk and oatmeal is that it produces diarrhea! Talk about unbearable! I thought my mother was going to drop me in a ditch somewhere when she saw the huge mess my new responsibilities had made—on the porch, in the garage, and all over our yard.


Rooting for the Underdogs
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“What does this incident have to do with the man I have become?” you might ask. While I’m certainly not a veterinarian or dog trainer now, there’s something about the plight of these orphaned pups that pulled at my heartstrings so powerfully that I could not resist helping them, nurturing them, and finding a way for them not only to survive but thrive. I didn’t help them out of a sense of moral obligation or a guilt-triggered feeling of having to do the right thing. No, I was clearly supposed to find them and perform the joyful privilege of offering what I had to give.

Reflecting on this memory as a microcosm of what I do in my life now, I am still drawn by the challenge of caring for the underdogs, those people who are at the end of their rope and at the bottom of the barrel, individuals who may appear to have everything but are emotionally orphaned inside, secretly feeling just as helpless as those puppies. People whom others have given up on and who may want to give up on themselves. I’m not Superman and certainly do not have a Messiah complex, as the clinicians label people who must save others in order to feel good about themselves. I simply have an awareness of my purpose that dates back to a time when caring for a litter of helpless puppies was as natural to me as breathing.

Over the past thirty-five years, I’ve spent my life interacting with an amazing diversity of people around the world. I’ve been privileged to pray with tribesmen in the African bush, address children in New Zealand, and sing gospel hymns with women in prison. I’ve continually been blessed by these encounters and received more than I think I gave them, learning to appreciate that we are all more alike than different, more full of light than darkness, more full of love than violence.

However, we don’t always see ourselves the way others are able to see into us, whether they be relatives or not. I believe we often fail to make the connections between where we started on our journey and the place where we currently find ourselves. My hope is that this book will help you gain insight into what prevents you from being the husband you want to be, the wife you long to be, the mother or father you know is inside you, the creative person you were born to be—the most successful version of you possible! The following pages will change your life if you take my message to heart. And it won’t be easy! I’m not suggesting methods for trimming the hedges of your behavior but for getting to the bitter roots of the issues that consistently strangle your potential. But it will be more than worth the effort to free yourself from a burden that’s been crippling you for far too long.

End the Masquerade
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Psychologists, doctors, and researchers tell us that our personalities are clearly formed and defined even as toddlers. Studies indicate that by the time we’re in third grade, most of our inner motivations, coping skills, and personal preferences have been established. Before we even get close to the teenaged years, we have become most of who we are to become.

In most cases, we develop a defensive strategy in our formative years that we will wear like a mask through the rest of our life. We begin repeating this cycle of responding to experiences in certain ways and then have it reinforced by the traumas of life—death, divorce, betrayal, loss, renewal. No doubt, our personalities incline us toward relating to the world in particular ways. Very quickly we learn what works and what doesn’t work, how to get attention and how to avoid it, when to speak up and when to remain silent. Simply put, we encounter life and learn that it does not indeed revolve around us.

We are forced to learn to accommodate life on its own terms. We may be blessed with loving parents in an affluent household, but we must still face getting cut from the team, making the bad grade, being rejected by the cute girl at the dance. Or we may have grown up in an impoverished, abusive home and worked hard for good grades for a scholarship out of our circumstances. In either case, we became conditioned to expect life to work a certain way as well as conditioned to interact with those around us in particular ways.

In short, we learn that life is not fair, that it doesn’t yield to our wishes, and that faith without a lot of hard work can be excruciatingly disappointing. We learn the street lessons that you cannot learn in the classroom, the educational tools that must be acquired in the alleys of altercation and tunnels of treachery. If we don’t defend ourselves, we will be run over. If we don’t ask for what we want and take it, no one will read our mind and give it to us. If we don’t fight for ourselves, then we’re afraid we’ll never get ahead.

Consequently, each of us learns, adapts, and adjusts to facing life in the wake of our personal disappointments, private losses, and public fiascoes. Soon this style of relating becomes that garment of its own making, shielding us from the bitter winds and glaring stares of others while insulating our hearts from the chill that can come from an unexpected storm. Often, however, this garment is outdated and no longer serves its original purpose, becoming a ragged bandage for this part of ourselves where our deepest fears and harshest hurts reside.

Left unattended, ignored, or neglected, this part of us, like any wound, is prone to infection. We may be functioning well enough, even achieving and succeeding; however, this part of ourselves throbs and aches and reminds us of what has damaged us in the past. In order to experience the glow of full health and wholeness, we need some way to heal this hurt, wounded, damaged, injured, infected part of ourselves; otherwise, the infection grows and slowly, gradually continues to debilitate all areas of our lives.

Whether we realize it or not, our infection infiltrates our gifts, our talents, our workplace, our relationships, every aspect and area of our lives. Just as an internal infection can go septic and poison our blood, which then spreads throughout our body, so can this personal and emotional infection spread and affect all areas of our life—our ability to interact with coworkers, to make new friends, to ask someone out on a date, etc.

The mask that was once our protection, our shield hiding a personal wound against further trauma, often evolves into a cumbersome shroud smothering the life out of us. We end up overreacting to the negative criticisms of others, reading messages into their input that they never intended. We feel caught in a masquerade of our own making to the point that we no longer are sure who we really are. If we don’t find ways to effectively process the toxicity of our past traumas, then we not only jeopardize our own well-being, but we risk infecting the next generations with the same germs of dis-ease.

Don’t Drink the Water
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I remember as a child talking nonstop as my mother sat across from me and listened attentively. I have no idea what I went on and on about—probably the typical childish stories of what happened at school that day, what I learned in geography class, or who I played with at recess. But my mother always listened and made me feel important. She would turn from folding laundry to look me in the eye and show me she was listening to my heart.

When I asked her years later if she remembered those times, she said, “Yes, absolutely. I wanted to hear every word you had to say, not because it was so incredibly important, but because I wanted you to know you were incredibly important. When you give a child your attention, you let them know that their ideas are valuable. When you ignore what a child says, you devalue that child and teach him that what he thinks doesn’t matter to anyone.”

Research studies have shown that many people become more introverted in their personalities as a coping mechanism resulting from the relational assaults of childhood. It doesn’t necessarily have to be abuse or neglect that precipitates such a relational style; it can simply be a sensitive child picking up on the troubled emotions of those around her. The emotional load becomes too much for the child to bear, and she has to go within and secure herself within her own thoughts, ideas, and emotions. The child feels drained and cannot process the ongoing psychological and emotional load that she has taken upon herself.

I believe everyone does this to some extent. Parents are pulled in every direction, so busy with the demands of keeping food on the table and a roof over everyone, and often unintentionally send mixed messages to their children. They tell their children they love them but then do not have time to sit down and hear about the book report, the basketball tryouts, or the cute boy who might ask her to the dance. We want relationship and long to love and be loved, and yet we all experience the painful disappointment of rejection, abandonment, or betrayal.

As we move into adulthood, our desires for human relationship mature and deepen even as our life experiences teach us that loving others is risky business, often resulting in hurt feelings, painful misunderstandings, and unexpected disappointments. We become cynical and skeptical, often without even realizing it. Bitterness leaches into the groundwater of our soul, slowly permeating our entire being. We don’t learn how to advance through it, how to filter out the sediments and foreign matters that block and poison us when left unimpeded.

It’s not wrong or bad or evil to have this problem; it’s simply human. You are just misunderstood. However, carrying this impediment around eventually infiltrates all that you do. “Welcome to JCPenney—how may I help you?” reveals it, “Would you like to have dinner with me this weekend?” displays it, and “You may not stay out past curfew, young lady!” illustrates it. We may be totally unaware of the silent, unmistakable message we are sending with our eyes, our voice, our body language, our mannerisms, our attitude and intonation, but it’s there and it’s loud and clear to those around us—our customers, our coworkers, our spouses and children.

Jesus once asked his disciples, “Who do people say that I am?” After collecting the local headlines of public opinion, he then asked his twelve followers, “Who do you say that I am?” Eleven of them said nothing at all! They had left their jobs, their families, their former lives to follow this man claiming to be the Son of God, and yet all but one of them could not say who they really thought he was. Often after years of deep investment into others we are shocked and disappointed that they simply didn’t get who we really are. We soon learn that not only do we bring pollutants into our relationships that affect how we perceive and are being perceived, but those around us have their own pollution. We all may be doing and saying the right things, but beneath the surface, our individual needs, fears, and motives seep out between the lines of our words and deeds and even our silence, providing only ambiguity when life demands a definitive answer.

Foreign Matters
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All of this debris, all the little pieces and particles of these foreign matters, clings to us like a layer of smoke. You don’t even have to smoke to be around someone who does and absorb a fine, thin film of smoke in your clothes, skin, and hair. You may not even notice it anymore, but others do as soon as you enter the room.

My doctor told me at one point that I had a virus in my body that sometimes causes me to be fatigued and exhausted, similar to mononucleosis. I asked my doctor how I acquired such a virus, and he told me that it likely originated simply from my exposure to huge numbers of people. We develop a similar condition based on our exposure to the vast number of people throughout our lives. We are vulnerable to the hurts, heartaches, and disappointments that result from virtually any human interaction.

Your heart says love, your mouth wants to articulate the same message, but somewhere between your heart and your tongue, foreign matters affect not only what you say, but how you say it, or whether you respond at all. Foreign matters become formative matters, which results in misunderstanding. You know the feeling. You’re alone in a crowd, married and yet still feeling single, attached and yet detached from life. The problem is so pervasive.

We learn to risk by making deposits into relationships with other people. Based on the deposits, we then determine whether to proceed with an investment of our time, attention, and heart space. As we encounter people who let us down, people who say one thing and do another, people who promise more than they deliver, we learn to make very limited deposits and to limit true investments altogether.

However, in order to succeed, life demands full investments. When our bodies are infected, doctors will wait until the infection has been arrested and eradicated before attempting surgery or some other corrective procedure. Similarly, we must stop the spread of our malaise at its origin; otherwise, the cycle will continually replay itself over and over in an endless loop of the same old song.

So often we know what we would like to do and yet we never feel up to what is required to make forward progress. We can’t seem to muster the strength to go back to school, to go on a date, to allow ourselves to fall in love, to become parents, to start a new business. I want you to find your best self. Success is always intentional. No one walks across the stage to accept a college degree by accident. No one crosses the finish line in a marathon because they got lost in the woods. No one who succeeds wakes up one day and asks, “Where am I? How did I get here?”

A partial deposit does not yield the kind of results necessary to succeed in life. Foreign matters limit our ability to invest with healthy, sustainable deposits. We end up stuck in place, forever on a treadmill, wondering why we don’t make progress whenever we try and run faster. Foreign matters shut you down. They drain your energy, your creativity, your productivity, your ability to imagine your life differently. They severely limit your ability to fulfill your God-given potential.

It’s like a car with eight cylinders going up a hill. You don’t have full power of all eight cylinders and instead must sputter and struggle on the few that are firing to keep going up the incline. You can’t bring your full energy to the task at hand, you can’t climb the hill before you any given day without an exhaustive expulsion of your very limited resources. With our bodies, we know that we must eat properly and exercise regularly if we are to expect our bodies to perform under stress, whether it be a marathon or simply hoops with the kids in the driveway before dinner.

If we know that our cars and our bodies require proper maintenance to perform at peak levels, then why would we expect any less from our personality? Too often we are simply not capable of bringing our full self to the table. We’re only bringing a limited amount of our true capabilities. The people around us are only seeing 60 percent or 40 percent or 25 percent of who we really are and what we’re truly capable of achieving. It’s like a heart with a blocked artery that can only allow 20 percent of the body’s blood supply to be oxygenated and pumped throughout the rest of the body. We’re forced to get by on this limited supply and wonder why we gasp for air as we take more than a few steps.

You deserve to live your life at 100 percent. You are entitled to bring your full self to the task. This current season of your life could truly be your greatest. You could finally be operating on a full tank, fueling your dreams with all eight cylinders running at full speed, all pistons firing with new points and plugs!

Rehabilitating Hope
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Where do we begin? I’m so glad you asked, because the catalyst is to do what you just did—ask the right questions. So often we’re told not to question, especially questions related to our faith and the ways of God. Yet if students are not allowed to question, then how are they expected to learn? Without allowing questions, students are denied the opportunity to learn for themselves, to own and utilize inquiry as an educational tool.

We see this in the development of children. Beginning around the “terrible twos,” children ask question after question, usually resulting in a litany of “why?” after “why?” “Why do I have to take a nap, Mommy?” “Well, so you can get the rest your body needs to grow big and strong.” “Why does my body need rest to get big and strong?” “Well, so you can regain energy from all that playing you were doing this morning.” “Why did I lose energy when I was playing this morning?” If you’re a parent, then you know the drill! The one that can feel like endless torture with a toddler-sized attorney taking a deposition on the fundamentals of daily functioning!

Ask yourself, “How did I get to this point in my life? Is this where I want to go? Where I thought I was going? Am I really living the life I was meant to live? Am I satisfied with the quality and quantity of relationships in my life?” I challenge you to make an honest assessment of what you’re carrying at this moment. I encourage you to lay it down and let it go.

I’m not sure why the eleven disciples didn’t really get who Jesus was, but there could be a reason why people don’t get you. You’re not a bad person. You’re a good person with a loving heart. There’s nothing wrong with you that cannot be changed. Your lifelong infection puts them off, impedes their response to you. You have not gotten where you should have gotten. This infection is very likely the reason why.

Most people are not very self-aware; they have not been conditioned to know themselves. And if we’re not aware of all the negative debris washing under the bridge of our hearts, then how much harder it can be to hope for real change. A recent article in the Trinity Forum on faith, churches, criminals, and change offered a simple, but not simplistic, prescriptive admonition: more God, less crime, more attention to character formation and more hope in character reformation. The article asserted that being incarcerated is never a neutral experience and tends to exploit and reinforce the weaknesses of character that brought the inmate there in the first place.

It’s very difficult once certain patterns are established to change our conditioned default settings. Many of us wonder if true change is possible for those incarcerated and yet if we’re honest, we must ask ourselves the same question. We have all had incidents and altercations, accidents and inhibitions that have left us scarred, calloused, and unsteady on our feet. We become unwitting saboteurs of our own destiny, imprisoning ourselves to a life sentence of mediocrity.

We are predisposed to perceive and to respond to the events in our life based on early conditioning and repetitive reinforcement. If you act like you will never succeed, then others will see you as someone who doesn’t have what it takes. If you project an air of bitterness based on the harsh criticism of your childhood, then others will avoid you in order to sidestep the caustic atmosphere hovering around you.

Birthrights
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Jesus says that unless you become as little children you will not inherit the kingdom of God. Now, keep in mind, he’s saying this to grown men. Here he tells us that we must return to the beginning, go back to our roots, and start again. To get back on the road of our divinely intended destiny, we must let go of the debris, clear the clutter, and begin again with a clean sheet, seeking the intuitive wisdom of the childlike origination from which we grew.

It seems a difficult task and leaves us asking as adults how a man, when he is old, can go back to his mother’s womb, yet that is precisely what Jesus recommends. To dare to take the risk of living, of loving, of believing, with childlike simplicity of faith, to bring your full self into every present moment, to go from making halfhearted deposits into making the investment of a life worth living. As we let go of the debris, the emotional detritus that has clogged our valves and prevented our functioning at full capacity, we will rediscover ourselves, our best selves, and at that point, all those around us will reap the reward of the kind of investments that separate challengers from champions.

I will admit that clearing debris is not easy and, like success, must be intentional. If we cleave to what we’ve been through, it remains impossible for those around us to perceive our intentions. Because our intentions do not necessarily emerge through our actions, and instead are subverted by the many defense mechanisms that we’ve put in place to prevent the possibility of pain. To let go of the past takes great courage, to remove the debris takes great persistence, but if you believe as I do that the reward is worth the effort, then let the work begin.

How do we return as children and start anew? We find compelling wisdom from the prophet Ezekiel, whose words from God for the people of Israel resonate with similar power for us today. He wrote, “On the day you were born your cord was not cut, nor were you washed with water to make you clean, nor were you rubbed with salt or wrapped in cloths. No one looked on you with pity or had compassion enough to do any of these things for you. Rather, you were thrown out into the open field, for on the day you were born you were despised. Then I passed by and saw you kicking about in your blood, and as you lay there in your blood I said to you, ‘Live!’ ” (Ezekiel 16:4–6, NIV).

This metaphoric description depicts the birth of a child who doesn’t suffer from abuse or trauma but finds himself in a life-threatening circumstance merely by neglect. Often it’s not what happened to us that shaped us but what did not happen to us that should have that shapes who we become. The cord was not cut, implying that we are still tied to where we started, unable to break free and live independently as our Creator intended. The debris of the birthing process was not removed, an essential cleansing in order for us to proceed to the next stage of life. And since the healing components were not added, we cannot experience a full recovery to health.

In spite of this gross negligence, God said one word, and this is “Live!” No one can go back and change the circumstances from which we were derived, but it’s never too late to go back and cut your own cord, wash away the debris, obtain what you need for healing, and be free. All those around you will see the difference when they see your unencumbered self, your salted self, your washed-clean self, and notice that you are free from the aftereffects of past trauma.

Like a baby who no longer needs the umbilical cord, you are being challenged to cut away all the cords of the past abuse and neglect and thrust into your new life with the courage of children. Children speak honestly what they feel, forgive quickly, and run outside to play. They hug the same mommy who spanked them last night, play with the same friend who made fun of them yesterday, and imagine endless gardens growing through the cracks in their sidewalks. They always engage life with their most authentic selves. Wouldn’t it be amazing if we could be children again?

It’s not too late to claim your birthright! This is a great moment for you to rediscover who you were meant to be. Like a newborn emerging from the womb, we can find grace in each new day to be born again and again and again. And that’s what makes people wonderful and exciting and interesting. This ability to change and grow and mature is what makes them a valuable asset to a company, makes them a great companion to another individual, makes them a compassionate parent to a child.

Every day is fascinating and holds endless potential because it’s not contaminated with the encumbrances of yesterday. If we apply this principle of rebirth to our lives, then every man would find a new wife in the old one, every employer would find a new employee in the one she has, we would find a new self cut, cleaned, and salted because we would have a new heart, head, and mind.

No matter how old you are, you can be a child again. Those of us who have lived twenty-five years or longer know the urgency that intensifies within us as we long to change, to recapture the momentum of our early hopes, to glean the harvest from our field of dreams. It’s too late to work out our dreams in a nursing home. We cannot pursue our full potential when we’re incapacitated in assisted living. Eradicating the toxic infection of our wounded hearts is the most urgent need you have. It is time sensitive.

Reading this book may be the most important step you can take right now toward personal healing and professional advancement. It’s not how you start but how you finish the race that counts. Before it’s too late, let it go! It’s time to get on with the real life you were meant to lead. It’s time to thrive.

To embrace the life that awaits you, you must let it go!



one

Giants and Dwarfs
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I have a confession to make and want you to hear it straight from me. It’s about someone I love. I am a lover of people who have big ideas! I love the way they envision the world as an expansive landscape of ever-growing possibilities. What others see as insurmountable mountains or treacherous waters, they view as giant-sized opportunities and limitless horizons. I love to hear them talk because through them my own ideas are watered and fertilized by my exposure to their way of thinking. You see, I believe that one’s speech is largely a result of his or her perspective. Generally, people’s perspectives are born from the height in which they think.

Let me give you a very literal example. When my wife and I would hide our children’s Christmas presents, I noticed an amusing propensity each of us had to hide the toys according to our respective heights. My wife hardly ever hid a present up high, keeping it within her arm’s reach. Compared to me, she is relatively short in stature. So when she hid things, she always secured them in low places. I, conversely, hid the kids’ toys in the top of the closet or in an air duct in the ceiling because my viewpoint reflected my height. My wife was not opposed to hiding them in high places; she simply didn’t think to place them beyond her eye level. Her ideas were a reflection of her height.

For the past three hundred years, our country has largely been a big-idea nation. If you were to go back three centuries, a relatively short period in the history of the world, you would see that most of the modern conveniences we enjoy, like air travel, electricity, railroads, and automobiles, have only been in existence within the last one hundred years. Prior to the twentieth century, there were no computers, microwave ovens, no cell phones, car phones, or telephones at all. There were no engines, steam, gas, or electric motors. No indoor plumbing. No medical options like vaccinations, anesthesia, or chemotherapy. No major surgeries, such as heart replacements or kidney transplants. No stem cell research.

When one considers how long man has been in existence, the notion that most of the conveniences common to our present way of life only emerged in the past couple of centuries seems truly amazing. Their creation reveals that the last few generations have largely been the catalyst through which big ideas exploded and were massively produced.

Our country has thrived and become the envy of other nations because we have, for several generations, been a nation of big ideas. Big ideas come from forward-thinking people who challenge the norm, think outside the box, and invent the world they see inside rather than submitting to the limitations of current dilemmas.

Now, you might be scratching your head and saying, “What’s he talking about? I thought this was a book about letting go of the past and finding the grace to forgive! Why is he going on and on about big ideas?” I am glad you asked. You see, much like turbo jets, fighter planes, the Internet, brain surgery, or stem cell research, forgiveness is a big idea. It takes a person who thinks big ideas rather than comparatively small thoughts to introduce and practice forgiveness effectively. Would you agree? Let’s see if we can drill down into this notion to test its validity.

Releasing Revenge
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Several years ago I was invited as a guest on Oprah to talk about sexual abuse. When I suggested that it is important that we move beyond just saying how bad the molester was to have committed such atrocious acts, to the larger (from my viewpoint) idea of showing the perpetrator how he can be forgiven and rehabilitated, people went wild. Some of the guests were far too angry to think beyond the height of the atrocities they had experienced. They used their anger like familiar blankets to warm them as a comfort from their trauma, never realizing how they were smothering their own futures. They couldn’t imagine that future perpetrators will never come forward as long as they believe they have no chance at forgiveness and rehabilitation.

While the women who told their stories that day on the show had every justifiable reason to hate and be angry, the reality is that the poison of unquenched anger doesn’t infect the perpetrator but only incarcerates the victim. Unforgiveness denies the victim the possibility of parole and leaves them stuck in the prison of what was, incarcerating them in their trauma and relinquishing the chance to escape beyond the pain.

We have seen this truth about forgiveness played out on a larger scale. When angry, bruised women from South Africa screamed in outrage because of the horrible atrocities they had been exposed to under apartheid, Nelson Mandela and members of the African National Congress (ANC) knew that a small idea like revenge would destroy the far larger idea of national healing and survival for their country. If they focused only on the temporary desire for immediate justice and swift retribution and missed the far weightier need for a healthy, functional, inclusive government in the midst of a nation filled with the pain of its most recent maladies, their homeland would never have survived.

The National Council of Provinces (NCOP) was developed to raise the bar by giving diplomatic immunity to sometimes undeserving people in order to protect the larger necessity of national survival. The big idea was forgiveness; the smaller idea, as justifiable as it might’ve been, was hatred, resentment, and revenge. South Africa survived because those at the helm chose the bigger idea of the good for all rather than the revenge of some.

When Dr. King resisted the lure of his own anger and submitted to the larger idea of a nonviolent movement that was led and filled with justifiably angry people, he preserved the future and changed our world. Those with the smaller ideas of starting our own country, or shooting and killing the racist molesters who had abused our fathers and raped our mothers, would have appeased our human need for retribution while destroying our way of life. We survived because we dared to risk acting on the larger notion of forgiveness rather than acquiesce to the dwarfed ideas of revenge and retaliation. Consequently, the destruction that would have been the inevitable result of thinking too small was eclipsed by the hopes of men and women who dared to dream on a scale larger than they had ever seen.

Like Native Americans relegated to a reservation where one could only be the chief of a small, government-sanctioned area, many of us remain on the reservation rather than escaping into the much larger world of assimilation, inclusion, and acceptance. Simply stated, people who don’t forgive neutralize their own growth potential. They end up hopelessly entrapped by the repercussions of leadership that remains in a dwarfed context of thought, thereby missing the overarching need to transcend the immediate encumbrance. We must think beyond the reservation like so many Native Americans have done and move forward.

When I write on blogs and Facebook, I am often astonished at Christians who never leave the reservation and can only see or think from their own Christian perspective rather than evaluating others from a broader perspective of overall ability. They sacrifice an excellent leader because he isn’t a Christian as they define it, or limit the discussion to one or two issues at the expense of the bigger idea of how well a leader can lead the country.

I shocked my church when I announced that I was far more interested in finding a surgeon who was great at operating than I was in finding one who voted like I did on political issues or shared my ideas on faith. I explained to them that I’m more concerned about a surgeon’s track record in the arena of patient recovery success than I’m interested in interrogating him on his view of eschatological theology! I just want to know if he can do the job, not whether he teaches Sunday school at First Baptist!

On an operating table we can sacrifice the dwarfed idea of our personal theological perspectives for the bigger idea of a doctor’s surgical competency. When we can have both, it’s a real advantage. But I will not refuse the services of an excellent surgeon just because I don’t like his favorite football team—or his religion!

Loosing Change
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When looking at this model of thinking in our personal lives we must ask ourselves the question, Does incarcerating the perpetrator to a lifelong sentence with no hope of parole really protect us from the ever-increasing chances of attack by unknown stalkers? My fear is that it only perpetuates a pathology that teaches our children that we are too irrational a society to allow people to grow beyond what they did into what they can become. Consequently, perpetrators have no choice but to hide who they are and therefore continue to attack our children, destroy their marital vows, or engage in disputes once mistakes are made. A healthy family environment is only achieved when one leaves the night-light on for those who have wandered away. We must be willing to give them what we all need, a GPS system that allows the prodigal son to find the way back when he is finally ready to return home.

I have learned that most people who harbor animosity in their hearts against others do so because they remain on the reservation of what has happened in the past rather than escape to the much larger idea of a better future. However, they must ask themselves, What will happen if I cling to my narrow perspective and lose a chance to loose change in my life? How can I move beyond my history into the larger terrain of my destiny?

Yes, ladies and gentlemen, forgiveness is a big idea and it works best when it is invested into people who have the courage to grasp the seven-foot-high idea of what’s best for their future rather than the four-foot-high idea of recompense for what has happened in their past. I’m here to encourage you to cut the chain-link fence that prevents you from moving ahead by using the torch of big ideas to cut through the metal of a painful past. I suggest to you that forgiving the minor to protect the major is not only how civilizations survive, it’s how individuals thrive!

You see, unforgiveness is a small sphere of operation. It exists among people who cannot escape what was for what is. The family that cannot forgive its members for poor past judgments will not easily survive. The child who is constantly assaulted by the relentless attacker castigating him for the foolish things he did yesterday will inevitably shrink, wither, and die, never becoming what he could have been had someone extended the nutrition of forgiveness. No, we must allow him to see that there is more to be considered before you than the total weight of all the mistakes left behind you.

This truth extends beyond the personal to the professional arena. With the exception of a few notable people who have continued to give us big ideas in the twenty-first century, today we mostly see tiny ideas camouflaged by slick, glossy advertising spin to try and hypnotize us into thinking this dwarf fits the stature of a big idea! Successful businesses must be constantly infused with big thinkers or they will quickly become obsolete and insolvent. If smaller businesses can’t embrace change and adapt, then they will soon be taken over by bigger conglomerates that can move beyond the mom-and-pop stream into the ocean of higher-level thinking and consciousness.

Changing Clothes
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Big ideas are only extracted from the hearts of big people who think beyond the breach and embrace the potential of the future. All of us are capable of big ideas and giant advancement, but we rarely experience the liberation of such large thinking. Unbeknownst to most of us, unforgiveness incarcerates us but never rehabilitates, and soon the warden of destruction becomes the coroner of death to our dreams, our hearts, and our hopes. When we do not embrace forgiveness as the key to our freedom, our little ideas will always poison our bigger opportunities for new thought, honest dialogue, and solution-oriented discussion.

The clarion call we get from God himself to forgive is a daunting challenge at best and will never be accomplished by those who will not forsake the comfort of anger for the challenge of moving ahead. As daunting as the talk may be, if we are to enjoy a brighter tomorrow, we must rid ourselves of the grave clothes of where we have been and stitch a newer garment of where we are going.

If you are a Christian reading this, you will likely remember that Jesus folded his death garments and appeared in the garden in bright apparel with no trace of where he had been lingering on him. Mary didn’t even recognize Jesus, even though she knew him well, because he had moved to a new place of power, purpose, and peace. She was expecting him to look like and think like where he had been as opposed to where he was now!
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