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Introduction


Self is the only prison that can ever bind the soul.


~Henry Van Dyke


This is a life-changing book. The fact that you are reading it means you are at least thinking about using the power of forgiveness to change yours. We hope these 101 personal, revealing stories will motivate you to let go and get on with your own life.


It’s astounding how many of the contributors to this book talk about the freedom they feel after forgiving someone. They hadn’t realized how much they were holding themselves back by holding on to the resentment, plotting revenge, and staying angry! Many of them lay out the steps for you—exactly how you, too, can analyze your situation, come to grips with what happened, and then forgive and move on. It’s empowering and it’s freeing to leave those resentments behind, to put them in the past. And many of our contributors eventually realize that the only people they’re hurting by not using the power of forgiveness are themselves.


These stories cover just about every kind of human relationship and all the different ways that things can go wrong, so you will undoubtedly find some good advice in these pages. In Chapter 1, you’ll read about people forgiving their fathers. Anthony Anderson, coauthor of this book, talks about forgiving his biological father right before he died, and how right it was to do that. He says, “I sleep peacefully at night knowing that I was able to release my father from a burden of guilt as well as Robert releasing me from the burden of anger I had towards him.” And he passes on some great advice about how you can take the first step, whether you feel it’s your responsibility or not. Someone has to be the strong one, right?


You’ll also read a fascinating story by Kara Sundlun in Chapter 1. It was only when her biological father was running for political office that she discovered who he was. Eventually, when he became governor of Rhode Island, and after she filed a paternity suit, he accepted her as his child and even had her come to live with him. She didn’t start a relationship with him until she was in her late teens, but she forgave him and he passed away at the age of ninety-one in her arms. Kara says, “Forgiveness is the closest thing I have found to a fairy godmother. Its energy has the magical power to transform us and create the happy ending we so badly want.”


In Chapter 2, you’ll read about forgiveness between mothers and their children, including a very moving story by Ruth Logan Herne. Ruth was raised in abject poverty by a depressed, alcoholic mother. One day Ruth came across her mother’s poetry from when she was a teenager, and that was her wake-up call—she saw her mother as the talented, thoughtful girl she had been. And when her mother stopped drinking, Ruth embraced the relationship with her again and was thankful to be her daughter.


And then there are the in-laws and the “steps” and the “halfs” and all the other family relationships we add to our lives through marriage. In Chapter 3, we read stories about learning to live with family-through-marriage, including an uplifting story by Helen Colella that is sure to make you smile. Helen’s brother married a widow and became the stepfather to a wonderful, loving teenage son. Their relationship was fabulous but the stepson became increasingly unhappy with his stepfather, until one day he opened up and told him that he wanted to be described as his son, not his stepson. Of course the stepfather had always viewed him as his son but didn’t want to look like he was trying to replace the boy’s late father. It’s a great example not only of the power of forgiveness but also of speaking honestly and openly.


The occasional fights between siblings are a normal part of growing up. But when things go wrong between adult siblings, it really hurts. In Chapter 4 you’ll read many stories about patching up rifts with siblings, including a fascinating one by Mark Rickerby, whose brother was a drug addict. After his brother died, Mark needed to forgive him for what he had done to the family. Mark also needed to forgive himself for what he viewed as his failure to save his brother. One night, in a dream, Mark’s brother appeared and assured him that he hadn’t done anything wrong. And Mark forgave him. When he woke up, he says he was “heartbroken that it was just a dream” but also says that he had “a heart lighter than it had been since he died.”


Chapter 5 is all about the bad things that can happen in love and marriage. You’ll read many stories about affairs and marriages that failed, but you’ll also read how husbands and wives learned to see past these transgressions and reconnect with the person they used to love, even if it’s only to maintain a civil relationship post-divorce. One such story, by Karen Todd Scarpulla, is about how she and her teenage kids moved back in with her ex-husband when he was diagnosed with terminal cancer. She nursed him through his final year, and she learned to separate his bad behavior from the person she had once loved. She says, “Forgiveness had given me the ability to stop judging him and accept him for who he was. I was finally at peace with our past. It was time to let go of our history, so we could both move on.”


There are plenty of people we need to forgive outside our families. Most of us have had a falling out with a friend or work colleague at some point. Unfortunately, we don’t have family occasions to force us back together to work things out. In Chapter 6, you’ll read stories about a variety of misunderstandings and just plain bad behavior and you’ll meet some great role models who show you how to overcome your feelings and use forgiveness to reclaim your lives from these people.


Joe Rector writes about what happened when he resigned as coach of his son’s baseball team and the father who took his spot exacted revenge on him by not letting Joe’s son play for the rest of the season. Joe remained angry about this for years, and resentful of the father’s son as well, until one day his own son said to him, “Dad, it’s time to quit being mad. His dad was a jerk, and he hurt me back then, but I’m okay now and don’t care.” Joe realized he was right and he forgave the other father. He says, “Almost immediately, I felt as if a huge weight had been lifted from my shoulders.” And he was able to enjoy baseball again. The only person he had been hurting during all those years was himself.


In Chapter 7, “Lessons from the People You Meet,” you’ll read inspirational stories that will make you look at strangers in a new light. When Marya Morin moved into a new home, it seemed that her elderly neighbor was determined to make Marya’s family miserable, complaining about any noise the young family made, even if they were just laughing. Then one day, when Marya was hosting a barbecue for friends and neighbors, she had an epiphany. She invited her crabby neighbor to join them, and discovered that she was just a lonely old woman who was being mistreated by her own grown son. After that barbecue, Marya reports, “We never heard a harsh word from her again. In fact, we became close friends, forgiving and forgetting our rocky beginning, and embracing our friendship instead.” That’s a great lesson for all of us. You have to look beyond someone’s behavior to see what is motivating it. Sometimes, addressing that unseen motivation will solve the problem for you.


Nevertheless, it’s hard to imagine forgiving someone for murder or rape or pedophilia or drunk driving, but our contributors have done it. Chapter 8 contains fourteen stories by contributors who forgave someone who committed a crime against them. We start the chapter with a story by Immaculée Ilibagiza, known worldwide as one of the survivors of the Rwandan Genocide, that terrible, insane civil war that occurred two decades ago when the Hutu majority turned on the Tutsi minority, even killing members of their own families.


Immaculée and seven other Tutsi women spent three months crammed into a twelve-foot-square bathroom, hiding in the home of a local Hutu pastor. When they finally emerged after the slaughter had ended, Immaculée learned that her entire family had been killed except for one brother who was studying abroad. When she was introduced to her family’s murderer in a local jail, she said, “I forgive you,” shocking the jailer, who expected her to kick the cowering old man who lay at her feet in rags. But Immaculée explained: “Hatred has taken everything I ever loved from me. Forgiveness is all I have left to offer.” She walked out of that prison free of anger and hatred and says she has lived as a free woman ever since.


Perhaps the most important forgiveness of all is self-forgiveness, because we seem to beat ourselves up more than anyone else. So this book ends with a whole chapter on the importance of self-forgiveness, and as an example, you’ll read Judythe A. Guarnera’s story about the advice she received in a divorce support group. The leader asked the participants to say, “In my marriage I did the best I could.” Then they were told to say, “My spouse did the best he or she could.” And Judythe came to realize that her husband had done his best, and she had done her best, and it just hadn’t worked out. She forgave her ex-husband and herself, and thus faced a better future.


And finally, you’ll read a poem by Christina Galeone that we believe is a wonderful way to sum up the lessons we have learned from this book. When she talks about rage “steamrolling good as well as bad” it sounds like she is speaking for every contributor to this collection. Forgiveness brings peace. Rage and anger bring nothing but more of the same.


As Anthony Anderson says in his story, “Life is fleeting. We need to LIVE and LOVE in the moment!” We hope this important new collection of stories from Chicken Soup for the Soul will help you reunite with a loved one, get over a dispute that’s keeping you up at night, and shrug off those daily problems and issues that arise, big and small, in all our lives.
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Lessons on Forgiving Fathers


Because forgiveness is like this: a room can be dank because you have closed the windows, you’ve closed the curtains. But the sun is shining outside, and the air is fresh outside. In order to get that fresh air, you have to get up and open the window and draw the curtains apart.


~Desmond Tutu
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The Forgiveness of Robert and Me


We cannot destroy kindred: our chains stretch a little sometimes, but they never break.


~Marie de Rabutin-Chantal, marquise de Sévigné


My mom was only a high school senior when she met my biological father Robert Anthony Anderson, who was eight years her senior. Although their relationship was short-lived (less than a year), Robert was already out of her life by the time I was born. Don’t get me wrong, I had a father. His name was Sterling Bowman. This was the man that I would call Dad until the day he passed away ten years ago. He married my mother while I was just a baby.


My dad raised me, protected me and comforted me when Robert would break his promises to me. I remember one time being a young kid waiting excitedly for Robert to come by my house. I was excited because it was my birthday and Robert had promised me a new bike. That day had come and gone, but no Robert. I had opened gifts from my entire family but still waited for one last gift to open. I would race to the front of the house every time I heard a car drive by, thinking that it was Robert. Robert never came. Later that evening my father took my hand and walked me to the garage, opened it, and to my surprise there it was, a brand new bike that my dad had bought me because he knew Robert was going to be a no-show. After all, this wasn’t the first time Robert had disappointed me.


Even though my mother was married to my dad, she always maintained a friendly relationship with Robert in hopes that he would have a relationship with me. For some reason Robert’s relationship with my mother never extended to me. I remember when I was eleven or so, my mother would drop me off at my grandmother Elsie’s house. She was Robert’s mother. I was dropped off there for three Saturdays in a row hoping that Robert would come by to visit with me. I would be there all day and well into the evening, sitting in a house full of strangers, waiting. That visit never came. My mother would pick me up and ask, “Did he show up?” and my answer was always “No!” During my last visit, my mother saw the hurt and disappointment on my face and said, “You don’t have to go back if you don’t want to.” I never went back.


I never felt that there was a void that needed to be filled. After all, I had my mom, dad, brothers and sister, so I really didn’t need or want Robert in my life. I can honestly say that I never harbored any ill will or resentment toward Robert, mainly because I didn’t know him. Then one day I really needed some help. I was late on a car payment and my car was repossessed. My dad was giving me some “tough love” and teaching me a lesson in responsibility, so I couldn’t ask him for the money needed to get my car out of impound. That left only Robert to call. I had never asked him for anything in life so I was sure that he would help me. By this time I was in my early twenties and Robert had been expressing that he wanted to be a part of my life.


I called and explained in detail what had happened. I had enough money to cover the late payment and repossession but I did not have enough to cover what the impound charges would be at the end of the week when I got paid. I was also gainfully employed but in between paychecks, that’s why I needed his help. The impound fees totaled close to $300. I wasn’t asking for a handout, I was asking for a loan that would’ve been paid back in full within the next five days. His reply was, “Sorry. I can’t help you.” He never gave a reason as to why he couldn’t help me, so I said no problem, hung up the phone and had no plans to ever speak to Robert again.


That moment never sat right with me, and years later worsened when I started working as an actor. All of a sudden I was HIS son! He now wanted to have a relationship with me after being absent for the first twenty-five years of my life. Bragging about me to his friends and strangers alike. I often wondered how a man that never held me as an infant, never wiped away a tear or spent time with me could make such a bold claim.


My mother had a recurring joke with Robert about that long ago bicycle promise to me. She said to him, “Why don’t you just buy him a bike?” For some reason, Robert couldn’t bring himself to do it, but he bought a bike for my son, which was ironic because he had no relationship with my then eight-year-old son. Had he only listened to my mother I would’ve opened the door to have a conversation with him about “How do we start a relationship and where do we go from here?”


Over the years Robert would call and we would talk about superficial stuff because that’s all he knew about me. He never once tried to get to know me nor did I try to get to know him until one day my mother called and said that Robert was sick and he wanted to see me. I just assumed it was the flu; after all it was flu season. But two days later my mom called again and said that Robert had liver cancer and wanted to talk. I rushed over to finally talk to the father that I never had. I believe I did so because I had lost my dad just the year before.


We talked for more than three hours! We talked about everything, but most of all we talked about having a relationship. We both agreed that it was finally time to bury the hatchet and move forward as father and son. He finally said five little words that I had been waiting a lifetime to hear: “I’m sorry, I love you.” It moved me to tears. I repeated those words to him. We hugged and called it a night. I saw the joy in his eyes. I told him I would see him on Saturday.


This was Thursday evening. On the ride home my mother shared the news with me that Robert was terminally ill and had a hospice nurse coming to see him the following day. That’s why we would be seeing each other on Saturday. I thought to myself this couldn’t be happening! I had so many questions that needed to be answered. There were so many questions that I’m sure he had for me, too.


When I returned to my father’s home on Saturday, he looked as if he had aged fifteen years in those two days I hadn’t seen him. He was hooked up to an oxygen machine and had a morphine drip. He was not responsive and his pupils were dilated. I sat with him all day and night, just talking to him about my life, my wife and children. I let him know that my children were there but they didn’t want to disturb him right now, so we would be back in the morning. I leaned over, kissed his forehead and whispered in his ear that I loved him, and it sent a shockwave through his body. He managed to mumble words for the first time that day. Although those words were garbled and hushed I still heard them loud and clear! “I LOVE YOU SON!” I left with my family, only to get a call at midnight that my father had passed away.


Our relationship was the last wrong that my father needed to right before passing on. I believe he held on just long enough to do so. That night I forgave him and he forgave me. We had wiped our slate clean and I was ready to start anew, but unfortunately we were out of time.


I sleep peacefully at night knowing that I was able to release my father from a burden of guilt as well as Robert releasing me from the burden of anger I had towards him. He accepted and forgave me for my faults as I did the same for him. I learned a great deal from that experience. I learned that life is fleeting so we need to LIVE and LOVE in the moment! And that is how I live my life. I no longer hold onto negativity and pain. I tell my loved ones and friends how I feel. I send the flowers for them to smell and enjoy above ground.


The advice I would give to anyone is: You can always take the first step. You can always extend the olive branch whether you feel it’s your duty or not. And you can always be the forgiven as you’re forgiving!


~Anthony Anderson
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Finding Dad


Forgiveness is a mystical act, not a reasonable one.


~Caroline Myss


I was thirteen years old and had never even seen a picture of my father, when suddenly the invisible character of my childhood had a face. I don’t know what woke me up on that cold Michigan night, but my eyes popped open with a sense of urgency at the very second a CNN news anchor was announcing the results of the 1988 gubernatorial election in Rhode Island.


“It was a close one in the Ocean State for Bruce Sundlun,” she announced. She talked about how this war hero/business tycoon-turned politician almost beat the incumbent, Governor Edward DiPrete.


My mom had always said, “Your biological father is a man named Bruce Sundlun.” But now, for the first time, he was real and staring back at me. On TV. My real father was no longer just the faceless man who broke my mother’s heart. The news anchor proved his existence to me with a picture and a story. That night, Mom and I were sleeping in a hotel room, bone tired from a long day of moving to a new house, when I reached over and shook her. “Mom, wake up! Is that him?” I shrieked.


Bleary eyed, she looked up and answered me in a scratchy, shocked voice. “He must have gone back to Rhode Island, where he’s from.”


I wanted to press “rewind” and freeze his picture. Did I really look just like him, like Mom had always told me?


My creators met in the glamorous world of aviation in the 70s when flying was still about the coolest thing you could do on earth. He was the handsome World War II bomber pilot turned airline CEO, and Mom was his chief flight attendant. She fell madly in love with my father, but when she became pregnant with me, there was nothing but turbulence ahead. There was no DNA test in 1975, and he refused to claim me. Mom knew I was his, but she yielded to his big time lawyers and settled out of court for thirty-five thousand dollars to pay for my life, and a promise not to contact him again or let me use his very important surname.


At that moment, staring at him on TV, none of that mattered. I was a girl who had just found her father—or almost. The Universe woke me up in the middle of the night, awakening a primal need to know the other half of me. And nothing was going to stop me.


My quest wouldn’t be easy. My father was eventually elected Governor of Rhode Island in 1991, and he ignored the letters I wrote to the State House asking to meet him. Finally, we hired a lawyer, and I managed to get a secret meeting and a DNA test that proved I really was his daughter. I was positive that once he knew I was really his, he would open his heart and welcome me into his life. But, instead, he did nothing. I was heartbroken. Again. How could he do this to me? What happened to my happy ending?


I really wanted him to be a dad, but if he wouldn’t, then I felt he should at least help us pay for college since Mom had been struggling to do it all on her own for so long. I filed a paternity suit at the age of seventeen, and a media frenzy erupted. My story started leading the evening news, and the nation’s newspapers printed headlines like “Gov Child” above my picture. Even under the scrutiny of spotlights, my war hero dad was still fighting me. Why couldn’t he just be a dad? My soul ached for his acceptance.


I could have given up, but somewhere deep inside me, a little voice told me to have faith, that he would come around. “It’s all meant to be,” I told myself. I’m sure it sounded like wishful thinking, but it wasn’t. My dad shocked the world when, in the middle of the media frenzy, he agreed to pay for my college tuition and invited me to come live with him so we could “get to know each other.” I didn’t know if I could trust him, but I packed my bags and left everything I knew to uncover my other half. I welcomed his offer of acceptance. My identity was worth the risk.


The same part of me that told me to have faith also demanded that I forgive my father for all the rejection, pain, and anger he had caused me. When I showed up on his doorstep to cross the threshold of my new life, I knew I had to choose to forgive if I wanted the happy ending my soul had been yearning for so long. So I did. I gave my father a chance at redemption, and he ran with it.


There was no long, maudlin apology. Instead, we started to heal the past by living in the present. We discovered we were a lot alike, right down to our love of Oreo cookies and chocolate ice cream sodas. The daily doses of love we shared from simple joys together settled sweetly in my core, and I started to heal the cracks of abandonment in my foundation. My wounds gave way to wisdom, and on the journey to find my father I found my true self. I learned that it’s never too late to heal; my father became Dad, and then Poppy to my children. I knew my father one year longer than I did not know him when he passed away at the age of ninety-one, in my arms, surrounded by the family I had always dreamed of. Forgiveness is the closest thing I have found to a fairy godmother. Its energy has the magical power to transform us and create the happy ending we so badly want.


We often teach what we have to learn, which is why I wrote the book Finding Dad: From “Love Child” to Daughter. My story taught me that forgiveness is truly the greatest gift you can give yourself.


~Kara Sundlun
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Gramma’s Good China


The truth is, unless you let go, unless you forgive yourself, unless you forgive the situation, unless you realize that the situation is over, you cannot move forward.


~Steve Maraboli


For years, every Saturday afternoon my family—Mom, my stepfather and I—had dinner at Gramma’s house. We watched sporting events on TV, played Yahtzee and enjoyed a home-cooked meal: spaghetti and meatballs, pot roast, chicken and biscuits… you get the idea.


Anna Marie, or Gramma as we all call her, is seventy-nine years old and very set in her ways. She attends church every Sunday, never misses an episode of 60 Minutes, completes the daily crossword puzzle in the newspaper, makes apple pie for every holiday and refuses to ever take the good china out of the cabinet because her regular dinnerware is “good enough.”


However, one Saturday at the end of October things were different. My mom, my stepdad and I stayed home because my father was coming to visit. My biological father, that is, who I hadn’t seen since he left town sixteen years earlier. He called asking to visit, saying he wanted to see me.


I was dreading it.


Saturday afternoon when the doorbell chimed, I peered through the blinds at my father on the porch. He looked older, heavier, grayer. For some reason, I expected him to look exactly as he did in the single photo I had of him—the two of us at the lake when I was seven. I kept the picture in my sock drawer.


My father, mom and stepfather were politely exchanging pleasantries when I stepped into the entryway. My father extended his hand to shake mine. “David,” he said, smiling. “It’s great to see you, son.”


I knew what I should do, but I couldn’t. My arm, my hand was immobile.


This man had walked out on us. He had never been there. He missed every Christmas and birthday, my basketball games, my college graduation; why would I shake his hand?


I nodded, grunted and sat on the couch.


Mom told him about her job and the vacation cruise that she and my stepdad had taken, then motioned towards me. “David’s been busy lately with his job and finishing his thesis, haven’t you, honey?”


I nodded. “Yeah, high school, college, getting a job. A lot can happen in sixteen years.”


“David,” Mom grumbled through clenched teeth.


My father held up his hands. “It’s okay. I understand. You’re not thrilled to see me. This was a stupid idea, but I wanted to see you.”


“You’ve seen me.” I shrugged.


“Why don’t we have dinner?” Mom suggested. “I made meatloaf.”


“Thanks anyway. I’m not hungry.” I got up and headed for the door.


My father called after me. “I’d really like you to stay.”


“But, honey, you haven’t eaten,” said Mom.


I walked out the door.


And that’s how I left it. I didn’t say another word about it. My father didn’t call again. The following Saturday we went to Gramma’s as usual.


Secretly, I stewed about my father, daydreamed about him, lay awake at night, replaying the visit. What should I have said or done? Why did he leave? Why did he return? Did he know how much he hurt me? Did he even care? I was angry. I couldn’t let it go.


Two weeks after my father’s visit, I took Gramma grocery shopping for Thanksgiving. When we returned home, I put the groceries away while Gramma sat at the kitchen table reviewing her shopping list.


“Green beans; got it,” she mumbled, checking off items. “Potatoes; got it. What have I forgotten?”


I set the bag of onions on the countertop.


“Oh, the apples,” Gramma said. “I forgot apples for pie.”


“Okay,” I replied.


Gramma reached out and caught my sleeve. “What’s wrong, David?”


“I’ll get apples tomorrow.”


“Not apples,” answered Gramma. “What’s wrong with you?”


I shrugged. “I’m fine.”


“You’re not fine,” Gramma said. “In this family, food is serious business. If I’m talking about pie and all you say is ‘okay’, then you’re not fine.”


“I’m putting groceries away.”


“I know what this is about,” Gramma announced. “It’s about your father.”


I turned away and slid two jars of olives into the cupboard.


“Your whole attitude has changed,” Gramma said. “Ever since he came to visit, you’re not the same.”


“This isn’t the time,” I told her, grabbing another grocery bag off the floor.


“This is the perfect time,” she replied. “You finish with the groceries. I’ll make coffee.”


Ten minutes later we sat at the dining room table, facing each other over a plate of brownies.


Gramma sipped her coffee. “Tell me about this.”


“I’m mad,” I replied. “He left us and hasn’t bothered to keep in touch. Why has he come back?”


“Your father wants to make peace.”


“Well, I don’t want peace. I don’t want to see him.”


Gramma pointed at me. “This isn’t good. You’re tearing yourself up. And you’re making life miserable for everybody else being such a grumble-bug.”


I couldn’t help smiling when she mentioned the name she had called me since I was a baby whenever I got upset. “My father is making me a grumble-bug.”


“No.” She shook her head. “You’re allowing your father to make you a grumble-bug. You’re making yourself miserable and you know what? Your anger isn’t affecting your father a bit. He doesn’t know you’re a grumble-bug.”


I rolled my eyes.


“Look at it this way,” Gramma explained. “Anger is like taking that beautiful turkey we bought and leaving it on the counter until it spoils and smells bad. Then, to really show your father how angry you are, you cook the spoiled turkey and you eat it yourself hoping your father gets sick.”


“That doesn’t make sense,” I said.


“Exactly,” replied Gramma. “Neither does the way you’re handling this situation. Your father goes off to live his life—you stay sick with anger. You’re only hurting yourself.”


I shrugged. “What do you suggest?”


“Forgive him.”


“No way, Gramma.” I folded my arms. “Why should I?”


“Forgiveness isn’t always something you do for the other person,” Gramma explained. “Sometimes you can forgive to help yourself feel better.”


“What do I do?” I asked.


“Invite your father for Thanksgiving.”


I shook my head. “Do you know how uncomfortable that would be?”


“I never said it would be easy,” Gramma answered. “But it’s better than eating spoiled turkey the rest of your life.”


“Okay,” I agreed. “I’ll invite him to dinner, but on one condition.”


“What condition?”


I pointed to the cabinet in the corner. “It’ll be a special occasion. The regular dinnerware won’t do. You’ll need to use… the good china.”


So, the following Thursday, we had Thanksgiving with my father and the good china.


“Are we actually going to eat off it?” Mom asked, stroking a plate with her fingertips.


It wasn’t my best Thanksgiving, but it wasn’t nearly as bad as I had imagined. We had a good meal and my father joined in the conversations. My father and I played Yahtzee after dinner. I discovered we both were Dallas Cowboys fans. After the apple pie, I walked my father out to his car.


“I’d like to get together again sometime, David,” my father said. “I have a lot to tell you. And I’d like your forgiveness.”


I nodded. “I’ve got your phone number. I’d like to hear what you have to say. I’ll call you.”


My father held out his right hand.


This time I did shake his hand. It wasn’t easy, but I knew if Gramma could use the good china, I could do this. I was starting to feel better already.


~David Hull
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Dad the Perfectionist


When you forgive, you love. And when you love, God’s light shines upon you.


~Jon Krakauer, Into the Wild


My dad was a perfectionist. Whatever he did had to be the best. There was no tolerance for anything else. That made it difficult for my sister and me. Our school grades were expected to be all A’s, our tests all 100’s. It didn’t happen, of course. We were ordinary kids trying to figure out the world, making mistakes and learning from them.


I was always good at English, but math was problematic for me. One night, as I struggled with the word problems assigned for homework, I asked Dad for help. He looked at the problems and started asking me questions. I didn’t know the answers right away and that annoyed him. The more he demanded that I figure it out, the more I withdrew. His annoyance quickly turned to impatience.


“You’re not dumb. How could you not know this?” he asked.


It was as if he had punched me in the stomach. I couldn’t breathe for what seemed a long time. At that moment I certainly felt dumb. I finally whimpered, “I just have trouble with math.”


Even though I still couldn’t really understand the problems, I knew it was a bad idea to continue.


“Thanks, Dad,” I said, “but I think I can do it by myself now.”


“Okay,” he said, and looked relieved as he left the room.


I cried and put away my homework. There was no point in even trying to do it after that. I never again asked for his help.


I buried the incident deep inside. But even though I chose not to focus on my dad’s words, they affected much of what I did and how I related to the world. I didn’t raise my hand in class unless I was absolutely sure I knew the answer. I wouldn’t take the lead in any group in case it would show how inept I was. I hung back from volunteering so that I wouldn’t look foolish.


This hesitancy stayed with me through high school, into college, and until I had my first child. Postpartum depression sent me for counseling. It was then that I brought out the anger I felt toward my father for his putting me in this shrinking-violet position. I was eventually able to work through it and my life changed. I became more positive and more assertive; I was enthusiastic about life at last. Best of all, I no longer felt dumb. If I didn’t know something, I could always find out instead of pretending that I knew the answer.


Many years later my father was in an assisted living facility, and my sister and I were caring for him. One of us would visit daily. He and I often sat side-by-side watching TV. He would comment on the shows, sometimes critically, but often just to make conversation. He seemed to have mellowed over the years.


One day we went out for coffee to a local shop. We were chatting about old times and I asked him if he would have done anything differently in his life.


“Yes,” he said, turning serious suddenly. “I wish I wasn’t so hard on you girls, but that was all I knew. That’s how my father was with me.”


At that moment I saw the pain that he had been carrying all those years and I knew I had to let go of whatever lingering resentment I had been holding onto.


“I forgive you, Dad,” I said. And then, because I suddenly saw that forgiveness goes both ways, I added, “I hope you can forgive me for anything I might have done to distress you.”


He looked at me across the table, surprise and love etched in his expression.


“There’s nothing to forgive,” he said.


As we finished our coffee, I realized that I finally felt peaceful in my father’s presence.


On the way home I thought of things I had done with my own children that I would now choose to undo. I hoped that they could forgive me, too.


~Ferida Wolff
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Healing from Within


Forgiveness is not always easy. At times, it feels more painful than the wound we suffered, to forgive the one that inflicted it. And yet, there is no peace without forgiveness.


~Marianne Williamson


“I do love you. You have never done anything to make me feel otherwise, it’s just the way I am,” my father would say. Understandably, this made absolutely no sense to a child who so desperately wanted a connection with her absent father. Most of my life I had asked myself, “If he really loved me, how could he be content to just speak to me on the phone occasionally or write letters?” He was missing every milestone of my entire life!


Luckily for both my father and me, I had the most wonderful woman to love, encourage, nurture and support me as I grew and often rebelled. My mother always saw the best in me and told me as much, even when others might have said I was at my worst. As I matured, she taught me many vital life lessons: how to persevere against all odds and succeed, how to love wholeheartedly and how to trust the processes of healing and growth that are integral parts of life. Perhaps most affecting, she taught me that intense anger toward another is a sure-fire way to break your own spirit and potentially leave you with deep regret.


After the sudden loss of my stepfather when I was twenty-one, amidst my sorrow I felt pangs of guilt. What could I have said or done differently? Why didn’t I tell him I loved him more often? He had, after all, been like a father to me since he had joined our lives more than six years earlier. It was then that I understood the message my mother had tried to convey. I realized I didn’t want to live through the pain of “should’ve, would’ve, could’ve”… twice. My father was still here and I had to let go of the victim mentality in order to gain inner peace, if nothing else.


What could I do to make him love me? How could I make him want to have a relationship with me? I initiated phone calls more often, trying to engage him in conversations that would offer some glimpse of the person he truly was. He gradually opened up and shared stories about his life. During our talks, I learned that he too had grown up without his father. He was the youngest child and the only boy in a family of girls. Something in me softened when I learned this. It was not his excuse; it was his reality. Seemingly all at once, my anger changed to empathy. I began to peel back some of the protective layers I had built around me and really connect with my dad. I realized that if I was open to it, I might actually learn something from him.


Our relationship blossomed with my shift in mindset. Our phone calls became more frequent, filled with “I love you” and punctuated regularly with giggles on both ends. I also visited with my dad, which deepened our connection. Needless to say, when he was diagnosed with terminal cancer, I was devastated. I finally felt like I was getting to know him and then the proverbial rug was yanked out from under us. Although he was sick and undergoing various treatments, his determination was inspiring. When I would ask how he was feeling, his response was always, “I can’t complain… I saw the sun today!” These words motivated me during some of my darkest days and will continue to reverberate in my mind and heart forever.


Fortunately, I was able to enjoy a few more years of these animated talks with Dad. When he was finally called to leave this earth, I was simultaneously crushed and ecstatic. I would miss him terribly, but I knew that we had both found peace in our relationship. I truly forgave my father for the time he’d missed, and as a result I believe he finally forgave himself. Whenever I think of my father I only remember the advice, anecdotes, giggles, and most of all, the love!


~Vanessa Hogan
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Daddy’s Little Girl


Grudges are for those who insist that they are owed something; forgiveness, however, is for those who are substantial enough to move on.


~Criss Jami, Salomé: In Every Inch In Every Mile


Ours wasn’t your typical father/daughter relationship. The words “warm and fuzzy” simply didn’t apply. I can’t remember my dad saying, “I love you.” There were no affectionate kisses. No hugs.


What I do remember is a lingering sense of impending doom as I wondered when the next verbal explosion might occur. Most of my memories of my father are of terse exchanges during the week or alcohol-induced outbursts on weekends, of being told on numerous occasions that I was not wanted, that I was an accident.


It’s understandable, then, that as I grew up I struggled to find a way to make my father love me, or at the very least make him proud. That struggle happily resulted in high marks in school—so high, in fact, that I was valedictorian of my graduating class. At last, my dad had to be proud of me—he even said so, promising to stand and applaud when I received my award.


Graduation day dawned bright and sunny, made brighter by the knowledge that my dad had not had a single drink in nearly three months. As the biggest moment of my young life approached, my heart sank. My dad had left the house early that morning to run errands. As the minutes ticked by, I realized that the length of his absence likely would be directly related to his degree of drunkenness when he returned. As anyone who has lived with an alcoholic can tell you, we can often tell by that person’s facial features whether or not they have succumbed to the “demon drink.” As I saw my father pull into the driveway, I knew instantly that he had not only succumbed to the demon, he had completely surrendered. He was falling-down drunk.


The next few hours were a haze of anxiety, disappointment, and fear as I wondered if my big day would end in humiliation if my father decided to become vocal at the graduation ceremony. He didn’t.


And that should have been the proverbial happy ending. But when he walked me down the aisle at my wedding a few months later—drunk once again—I couldn’t find it in my heart to forgive him. He had cast a horrible shadow over yet another momentous occasion in my life.


We maintained a cordial but “arm’s length” relationship for several years.


Then just eight short years after that nerve-wracking graduation day, my dad was gone, dead of lung cancer at the age of fifty-six. I no longer had to dread his outbursts. I also no longer had the opportunity to try to repair an obviously damaged relationship.


Over the next two decades, my thoughts often drifted to my relationship—or lack thereof—with my dad. Surprisingly, even though I still felt saddened, and at times angry, about our dysfunctional relationship, I found myself wondering what had happened in his short life to make him so unhappy.


In 2000, I visited France and the Normandy American Cemetery at Omaha Beach, and I began to understand my father and the man he was—somewhat distant, extremely proud of his service to his country, and stubbornly patriotic. As I stood on that desolate windswept beach in France, I saw the 9,386 cold stone crosses commemorating the soldiers who died there in World War II. I felt closer to my father than I ever had.


At the tender age of seventeen, my father had enlisted in the U. S. Marine Corps by lying about his age. Just sixteen months later, he spent three weeks battling the enemy, up close and personal. Most recall the battle of Iwo Jima as the setting of the immortal “raising of the American flag,” etched in our memories by the famous photograph: six war-weary young soldiers struggling to raise the flag of the country they had pledged to serve, honor and defend. I believe my father, however, remembered—though rarely spoke of—something entirely different. Being left on an island filled with the enemy. Hand-to-hand combat. The “kill or be killed” mentality drilled into him for his own safety. Buddies falling dead at his side. The only battle by the U.S. Marine Corps in which the overall American casualties exceeded those of the Japanese.


Some who returned from that fierce battle were able to block out the horror and live fairly normal lives. I don’t think my father was one of those “lucky” ones. I now realize that his frequent drunken weekend-long discourses about being a marine and fighting in what was considered one of the bloodiest battles of World War II were an indication of how profoundly those experiences had affected him.


As I reflect on our relationship, I hold firm to the belief that life is about choices.


Perhaps my father made some poor choices while I was growing up—perhaps there was a reason. Will I choose to hold the effects of my father’s service to his country against him? His drinking, the verbal abuse, his inability to show affection?


No.


I can choose resentment or I can choose to forgive and be proud of the honorable man that was my father; the man who had integrity, an incredible work ethic and was as generous as anyone I know. I choose the latter.


And now, more than twenty years after his death, I can also choose to be Daddy’s little girl.


~Linda Bruno
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Change of Heart


To forgive is to set a prisoner free and discover that the prisoner was you.


~Lewis B. Smedes


“I don’t care what you say. I will never forgive my parents!” Tears pooled in the eyes of the well-dressed blonde standing before me in a blue silk suit. She had waited patiently in line to say her piece following my presentation.


“As an only child of affluent parents, I never lacked anything nor was I abused,” she said. “However, I was deprived of what I needed most. I was never hugged, told I was loved, or praised for anything. The only reason my childish mind could find was that I didn’t deserve their love. So I tried to earn it by becoming an overachiever, excelling at everything, until now I’m the youngest attorney in my office. But I’ve yet to hear the words, ‘We love you, honey, we’re so proud of you!’ I guess I’ll never be good enough.”


Tears spilled as she concluded, “Robbing a little child of something that would have cost them nothing to give is unforgivable!” Before I could respond, she turned and walked briskly away.


Having spoken for many years on the subject of forgiveness, I’d heard countless heartbreaking stories, but for some reason this one touched me deeply—and prompted memories of my own past resentments. I recalled a bitter time decades earlier when I was challenged to forgive. Angry tears had blurred my vision that day on the church steps when an older woman asked, “Have you forgiven your father?”


At that moment my father was awaiting transport to the state prison for premeditated attempted murder of my mother. Against all medical odds, Mom had survived his numerous blows to her head with a claw hammer—her punishment for taking us children and trying to escape.


I thought that was such an insensitive question. Why on earth would I forgive my father? I wanted him to suffer! I was still outraged that he’d received only three and a half years for his horrible crime. Glaring at her, I hissed, “I’ll never forgive him!”


My charismatic father, well respected within our community, had warned us to never divulge what happened in our home and never try to leave. “If you do,” he threatened, “I’ll kill you all, then plead temporary insanity. Believe me, I’ll never be convicted.”


That woman’s well-meaning question had merely refueled my reasons for hating my father. Flashbacks covering years of abuse and terror—my wounded mother not expected to live, the recent courtroom drama of humiliation and injustice—swept over me anew.


At the trial, the defense had carefully recast my father as a “kind and devoted family man.” When he unexpectedly took the stand I wondered what he could possibly say in his own defense. We listened in shock as he lied to a packed courtroom and sympathetic jury, dramatically describing his heartbreak upon discovering that his wife and older daughter were prostitutes. His award-winning performance won him a minimum sentence. My heart shattered. It was so wrong.


Touched by my renewed memories, I watched sadly as the tearful young woman exited. I collected my books and materials, said goodbye to the event leaders and walked to my car. On the outskirts of town, I stopped at a small café to unwind before starting my long trip home. The aroma and taste of the hot chocolate caramel latte soothed my senses and I slowly relaxed.


What if I had never had a change of heart by deciding to do the very thing I swore I’d never do—forgive my father? I’d likely just be another bitter, miserable person with a victim mentality, shaking my fist at God—or fate—for the bad hand I’d been dealt in life.


Yes, deciding to forgive my father had definitely changed the course of my life—but, oh, what a battle! I had thought I’d be free of my father after his imprisonment, but I wasn’t. My bitterness kept me chained to him day and night without hopes of parole. And, strangely, no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t block out that conversation between the woman and me on the church steps.


After retorting that I needn’t worry about forgiving my father since he’d never ask me to forgive him, the woman had insisted, “But you still need to forgive him.” When I argued my father didn’t deserve forgiveness, she agreed and countered, “But don’t you deserve the freedom forgiveness brings?”


“I’m not the one in prison,” I snapped.


After verbally sparring back and forth, I finally demanded to know just who in his right mind would expect me to forgive my father.


She answered softly, “God.”


The following months I battled bouts of depression. As I became more irritable and stressed, stomach problems developed. Maybe I was getting an ulcer? No wonder—after all my family and I’d been through! Something else I could blame my father for!


One day while setting out a mousetrap (we couldn’t use poison because of our pets), I wondered if my refusal to forgive my father would be like taking rat poison and then waiting for the rat to die. I doubted my father was suffering at all due to my lack of forgiveness, but I did know that my resentment was slowly poisoning me.


In light of this conclusion, I decided the best thing I could do for myself was to forgive my father. How else could I be free of him? I knew this logically, but my emotions remained unconvinced.


I was at a stalemate. Contrary to the idea that forgiveness is a sign of weakness, I discovered the opposite. Forgiveness requires great strength—strength that I didn’t have. So I went straight to the One who promised in Matthew 7:7 NIV: “Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be opened to you.”


So I prayed. “God, I’d like to forgive my father, but I have a problem—I don’t want to. Can you change my wants—help me to want to forgive him? Then I will.” That became my daily prayer.


Amazingly, several months later, I was suddenly overwhelmed with a desire to forgive my father. Where had that come from? Then I remembered my prayer—God had answered it. All I had to do now was keep my end of the bargain. So I whispered, “I forgive you, Dad, for everything.” My bitterness vanished and I was free!


Draining the last drop of latte before hitting the noisy freeway, I couldn’t help smiling. Had I continued living in the past, chained by its bitterness and pain, I would have never embarked on my thirty-plus-year journey as an international speaker and award-winning author on the subject of forgiveness. All made possible when over half a century earlier I had a change of heart and forgave my father.


My fervent hope now was that the beautiful young lady in blue would have a change of heart, too, and find the strength to forgive her parents soon and move forward with her life.


~Kitty Chappell
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Another Point of View


Getting over a painful experience is much like crossing monkey bars. You have to let go at some point in order to move forward.


~Author Unknown


Forgiving someone can seem like the toughest thing in the world to do. But it became easy once I realized it wasn’t the other person keeping me from forgiving; it was myself.


My mother and father divorced when I was five years old. Even though I knew they had problems, and that my father had moved on to be with someone else, I was still a child who wanted his family together. So when my father finally said goodbye to my brother, sister and me, it felt like we were being abandoned. I couldn’t forgive him for walking away from our family.


My father was not totally absent as we grew up. For the first year he came to see us once a month and take us out for our birthdays to celebrate. But the more time passed, the less we saw of him. By the time our family moved to California when I was nine, he wasn’t coming around much at all. Once we were 1,500 miles away, he wrote once in a great while, then not at all.


Our stay in California came to a close two years later. My mom’s company had closed, and jobs were hard to come by. So we moved back to Texas to be closer to family and return to the place that had always felt like home. I have to admit that I hoped our father would come back into our lives. For a short time, he did.


Shortly after he learned we were back in Texas, he contacted us. He said he had missed us and wanted us to be part of his family. At first we didn’t understand, but my mom explained our father had a different family now, a new wife and children, and he wanted us to live with them. Because she loved us so much, our mom left the decision up to the three of us. My brother, sister and I went to my father’s house and met his new family. We got along well enough with the other kids and his wife. But we had been a family with our mom for so long, that was where we wanted to be. We told our father, and I knew he was disappointed. Soon after that we didn’t see him anymore.


I felt abandoned for a second time, and swore I would never forgive him again. I knew that he had been asking for another chance and we had given it. Although we hadn’t chosen to live with him, we still loved him. But when he didn’t visit, call or write, I couldn’t forgive him for forgetting about us a second time.


Years went by, and we all grew up and started families of our own. Any anger I felt turned into a kind of numbness, and I tried not to think of my father at all. Then one day we were notified that he had passed away from a long illness. Any chance of forgiveness was gone—or so I thought.
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