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PROLOGUE





‘Stories are the secret reservoir of values: change the stories individuals and nations live by and tell themselves, and you change the individuals and nations.’


BEN OKRI





Wilma Derksen knows exactly what it means to be the public face of forgiveness, having been both lauded and vilified for forgiving her daughter’s killer. Labelled by the media as the voice of mercy, she has spent the last thirty-six years of her life facing the relentless forces of public scrutiny, coming to terms with a tragedy that has both defined and consumed her.


For many it makes no sense at all as to why Wilma and her husband Cliff decided to forgive the man who took their daughter’s life; and in particular why they made this decision just hours after the body of thirteen-year-old Candace was found on a bitterly cold January day in 1985, bound and frozen in a shed in Winnipeg, Canada.


The hunt for Candace Derksen, who disappeared on her way home from school, stretched over seven weeks, and so to locals her killing has always felt both intimate and personal. When I met the Derksens, nearly thirty years later during a visit to Canada in 2013, the story was still imprinted on many people’s psyches, not least because the man who had been convicted of the crime six years earlier was now appealing his prison sentence. I was invited to share a meal around the Derksens’ kitchen table with a couple of their oldest friends, who, like them, were both practising Mennonites. Over dinner, the conversation ambled between Winnipeg’s unseasonably cold weather that October, my research for a Winston Churchill Memorial Fellowship, which was the reason I was in Canada, and Wilma’s latest publication as a prolific author and journalist.


Afterwards, Wilma took me into their front room, and here, among her books and family photographs, she proceeded to explain exactly why the couple had chosen to forgive their daughter’s killer.


‘It was a very easy decision to make,’ said Wilma. She explained how on the day Candace’s body was discovered friends and neighbours had brought food and gifts to the house, something which for a few hours provided consolation for the parents and their two other children, putting a layer of loving protection between the family and that dreadful discovery. A little later, shortly after most of their friends had left, there was a knock on the door and a stranger stood there, dressed in black. He had read about the tragedy in the newspaper, and he wanted to help. He told them he was also the parent of a murdered child and was here to warn them of this alien and frightening world they were about to enter. Then he proceeded to list everything he had lost since his daughter’s death. He told them he had lost his health, his relationships, his concentration and his ability to work. He had even lost all memory of the child he held so precious because now the story of the murder was lodged so deep in his brain that it left little room for anything else.


The stranger’s appearance at their door was an unspoken invitation to an exclusive club of parents bereaved and broken through murder. But Wilma and Cliff were determined not to join. Finding themselves almost comforting the man, they politely listened and then showed him to the door. ‘His arrival in our home was a kind of reckoning,’ said Wilma, ‘because having just been through the immense pain of losing our daughter, it now seemed we might lose everything else as well.’


This was how forgiveness became a lifeline for the Derksens – a conscious decision born out of a dread of what ‘unforgiveness’ might bring. Having been presented with the bleakest of futures, the couple went to bed that night and made a solemn vow. They promised themselves that they would respond very differently, by instead trying to forgive the person who had wreaked havoc in their lives, even though, at this point, they didn’t know who the perpetrator was.


As Mennonites, you might presume their faith had called them to forgive, but I have met plenty of Mennonites, Quakers and Christians of every denomination for whom forgiveness would never be an option under such circumstances. No, this was an instinctive choice made by two bereft parents on the night their missing child had been found murdered. As they looked out at the desolate landscape ahead, they decided that forgiveness was the only possible route to release them from a lifetime of suffering. Pain is always the greatest motivator to forgive.


In the coming months and years, forgiving their daughter’s killer proved an invaluable way of navigating the endless snares and complications of traumatic loss. But it has never been easy. ‘Little did I know that the word forgiveness would haunt me for the next thirty-seven years – prod me, guide me, heal me, label me, enlighten me, imprison me, free me and, in the end, define me,’ says Wilma, who has faced every kind of criticism imaginable for choosing to forgive her daughter’s killer. ‘From the beginning I was right out there in public – confessing to everyone the desire of my heart. But when I joined Family Survivors of Homicide, I was quite forcibly told to forget about using the word “forgiveness” because all they could see were the dangers of forgiving. In some ways that was good for me because, as a Mennonite, it made me lose the religious lingo and forced me to be more authentic. Forgiveness is a hard word; it demands a lot of you and is so often misunderstood. At times it was incredibly tough. People said we couldn’t have loved Candace because we forgave.’


When I’ve listened to other people’s stories of traumatic loss, I’m aware that the pain doesn’t ever end. You may learn to manage it, but things will happen along the way to push you down into the pit. And when that happens, you have to steer your way out all over again. And the obstacles will vary; some people have had their pain thrown right back in their face by an offender who refuses to show remorse; some have been ostracised by loved ones who find forgiveness in such circumstances inexplicable and even insulting; and some have had to wrestle with interminable unanswered questions for crimes that remain unsolved. The Derksens were indeed repeatedly frustrated and disappointed by a legal system that over the years promised resolution and then took it away.


It wasn’t until 2007 that the police finally arrested someone for Candace’s murder. Mark Edward Grant, who had a long criminal record, was charged with first-degree murder based on a DNA match. The murder trial began twenty-six years to the day after Candace’s body was found and the jury swiftly found the defendant guilty of second-degree murder. The Derksens’ relief was palpable; they could breathe again knowing what had happened to their daughter and that a dangerous man had been taken off the streets. Even though they had forgiven many years earlier, there had been no human being to bestow their forgiveness upon. It had been an abstract notion, what Wilma describes as a ‘lifestyle choice’, a way of finding peace in a maelstrom of uncertainty. Now they could look the perpetrator in the eye and know exactly who had murdered their daughter and who it was they had chosen to forgive.


What followed must have been another kind of torture for the Derksens. Just after I left Winnipeg in October 2013, the Manitoba Court of Appeal overturned Grant’s conviction because it was shown that the trial judge had made an error in not allowing the defence to present evidence that pointed to another possible killer. This ruling was then appealed, but the Supreme Court of Canada upheld the Appeal Court’s decision. In 2017 a retrial of Grant took place one day shy of the thirty-second anniversary of Candace’s body being found. This time, the jury found Grant not guilty, accepting the defence’s argument that DNA evidence in the prosecution’s case was ‘fundamentally flawed’. Grant was subsequently released, meaning that the case of Candace Derksen’s murder remains unsolved.


You might expect the Derksens’ forgiveness to have been severely tested by all this, but it never really has been. Perhaps this is because the couple forgave so early on – long before they knew the possible identity of their daughter’s killer. Nor has the fact that this crime remains unresolved ever crushed them. In fact, quite the reverse; doubt and uncertainty seem to have acted as a cushion. With Grant’s acquittal, Wilma later told me she had felt a surge of freedom, as if a huge weight that she didn’t even know she had been carrying was lifted from her shoulders. And it kept lifting, she said, as she began to imagine a life where she would no longer continually have to answer for a convicted criminal. ‘Maybe this is a new kind of justice… poetic justice,’ she pondered.


Of the many stories I have heard over the years, Wilma’s remains one of the most enduring to me, perhaps because of her unwavering commitment to forgive despite meeting so many barriers. For Wilma, forgiveness remains something fresh and ongoing; an ever-present position of the mind which takes on many different forms at different times. Even though on some days she may not be able to muster the strength to forgive, nevertheless it has been a constant intention; as she says, a ‘North Star’ to follow, ‘a mantra’ to comfort and assuage.


Through my work with The Forgiveness Project, I have met many hurt and traumatised people who have found healing through their resolve to forgive. But I have also met others who, while turning their back on hatred and vengeance, have not necessarily found recovery through forgiveness. In fact, whether someone chooses to forgive or not isn’t really the issue. What is important is that hurt people are able to find peace with things they cannot change and are able to recognise that if hate is left unchecked, it may eventually corrode.





When I started collecting forgiveness stories in 2003 as a personal journalistic project, one of the first people I interviewed was Alistair Little – a former UVF (Ulster Volunteer Force) paramilitary from Northern Ireland. Alistair made it very clear to me that he didn’t want to be part of any initiative that would present forgiveness in a way that might make those who had been harmed feel obliged to forgive, because he said this would place an even greater burden on victims. He told me, just minutes after we’d first met at a community centre in Belfast, ‘I’ve met people who haven’t been able to forgive, but who haven’t allowed the event to paralyse them. It just means that as human beings they’ve been hurt beyond repair. Who are we to say they should forgive?’


Alistair could never forgive himself for taking another man’s life in a deliberate act of sectarian violence. His story was not an unusual one for a boy growing up in the 1970s on the embattled streets of Belfast. In order to avenge the murder of a friend’s father by Republicans, he joined the UVF at the age of fourteen. ‘When I was seventeen, I walked into the home of a man I didn’t know and shot him dead. I had asked to do it,’ he told me. While serving a prison sentence in the Belfast prisons of Long Kesh and H-Blocks, he finally came to a place of believing that what he had done was wrong. It was here that he started thinking about the suffering of his enemy.


It was a slow and painful process. ‘There was huge cost in terms of loneliness and isolation,’ he said. ‘But I came to realise that people who use violence – myself included – see things only from one angle. They don’t see that if you use violence yourself, you encourage revenge and hatred in others. You end up with a never-ending circle of violence.’


After his release from prison at the age of thirty, Alistair’s life became increasingly focused on building bridges between adversaries and preventing further conflict within sectarian settings. After Northern Ireland’s imperfect peace was delivered by the Good Friday Agreement, he became tireless in these endeavours, travelling the world to support people in creating their own peace-building processes. Often edgy and always candid, Alistair invariably fascinated those I introduced him to. His honesty was disarming and his remorse for having killed a man evident for all to see. In addition, his uneasy relationship with forgiveness (in part because he never felt he deserved it) helped me clarify my own thinking around this most amorphous of subjects.


Meeting Alistair was a defining moment for me. I knew then that the stories I was collecting had to illustrate every aspect of this complex subject and map the myriad ways that forgiveness might manifest as a radical alternative to hammering away at hate. I knew also that my focus must be on exploring the contours of forgiveness rather than attempting to encourage, persuade or convince people to forgive. The last thing I wanted to do was parade the act of forgiving as a panacea for all ills, as something people must do in order to heal, or as the only way to rid themselves of their demons. This realisation has grown within me over the many years of working in this field because I strongly believe that proselytising, no matter what you believe in, is dangerous, for the simple reason that when a light becomes glaringly bright it ceases to illuminate and instead just blinds you.


I wasn’t even completely sure at the point of first meeting Alistair Little why forgiveness interested me or what I might end up doing with the stories I was collecting and curating. The project at this stage was just a very personal response that had grown out of my anger at the Bush/Blair 2003 invasion of Iraq. It was my attempt as a journalist to create some kind of counternarrative to the bellicose language of payback and tit-for-tat that was grabbing all the headlines. I had become convinced that bombing civilians would only intensify resentment and that the more you slam down hard on people the more they will regroup and re-emerge in a stronger and more resistant way.


I was interested in forgiveness as a response to being hurt because gentle people have always attracted me more than resolute ones, vulnerability more than strength. I have also always believed there are very few truly malevolent people in the world. As a journalist I wanted to create a portfolio of stories that displayed personal healing journeys from victims and survivors who could express their power as much as their pain. I wanted the voices of individuals to be heard, and their experiences of healing through trauma to be witnessed close up. And I wanted to place these stories alongside those from perpetrators of crime and violence who had transformed their aggression into a force for peace. Most importantly, I wanted these stories to be accessible to a wide range of people by revealing the gritty, messy, risky but authentic narratives of forgiveness.


In the end, thanks to practical and financial support from two women – Dame Anita Roddick, the social activist and founder of The Body Shop, and Jilly Forster, founder and chief executive of Forster Communications – Alistair Little’s story became part of The F Word exhibition, which launched at the Oxo Gallery on London’s South Bank in January 2004. Alistair’s large portrait with his 800-word testimony printed alongside it hung next to the stories of Patrick Magee, the former IRA activist also known as the Brighton bomber, and Jo Berry, the daughter of one of the five people killed by Magee when his bomb exploded at the Grand Hotel, Brighton, during the 1984 Conservative Party Conference. On opposite walls hung many more similar restorative narratives from across the globe. The idea was to show that these individuals, who had discovered peaceful solutions to conflict and who had humanised rather than demonised their enemy, might be unusual, but they were not exceptional. Many of those whose portraits hung on the gallery wall came in person to the launch of The F Word exhibition and afterwards all of them reported that their time spent together had created a wonderfully healing and restorative space.


The exhibition was a success beyond my wildest imagination, drawing widespread media attention and attracting thousands of visitors. In the aftermath of the bitter Iraq War, these narratives of hope seemed to tap into a deep public need to find humanity in a world full of hate. And so, a few months later, to satisfy the multiple requests I was receiving from people wanting to use the stories as a tool for peacebuilding, I founded The Forgiveness Project charity as a means of taking the work further. The Forgiveness Project remains today an organisation that works with people of lived experience with the aim of understanding how we heal, restore and rehumanise. It specifically supports both victims/survivors and former perpetrators to explore how lives can be rebuilt following hurt and trauma. Over the years it’s become clear that these ‘restorative narratives’ have the power to transform lives; not only by supporting individuals to deal with issues in their own lives, but also by helping to build a climate of tolerance, hope and empathy.


I was determined right from the start that The Forgiveness Project should be a place of enquiry rather than persuasion, an offering and never a prescription. This book is my attempt to distill some of my thinking and learning about forgiveness. It includes the personal stories of others because they have experienced what it means to forgive or be forgiven in ways that I haven’t, and because they have had insights that are both helpful and enlightening. Everything I have gleaned about this complex subject comes through the experience of those I have talked to, stories collected from the ‘edges of human endurance’.1 This book is very much an exploration intended to raise as many questions as it might provide answers.


I am not an academic, or a philosopher, or a psychologist, or a theologian. I am a writer and facilitator of other people’s stories and, having thought long and hard about the meaning, values and limits of forgiveness, am eager to share them and all that I have learnt.


‘Storytelling is the bridge by which we transform that which is private and individual into that which is public,’ wrote German-born political theorist Hannah Arendt in 1958. I certainly believe that these stories collected and shared by The Forgiveness Project are not simply subjective first-person testimonies but go beyond the realm of the individual, forming part of the collective memory of communities, helping to reshape how others view the world.





Many books have been dedicated to analysing the meaning of forgiveness. Not all scholars agree on a definition and individuals who have forgiven or been forgiven express it in a myriad of different ways. I called the exhibition The F Word precisely to reflect the fact that forgiveness is a word that no one can agree on. The academic Dr Fred Luskin2 became so overwhelmed with all the convoluted, unsatisfactory definitions of forgiveness being bandied around that I heard him once say he had instead now opted for the single word of ‘freedom’.


I prefer to let stories illustrate the meaning, but if I’m pressed for a definition of forgiveness, I sometimes quote Luskin – only I tend to go a little further. For me, forgiveness means making peace with things or with people you cannot change. It is therefore about reconciling with psychological pain and relinquishing the burden of hatred and the desire for revenge. But it is more than just an act of acceptance and letting go, because it requires an additional radical ingredient which stretches our humanity – and that is a degree, perhaps just the faintest hint, of compassion or empathy for the person who has hurt you. This is the really hard part, because when you think of Wilma and Cliff’s story, it is probably beyond most people’s capabilities to imagine how this couple found compassion for the person who could do such savage things to their daughter.


Just as I was mulling over this idea, I heard Mina Smallman, the mother of two murdered daughters, talking about forgiveness on the BBC’s Today programme. It was New Year’s Day, 2022, and she had been chosen as the programme’s guest editor that morning. For a moment, Smallman’s words challenged my belief that forgiveness requires some compassion or empathy for the person who has hurt you. Talking about how she had come to forgive her daughters’ killer, she said, ‘It’s not that you feel compassion for them. It’s that you don’t carry that anger and frustration within you. You can walk on without having to look at that person.’


Here was Smallman clearly stating that forgiveness does not include compassion. And yet, in that same interview, she also talked about the gratitude she had for her Christian faith, as it had helped her to ‘forgive this young man’. There it was in that tiny phrase. She didn’t call him a monster; she didn’t call him evil. She called him a young man, by which we can deduce that she saw him as a human being, just like herself. That’s what I mean by a hint of compassion.










1 A MESSY BUSINESS





‘The whole area of forgiveness is like a huge spectrum… at one end you have a fracas in the playground, and at the other end you’ve got mass slaughter and yet you’ve got this one word that is supposed to fit everything.’1


JULIE NICHOLSON





Probably my favourite description of forgiveness is attributed to the American author Mark Twain, who supposedly said, ‘Forgiveness is the fragrance that the violet sheds on the heel that has crushed it.’ I like this because it shows forgiveness to be messy, that it grows out of damage, but that it is also potentially a healing balm. Some advocates of forgiveness don’t see this complexity, promoting instead forgiveness as a tidy, almost foolproof remedy with which to heal both individual and societal wounds. This is the kind of positioning that can understandably give people the wrong impression.


The pull to forgive is flexible and changeable; not a one-size-fits-all, nor a single magnanimous gesture in response to an isolated offence, but rather part of a continuum of human engagement in healing our own brokenness. Forgiving is something that one day may come easily and the next day evade you altogether. It is fluid and forever changing, just like the definitions endeavouring to describe it. From all the stories that I’ve collected, forgiveness can be distilled into an energy that can both transform and disturb, soothe and upset. It has the power to alleviate pain, but it can provoke it too. It can bring meaning to sorrow, but also it can confuse. It’s a place of contradiction as well as clarity.


Anger and justification come from believing we are right, staking our positions and creating competing narratives. Trust is built when we accept that we don’t know everything and where our motivation is no longer to ‘win’ at all costs. I see a profound connection between forgiveness and ‘not knowing’, in the sense of embracing ambiguity and uncertainty.


‘Forgiveness is not about forgiving the act but forgiving the imperfections which are inherent in all of us,’ declared Samantha Lawler as we were preparing for an event held at a civic centre in Minneapolis as part of a forgiveness symposium. It was the first time I’d met Samantha and I had just spent the afternoon hearing about how her father had strangled her mother at the family home at Fort Lauderdale in Florida when Samantha was eighteen.


For the next thirteen years her life became an intoxicated blur, muted by a potent mix of grief and anger – grief that she’d lost her mother and anger that her father had destroyed the family. She vowed never to see him again. ‘People would tell me it was good to cry,’ she told me, ‘so sometimes I would spend a whole afternoon crying – but as the years passed it made no difference to the level of grief and hopelessness I felt.’ It was only when Samantha joined a three-day personal development workshop with the Landmark Forum that her heart began to open and, for the first time, she felt a powerful connection with all those who had suffered. At the end of the course, determined to reconcile with the people in her life she had lost touch with, she decided to contact the facility where her father was incarcerated to arrange a visit. To her astonishment, she was told that the prison had been trying to get hold of her because her father was in a critical condition and dying.


And so, in October 2012, she set out from New York to Florida to visit him. ‘I was only given ten minutes with my father,’ she said. ‘He was unrecognisable, a shell of his former self. He’d had multiple strokes and his muscles had atrophied. He also had AIDS. He was breathing from a tube, couldn’t talk and was handcuffed to the bed.’ However, for the entire ten minutes Samantha’s father held her gaze until she felt both calmed and overwhelmed. Now at last she had a clear image of what judgement looked like. ‘Suddenly I realised he was doing what I’d always wanted – suffering terribly. But in that moment I got to see how his suffering in no way relieved my suffering. Not only was our prolonged suffering ineffective, but rather it was actively working against the potential for my healing. The shock and the appalling state he was in wiped the slate clean. I told him over and over how much I loved him and that I forgave him. And I apologised for waiting so long to come to see him and to tell him this. I realised later that during those ten minutes there were no feelings of hate or guilt, or right and wrong. There was just a deep connection. No conversation was necessary, no apology. For ten minutes I got my dad back and when I left, I felt this incredible weight drop away.’


‘Forgiveness is not about forgiving the act but forgiving the imperfections which are inherent in all of us.’ I’ve always appreciated Samantha’s framing of forgiveness as something which is larger than the damage done and which makes us in part responsible for all of humanity’s transgressions, for the simple reason that we are all human. It has also helped me to understand how it is that people are able to forgive things which most of us would consider unforgivable. I now understand that when people forgive appalling acts of barbarism and viciousness, it is not the offence they are forgiving but humanity itself for failing and for being fallible. They empathise not because they tolerate the harm done but because they can somehow find compassion for people with twisted minds hell-bent on cruelty – the kind of people Shakespeare described as ‘ruined pieces of nature’.2 They are able to stand in soiled shoes imagining something of what it is like to be possessed of a callous heart, consumed by aberrant compulsions.


When you hear in the news about the latest appalling act of cruelty, labels like ‘animal’ or ‘evil’ or ‘monster’ may well feel entirely appropriate for the perpetrator. At times of moral revulsion, it is almost impossible to imagine such people as candidates for forgiveness. But the fact is that some rare people do choose to forgive the kind of person society calls a ‘monster’, not to excuse that person but in order to free themselves. Or the forgiver perhaps sees evil as an expression of childhood trauma, understanding that a child’s moral growth can be thrown off course by violence and deprivation, storing up problems for society that explode when these children become angry adults. Or the forgiver may see evil as an expression of a person becoming brutalised or brainwashed, resulting in a limited capacity for empathy and an inability to distinguish right from wrong. Empathy is simply a muscle – if not exercised it ceases to have function or power.


In The Devil You Know, Gwen Adshead tells of her experience working as a psychiatrist at Broadmoor high-security psychiatric hospital in England. In the introduction she challenges the reader to enter a world where ‘good and evil, ideas of right and wrong, as well as identities like victim and perpetrator, are not set in stone and can coexist.’ Discovering this intimate interconnection between good and evil is the only way I can make sense of forgiveness for acts that are so unbearable they stain the very essence of humanity. The author and Holocaust survivor Primo Levi discovered it when he remarked of his Auschwitz concentration camp guards: ‘These were not monsters. I didn’t see a single monster in my time in the camp. Instead, I saw people like you and I who were acting in that way because there was Fascism, Nazism in Germany. Should some form of Fascism or Nazism return, there would be people, like us, who would act in the same way, everywhere.’3


The same sentiments are reflected by Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn in The Gulag Archipelago 1918–1956, in which the Nobel prize-winning Russian dissident gives a striking explanation of why we prefer not to take responsibility for humanity’s most heinous crimes: ‘If only there were evil people somewhere insidiously committing evil deeds, and it were necessary only to separate them from the rest of us and destroy them. But the line dividing good and evil cuts through the heart of every human being. And who is willing to destroy a piece of his own heart?’4





I have often been told that the concept of forgiving and forgetting has no place in any serious discourse about forgiveness, most specifically when talking of the worst crimes and offences. And yet, if forgiveness is about releasing hatred and reconciling with pain, then inevitably it must mean divesting of some painful memories, which in turn indicates fewer intrusive thoughts5 and less stress and anxiety. I remember one mother whose adult daughter had been murdered telling me that after many years she had come to embrace forgiveness as her ‘eleventh-hour lifeline’, but she also told me that sometimes she would feel guilty because while forgiving had given her back her life, it also meant she no longer thought about her daughter every minute of the day. This happens when the dynamic that has entangled two parties in any relationship no longer has the same emotional charge. As poet and philosopher David Whyte writes: ‘It is that wounded, branded, unforgetting part of us that eventually makes forgiveness an act of compassion rather than one of simple forgetting.’


For actress Sharon Stone, forgiveness has also been a sharp issue, and something she has explored as a result of childhood sexual abuse and the years of silence that followed. ‘I believe in “forgive and remember” not “forgive and forget”,’ she told Saga Magazine in an interview in 2021. ‘Forgiveness is for your own benefit. But when you forgive people who are dangerous, you have to put them in a cage in your mind and never go back to it.’ In her memoir The Beauty of Living Twice, Stone documents how she rebuilt her life following a massive brain bleed at the age of forty-three and revisits her childhood as one of four siblings growing up in a small Pennsylvanian town with a mother who she didn’t believe loved her and a grandfather who abused her. She describes herself as an incest survivor and even though her grandfather died when she was fourteen, it was many years before she confronted her mother about the abuse. Dorothy Stone hadn’t known and was bitterly sorry. However, the disclosure created a precious bond between mother and daughter and in the Saga interview Stone says of her mother: ‘If I hadn’t finally stopped keeping this horrible secret, I would never have known her. Never have understood her and certainly never have had the opportunity for her to mother me now that I’ve entered my sixties and my mother is in her mid-eighties.’


For Stone, breaking the silence meant remembering and confronting her psychological pain, which in turn opened up the possibility of forgiveness and resolution. Desmond Tutu captures the essence of what is happening here in his words: ‘Forgiveness does not mean condoning what has been done. It means taking what has happened seriously and not minimising it; drawing out the sting in the memory that threatens to poison our entire existence.’6 This is redemptive memory of the kind that South African author Pumla Gobodo-Madikizela speaks of when she addresses the impact of the atrocities caused by the apartheid regime that stripped Black people of their dignity in particularly shocking and systematic ways: ‘If memory is kept alive in order to cultivate old hatreds and resentments, it is likely to culminate in vengeance, and in a repetition of violence. But if memory is kept alive in order to transcend hateful emotions, then remembering can be healing.’ Forgiveness, insists Gobodo-Madikizela, is not to overlook the deed but to rise above it.


Sometimes forgiveness appears through gritted teeth, forced and expedient. There is an example of this in Steve McQueen’s masterful three-part documentary series Uprising,7 which sheds essential light on the story of the New Cross house fire which killed thirteen young Black people in south London in 1981. The film is an important contribution both to the reality of racism in London in the 1980s as well as to the community’s enduring pain of having lived through decades without justice. Towards the end of the documentary, a mother whose son perished in the fire talks of how she has had to come to terms with two inquests failing to hold anyone responsible. ‘I know that Andrew’s not going to come back,’ she says, ‘and I will probably go to my grave and I will not know… who started the fire.’ And then she says, almost inaudibly, ‘I will have to leave them at the foot of the cross.’


The interviewer’s voice is heard off screen asking her to explain what she means. ‘I forgive them and forget them,’ she shrugs. It is unclear whether this forgiveness comes as a promise made to her god or because she knows that without it she may succumb to overwhelming grief, but whatever it is you know that this mother who lost so much has been comforted by having somewhere to place and transform her agony. Her ache to forget does not refer to the memory of her dead son, but to the imprint of faceless perpetrators branded on her heart.


Although ‘forgive and forget’ feels offensive when applied to deep wounds caused by harm that cannot simply be erased, the phrase has always made perfect sense to me when in the context of minor but pervasive and niggling grievances; those familiar resentments that show up throughout our lives, where, for instance, you might remember that you had a fight with a friend several years ago but you can’t remember what the fight was all about because you’ve moved on and the friendship has remained unscathed. If you were to hold on to that episode and continue to remember every last detail all these years later, it would probably mean that you hadn’t forgiven.


Many years ago, long before I had thought to focus all my work on exploring ideas of forgiveness, a journalist colleague showed me a letter he had written to his uncle in which he had tried to bring resolution to an inheritance dispute that had run on for years. My colleague had finally agreed to give in to his uncle’s demands so as to move on with his life. I read the letter, which he had spent a long time writing and which meticulously went over the sequence of events, listing exactly who had done what and when. It was balanced and without bile, ending with a wish to maintain a good relationship with his uncle. However, the very last line, written almost like a casual sign-off, struck a very different tone. It read: ‘And I want you to know that I forgive you.’


My colleague clearly thought he was being both conciliatory and magnanimous, but offering forgiveness, especially to someone who clearly believed they were in the right, would, I felt, do no good. Shortly after that he went to live in America and I didn’t see him for a few years, but when we did meet again, over a meal in a London restaurant, I asked him how things had worked out with his uncle. I wasn’t surprised to hear that his uncle had not replied to his letter, and that they had barely seen each other since. Much of our evening together was then spent talking about the hurt he still felt due to the way he’d been treated by his blood relative.


I refer to this instance as an example where, in order to experience the efficacy of forgiveness, a measure of forgetting is required to move beyond the hurt. My colleague thought he had forgiven – certainly he wanted to – but in actual fact he had not. And I knew he hadn’t because he hadn’t forgotten. In a situation like this you can’t really forgive and continue to boil away with active resentment because relinquishing resentment is part of a forgiveness process. I’m not saying my colleague should have totally wiped the memory from his mind, just that, in order for him to have truly forgiven, I think he wouldn’t have still been nursing the grudge. It’s the same when people say about some fairly minor transgression, ‘I’ll forgive but I’ll never forget.’ The act of forgiving may be a grand gesture of absolution, but the promise never to forget feels more like a threat.


In 2000, when clinical psychologist Peter Houghton was diagnosed with a terminal heart condition, he wasn’t expected to live until pioneering surgery provided him with an artificial heart and gained him seven extra years of life. For much of his working life he had counselled dying patients at London’s Middlesex Hospital, so now in his recovery he started to map his own journey back from the threshold of death for a book that was published the following year called On Death, Dying and Not Dying.8 In it he says something interesting about forgiving and forgetting. Recalling that he had often advised dying people to make amends and, where necessary, apologise, he now attempted to do the same thing himself. But he was surprised when most of the people he tried to apologise to couldn’t remember the things he was apologising for. Others felt there was nothing to forgive and never had been. Houghton concludes, therefore, that these things he had done ‘were no longer alive to them as they were to me.’ Initially he was confused, realising that he had been living with regret for actions which had harmed him more than those he had – or believed he had – harmed. The people in his life he had reached out to had clearly been able to forgive and forget more easily than him. ‘It gave me a new perspective,’ he writes. ‘For the first time I felt able to accept myself, my life and not to worry about the darkness in it.’





There are so many assumptions made about forgiveness that it’s sometimes difficult to find a footing on such unstable ground. It interests me that some people assume The Forgiveness Project must be a religious organisation because of the strong association between forgiveness and Christianity. I have also encountered a yawning lack of interest from critics of forgiveness who presume the subject to be weak, dreary, or irrelevant. And very occasionally I’ve been greeted with disapproval, irritation and outright anger when talking on the topic. The mother of an abducted child once rebuked me at a conference when she heard I was from The Forgiveness Project. I don’t blame her, as I may have done the same in her position if I assumed someone was about to tell me that I should forgive the person who’d taken my child. On another occasion a therapist in a book club that a friend belonged to refused to even open my first book, which was a collection of stories from The Forgiveness Project, remarking crossly that she would never read a book that suggested hurt people should forgive their tormentors because, she said, this would only inflict further damage on her clients.


I understand that the word ‘forgiveness’ triggers religious associations, which is why therapists may feel uncomfortable using it, but this particular psychotherapist misunderstood my intention. I’ve never wanted to create a world where everyone seeks to forgive the pain they’ve endured. All I’ve ever wanted to do is to offer up forgiveness as a suggestion, an invitation if you like, as a way of breaking the cycle of suffering when nothing else works, and if only for the sole purpose that there are people out there who have been deeply wounded who tell me it has helped. It won’t of course always help, not for all people, nor in all circumstances, but it may be worth considering as a creative alternative to the corrosive power of bitterness. I try to discourage the commonly held notion that to forgive means to condone or look the other way and I have never promoted forgiveness as an imperative, but rather pointed out the dangers of sanitising or simplifying what it means to forgive because I know that so often it is an arduous and exhausting task, risky and unpredictable.


A few years ago, I had a bruising encounter on Skype with an American social media specialist who operates in the world of love and forgiveness and who wanted to connect with the work of The Forgiveness Project. Before long the conversation took a bizarre turn. After signposting me to some motivational quotes she had recently posted on Twitter, she said I should replace the photo on my personal Twitter account with a more smiley one if I wanted to attract more followers. She also pointed out that because some of my tweets were political, anyone interested in ‘love and forgiveness’ would not be interested, as I came across as an ‘angry, unforgiving person’. By now I was looking fairly downcast, easing myself out of the frame of the screen. ‘Just look at your body language,’ she chastised. ‘You can’t come across like that if you want to go viral and promote love and forgiveness.’ The encounter showed me again what I knew already – that the world of love and forgiveness can be a pretty unforgiving place. But it also made me even more determined to position conversations around forgiveness in ways that might attract those who would otherwise dismiss it as soft, syrupy or irrelevant.


Although I have encountered some people who are weary or distrustful of forgiveness, I’ve met many more who think of it as the key to alleviating suffering, who talk about it in terms of a rare mystery medicine and who complain that it is rarely contemplated and little understood. Sometimes these fans come from unexpected quarters – for example the TV news producer who spoke to me as if he’d just discovered something incredibly precious and was determined to get many more forgiveness stories on air. Interest in The F Word exhibition has come from surprising places too. A fire station in Seattle once used some of the stories for their diversity training; and a doctor at a Southampton hospital shared these same stories with his medical students to help them become ‘better doctors’ and because it was his firm conviction that a cornerstone of the barriers and bridges to understanding diversity was forgiveness.


Positive encouragement has also come from countless individuals across the world who, over the years, have written to me describing their own healing paths. Many have told me that staying bound to the pain of the past no longer serves them and for this reason they have started instead to move into the uneven territory of forgiveness. Even for these proponents of forgiveness there exist two distinct camps. On one side there are the unilateral forgivers for whom forgiveness is an act of self-healing and requires nothing from the wrongdoer. Here forgiveness is entirely in the gift of the one who has been harmed. On the other side are the bilateral, conditional forgivers who believe forgiveness is a contractual relationship between the wronged and the wrongdoer to be earned and deserved through apology or reparation. Here forgiveness is only offered with an invitation to repent. For some people forgiveness just isn’t possible without a relationship – as one friend put it to me, ‘Forgiveness requires some kind of mutuality because in that moment everything can melt.’


Father Michael Lapsley, who was severely injured in a bomb attack, is someone who holds firm to this position. In April 1990, at the height of the apartheid repression,I Fr Michael, a priest and member of the African National Congress (ANC), was living in exile in Zimbabwe when he was sent a letter bomb through the post. He lost both his hands, one eye and had his eardrums shattered. The lethal explosive device had been placed between the pages of a religious magazine and sent by senior officials of South Africa’s security forces. Their aim: to eliminate this outspoken priest who was a prominent supporter of South Africa’s liberation struggle. While the regime failed to take out their target, they must surely have assumed that Fr Michael’s influence would now at least be permanently diminished as he lay in agonising pain in a Harare hospital.


When, many years earlier, as a newly ordained priest, Fr Michael told friends that his religious mission was to understand what it meant to be human, he could never have imagined how this would show up in his life. Now, nearly twenty years after his sense of mission had in 1973 brought him from his home in New Zealand to serve the poor and the marginalised in South Africa, he faced a frightening and uncertain future, knowing he would have to accept help from carers for the rest of his life. However, buoyed by his faith in God and with the love and prayers from friends all over the world, it was in Harare’s Parirenyatwa Hospital that Fr Michael’s story of survival became acknowledged, reverenced and given moral content as his road to physical and mental healing began.


After months of receiving expert physical and psychological medical care, first in Zimbabwe and then in Australia, he returned to South Africa fragile but determined to find meaning in his suffering. By now, two functional metal hooks had been fitted as prosthetics to provide a level of independence that enabled him to eat, use a camera (a favourite hobby) and drive a car. Reminded every minute of the day of his extreme physical limitations, he suddenly found himself belonging to a minority outsider group. It was not a group he could ever have wished to join and yet it was here among the sick and disabled that he discovered a new sense of belonging. Brokenness, incompleteness and imperfection were key to forging the ministry of his second life as his recovery centred on developing a deliberate mindset of survival, that of victor over victim. I once heard him give a sermon at Westminster Abbey in London in which he referred to one of South Africa’s greatest leaders, Chief Albert Luthuli, who had always maintained that those who think of themselves as victims eventually become the victimisers of others. Similarly, Fr Michael had come to the conclusion that ‘People give themselves permission to do terrible things to others because of what was done to them.’


In his memoir Redeeming the Past: My Journey from Freedom Fighter to Healer, he describes how he came to understand that while his lifelong pursuit of equity and justice may nearly have destroyed him, there were unquestionably profound rewards to be found too: ‘I am immeasurably richer for the journey I’ve traveled, and so my life is not full of regrets. Of course part of me says, “If only I had realized it was a bomb and not opened it,” but God has enabled me to make my bombing redemptive. Some people who have had horrible things happen to them are, to be sure, survivors, but they remain prisoners of a moment in their past. I think there is another step that requires moving away from being an object of history – someone to whom something terrible has been done – to becoming a subject of history once more. This means becoming someone who once again participates in shaping and creating the world. Therefore, I began to realize that if I were consumed by hatred, bitterness, and a desire for revenge, I would be a victim forever.’


Fr Michael has always maintained that while he does not hold on to hate, nor does he forgive those responsible for sending him the letter bomb. He told me for The F Word Podcast:




Often when I tell my story I say I am not filled with hatred, bitterness, self-pity or the desire for revenge and then people say to me, ‘Oh, you are a wonderful example of forgiveness’. And I say ‘but actually I didn’t mention the word forgiveness’. Even as we talk today, I don’t know who sent the bomb. I don’t know who made it. I don’t know what the chain of command is. So, for me in a way forgiveness is not yet on the table. Now, I do speculate in my mind the possibility of somebody knocking at my door and saying, ‘I am the one who sent you that bomb, will you forgive me?’ Of course, I don’t actually know how I would respond but I speculate that I might say to that person, ‘Well, excuse me sir, do you still make letter bombs?’ and he says, ‘No, no, actually I work just around the corner from you at the Red Cross Children’s Hospital, will you forgive me?’ And, my answer is, ‘Yes, of course, of course I forgive you.’ And then perhaps we would sit and drink tea and I say, ‘Well, sir, I have forgiven you but I still have no hands. I will always need somebody to assist me for the rest of my life. Of course, you will help pay for that person – not as a condition of forgiveness but as part of reparation and restitution.’





When I started to collect forgiveness stories in early 2003, I kept hearing about a forgiveness conference that had taken place a few years earlier at the spiritual community of Findhorn in Scotland where Fr Michael Lapsley had been invited to speak. According to one or two people present, some members of the audience had taken issue with his position on conditional forgiveness, questioning whether insisting on accountability before forgiveness might be hardening his heart. Their underlying puzzlement was perhaps arising from the question: how is it possible that a man of God cannot forgive? Fr Michael has always been very clear that he has become both a better person and a better priest since the bombing, but he points out that even though his ‘humanness and limitedness’ may demonstrate how compassion and gentleness are stronger than evil and hatred, still this is not forgiveness. During his Westminster Abbey sermon, he used the term bicycle theology – questioning the notion that if someone were to steal your bicycle, would you just shrug it off and tell them ‘I forgive you’? No, he insisted, first you’d want your bicycle returned; only then can you offer forgiveness. A couple of years later, when I questioned Fr Michael further about this, he said, ‘Often we reduce forgiveness to saying sorry, but we don’t commit ourselves to reparation and restitution, which are also key elements of the journey of forgiveness.’


Those who do not go along with Fr Michael’s theory of bicycle theology claim that if your peace of mind depends on an apology and remorse (which you may never get if the offender is dead, incapable or unknown), you are then simply placing the power in the wrong hands and will always be inextricably linked to the source of your pain.





In the summer of 2020, just after the end of the first Covid-19 lockdown, sisters Nicole Smallman and Bibaa Henry were found fatally stabbed in a park not far from where I live in north-west London. To hear about this horrendously sadistic random attack was distressing enough, but what added to the public’s sense of outrage was the police’s deeply flawed response. Not only were they dreadfully slow to search for these two Black women, but after their bodies were eventually found by Nicole’s boyfriend, two Metropolitan Police officers were discovered to have taken selfies at the crime scene and shared the photos with others. The mother of the murdered women is Mina Smallman, who eighteen months later would be a guest editor on the BBC’s Today programme. Smallman is a retired priest and was the Church of England’s first female archdeacon from a Black or minority ethnic background. When I first read about her, I wondered how on earth she would bear this terrible loss and doubted whether forgiveness would ever be part of her lexicon.


During the months that followed, Smallman barely spoke to the press, but a year later, after nineteen-year-old Danyal Hussein was found guilty of her daughters’ murders, she started to speak out publicly, questioning whether the delay in finding her daughters’ bodies was because they were two missing Black women. When she was asked why the case had not received the same level of outrage as the kidnap and murder nine months later of a young white woman from south London, Smallman told BBC News: ‘Other people have more kudos in this world than people of colour.’9


The interview revealed Smallman to be an impressively resilient woman, occupying the dual roles of mother and activist, fighting to change a racially biased police service in honour of her daughters’ lives. When asked whether she could forgive, she said quickly and unequivocally, ‘I have! I already have. I’ve surprised myself, actually. When we hold hatred for someone it’s not only them who are held captive, it’s you, because your thoughts become consumed by revenge and what you’d like to do to them. I refuse to give him that power. He is a nonentity to me… He has no power in our lives.’ This kind of forgiving has nothing to do with reconciliation. Quite the reverse. This is forgiving as a way of severing all ties: forgiving as a form of erasure.


For this reason, Desmond Tutu has described forgiving ‘as the best form of self-interest’, and it is why Marian Partington – whose sister was murdered by serial killers Fred and Rosemary West – explains that she has forgiven the unrepentant Rosemary West in order not to be corrupted by the brutality of what happened, and so that she might ‘live a full life and not be stuck in a place of revenge’.


In her memoir If You Sit Very Still, Marian writes with remarkable eloquence and courage about healing and traumatic loss in relation to forgiving Rosemary West. She rarely talks about forgiving Fred West, who committed suicide in prison before his murder trial and in so doing removed himself from any final reckoning. I’ve had many long conversations with Marian about forgiveness and have always liked the way she describes it as finding a new relationship with pain, an act of liberation through feeling empathy for the suffering of the perpetrator. At Rosemary West’s trial, as Marian heard about West’s violent upbringing, she suddenly felt a flicker of compassion for ‘the impoverishment of a soul who knew no other way to live than through terrible cruelty’. Marian has also often suggested that forgiveness should be thought of as a verb rather than a noun, something that can be practised and participated in because it is active, fluid and ‘alive’.


A counterpoint to this framing of forgiving comes from Reinekke Lengelle, a researcher, poet and professor of therapeutic writing, who ever since her husband’s death has focused on teaching bereavement writing. She has much to say about forgiveness, and in a blog entitled ‘To Forgive is Not a Verb’ she explains: ‘To forgive is technically a verb like “to swim” and “to jump” so we are hoodwinked by the concept. We believe we have to do something, which, of course, we don’t know how to do. You can conjugate “to forgive”, but it is not actionable.’10


I agree with Lengelle that it is almost impossible to teach the skills of forgiveness because unlike driving or swimming you can’t just go out and learn how to ‘do’ it. But although I’m doubtful anyone can forgive just from joining a forgiveness class, I’m equally certain you will only succeed in embracing forgiveness, whether for yourself or for another, if you line yourself up for it – if, more than an intellectual pursuit, it becomes a heartfelt intention.


Lengelle claims that as long as we try to do forgiveness or get forgiveness, ‘it’s frustrating and adds insult to injury’. However, ‘doing’ and ‘getting’ forgiveness have two very different drivers. Yes, going out to get or ask for forgiveness can feel off balance. I once witnessed a victim empathy course in an American prison where the prisoners were writing letters to their victims asking for their forgiveness. The letters were an exercise in empathy and were not intended to be delivered to the recipient, but it struck me as the wrong emphasis. Should not the letter rather have been about saying sorry, taking responsibility and expressing a vow to make amends? As Alistair Little has said, asking for forgiveness just places yet another burden on the victim.


If it is selfish or missing the point to ask for forgiveness, what about ‘doing’ forgiveness? I’ve met many people who have been hurt badly by family feuds, friends disowning them, bosses bullying them, who years later – when the hurt still won’t subside – wish they could ‘do’ forgiveness as a way out or a way through. The trouble is they have no idea how. I can offer no single or foolproof way, and there are multiple teachers of forgiveness out there presenting pathways to forgiveness, but nothing in my mind is as helpful or as illuminating as hearing the real stories of those who have considered and grappled with forgiveness, whether or not they have accepted it.


So often the arts serve best to express complicated narratives. There is much in Edward St Aubyn’s Patrick Melrose novels that sheds meaning on what Professor Duncan Morrow, a politics lecturer in Northern Ireland, has called ‘the impossible yet essential need for forgiveness’. In St Aubyn’s semi-autobiographical fiction the central character, Patrick, wrestles over the course of five books with the impact of a traumatic childhood, through a drug-addicted adulthood, the wreckage of his once-wealthy family’s fortunes and his own troubled experiences of parenthood. St Aubyn’s biting prose conveys uncomfortable insights into Patrick’s sexually abusive father while excavating wounds that never heal; the search for redemption is as much about the author as Patrick, who never seems to quite lay the ghosts to rest or quieten the demons. Nevertheless, the principal assumption is that in order to feel whole again, Patrick must move beyond the search for consolation in drugs, sex, alcohol, flattery and love. As St Aubyn himself has implied in several interviews, healing must come from seeing how things are, not how they were or how they could have been. A kind of ‘ground zero of reality’11 where only renunciation can set him free.


The Patrick Melrose novels explore what it looks like for a traumatised person to lean towards forgiveness. Initially Patrick toys between opting for forgiveness or revenge, realising that while neither will change the past, forgiveness is the less attractive because it represents a collaboration with one’s persecutors. Later, exhausted by hatred, he concludes the only liberation is eventual indifference or detachment. Finally, a vision of wholeness is glimpsed by understanding the reality of forgiveness as something that is messy, inconsistent and full of contradictions. St Aubyn writes of Patrick: ‘Only when he could hold in balance his hatred and his stunted love, looking on his father with neither pity nor terror but as another human being who had not handled his personality especially well; only when he could live with the ambivalence of never forgiving his father for his crimes but allowing himself to be touched by the unhappiness that had produced them as well as the unhappiness they had produced, could he be released, perhaps into a new life that would enable him to live instead of merely surviving. He might even enjoy himself.’12


I heard Brené Brown talking once about how it had taken her many years of studying forgiveness to understand it. She told of the moment it had all become clear. She had heard a story about a man and woman in a relationship where he had had an affair. Neither had wanted the marriage to end but both were stuck in an unhealthy dynamic where he couldn’t let go of shame, and she couldn’t let go of blame. As Brené Brown was contemplating this situation she realised that something must be killed off in this marriage for the couple to move on either alone or together in life. And then she said something very powerful: ‘The reason why forgiveness is so hard is that in order for us to forgive, something has to die and we have to grieve something.’


You have to know what you have lost and mourn it in order for something new to be born. You have to realise it may never be the same again – but there is always the possibility that it could be more beautiful. Grief is therefore an inherent part of forgiveness. It may be that what has to die is our justified right for vengeance, our certainty that we are right, our assumption that we can keep the relationship we want, our expectation that people will always treat us as we want them to.




	
I. Apartheid (‘apartness’ in the Afrikaans language) was a system of legislation that upheld segregationist policies against non-white citizens of South Africa. For nearly half a century, the apartheid regime stripped Black people of their dignity in particularly ruthless and humiliating ways.
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