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Advance Praise for
INSPIRING FORGIVENESS


“This book, masquerading as an inspirational volume, urgently points to a quality essential to our well-being. While focused on forgiveness, this is but one instance of the broader value of learning to let go—of our regrets, grievances, petty preoccupations, distorted and self-serving stories—all of it. Letting go of our tendency to nurture our injuries is as imperative to emotional health as it is challenging. Bonner’s eloquent examples of those who have suffered more than most of us can imagine point, again and again, to the very real possibility of forgiving, and its value for us, those who have been harmed. The volume itself is lovely in its abundant use of poetry, quotes, even the typesetting. But this loveliness should not be taken to suggest the topic is trivial; indeed it points to the absolute requirement of relearning kindness toward ourselves and others as a prerequisite for restoring peace to our world.”


—Paul Fulton, cofounder of the Institute for Meditation and Psychotherapy


“Inspiring Forgiveness is a book that has worked me into the bones of my integrity. I hate the difficulty of the process, yet love the life that holds it. This book invites a complex purifying aspect for us all—thus deepening our capacity to live together with greater freedom.”


—Larry Yang, author of Awakening Together: The Spiritual Practice of Inclusivity and Community


“What a wonderful illumination of the power of forgiveness Barbara Bonner has given us. The book’s unique gathering of personal stories, poems, and quotations shows that forgiveness is not a momentary feeling but an attitude toward life, a practice of deep self-healing, and a path to freedom. Inspiring Forgiveness is aptly titled, for it does more than tell us about forgiveness, it inspires us to live it.”


—John Brehm, editor of The Poetry of Impermanence, Mindfulness, and Joy




“Forgiveness is hard won. It takes everything, and we are not in charge of the timing of the process. We have to just be completely willing. Easy to say. In this treasury, Barbara Bonner walks us through many new ways and insights to forge a new relationship to forgiveness.”


—Sensei Koshin Paley Ellison, author of Wholehearted: Slow Down, Help Out, Wake Up


“An inspiring celebration of the greatest human virtue.”


—David Loy, author of Ecodharma: Buddhist Teachings for the Ecological Crisis


“Bonner brings the reader into a meditative journey, discovering many facets of forgiveness along the way. A delightful read.”


—Judson Brewer, MD, PhD, author of The Craving Mind: From Cigarettes to Smartphones to Love—Why We Get Hooked and How We Can Break Bad Habits


“Inspiring Forgiveness is a beautifully designed contemplation on one of the best practices we have for healing and opening our hearts.”


—Elizabeth A. Stanley, PhD, author of Widen the Window: Training Your Brain and Body to Thrive During Stress and Recover from Trauma


“This powerful book can defuse the most destructive bombs and clean the wounds caused by the shrapnel of anger.”


—Leslie Thomas, director of The Prosecutors
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“Inspiring Forgiveness is a balm for this troubled world. It shows a path forward through the pain of harm and loss, opening new possibilities of love and freedom. This book actualizes its title: inspiring the great healing potential of forgiveness in all our lives.”


—JOSEPH GOLDSTEIN, author of Mindfulness: A Practical Guide to Awakening





“Barbara Bonner has created another gem.”


—SHARON SALZBERG, author of Lovingkindness and Real Happiness





“More than ever, our world needs the wise and healing reminders Barbara Bonner offers in this jewel box of a book. These beautiful stories, poems, and quotes will bathe and tenderize your heart.”


—TARA BRACH, author of Radical Acceptance and Radical Compassion


“Read this book a little, and you will find a little forgiveness. Read this book completely, and you will free your heart.”


—SUMI LOUNDON KIM, Buddhist chaplain at Yale University, and author of Sitting Together: A Family-Centered Curriculum on Mindfulness, Meditation, and Buddhist Teachings


“Barbara Bonner hit a grand-slam with Inspiring Forgiveness! This profoundly touching book feels like a soothing balm for the heart. It calms and comforts where we need it most, including forgiving ourselves.”


—RICK HANSON, PHD, author of Buddha’s Brain


“I adore this book, and will, quite simply, spend the rest of my life digesting its wisdom.”


—STEPHEN COPE, author of The Great Work of Your Life













DEDICATION


In honor of my parents, Punky and Ken, 
first teachers of forgiveness, 
and in gratitude for this beautiful life


















HATRED NEVER CEASES


BỴ HATRED,


BUT BY LOVE ALONE IS CEASED.


THIS IS AN ANCIENT


AND ETERNAL LAW.


ATTRIBUTED TO THE BUDDHA
















Introduction


THIS BOOK is an invitation to stand in the light of forgiveness and feel its power to inspire you. The gift I hope to give readers is the possibility of simply resetting your compass toward forgiveness, a little at a time. No grand gesture is needed. A new perspective is no small thing, quite grand enough.


Forgiveness asks us to open our hearts to those who have wounded us, offering the chance to them and to ourselves to begin again. It is a process, often a slow one, of trial and error, requiring practice and great patience. Yet with even the smallest shift in how we look at the offense or the offender, our orientation can change and leave us standing in a new place, with the heavy burden of blame and grudge-holding lightened—what the mindfulness teacher Jack Kornfield calls “not carrying the hatred in your heart.”


As writer and life coach Marianne Glaeser says, “Forgiving requires a counterintuitive response to the hurtful experience: relaxing clenched fists—letting go, and feeling the hurt while resisting the pull of armoring up.” The effects of this shift can spread into all areas of our lives. It is this shift that can offer a path out of anger, blame, and the desire for revenge. A forgiving person creates a forgiving family and a forgiving community—and opens the possibility of a more forgiving world.


Forgiveness is an inner activity of the heart. Forgetting is not required, nor is action, nor apology. No one needs to know that it has occurred. Sometimes we succeed and sometimes we fail, but we can always hold forgiveness as an intention. Forgiveness cannot be forced. We can create the conditions likely to encourage its growth, but we cannot will it into existence. It is something we usually have to ponder long and hard. For a few lucky ones, it arises spontaneously. It can be a radical act, often quite bold. There is rarely applause. Those closest to us may disapprove or disagree with our new perspective. It can be risky. It is rarely necessary. We often feel no compelling, outward pressure to forgive. This is an act we do for ourselves. It is also how we lift each other up. It is a way to fight cynicism and retain our hopes and dreams. It is a radical act of love. Robert Enright, founder of the International Forgiveness Institute, describes it as “loving gentleness toward those who are stoning us.”









“I learned a long time ago that some people would rather die than forgive. It’s a strange truth, but forgiveness is a painful and difficult process. It’s not something that happens overnight. It’s an evolution of the heart.”





SUE MONK KIDD







In forgiving, we often have to live within the world of mysteries and doubts, let go of the self as the ultimate point of reference, relinquish the sovereignty of the ego. Forgiveness is rarely a linear, logical act. It often requires a leap. Likewise, being able to forgive forces us to give up our need for absolutes. We tend to like black and white, true and false, good and evil; forgiveness forces us into the territory of grays.


FORGIVENESS AND RELIGION


Forgiveness plays a central role in all the world’s major religions. I have interviewed rabbis, Christian ministers, Muslim scholars, and some of the great Buddhist teachers of our contemporary world. I include a story in this book on Amish forgiveness. We can witness the central role of forgiveness in the deeply moving services for Yom Kippur, and the Torah explicitly forbids us to take revenge or bear grudges. In Christianity, confession of sins opens a door to forgiveness and moving on. Devout Muslims pray for forgiveness five times a day and see it as “a state of the heart that is to be aspired to and regularly practiced through prayer, fasting, charity, self-cultivation and kindness,” according to the Islamic scholar Celene Ibrahim.


My own understanding of forgiveness is especially informed by my many years of Buddhist study and practice, including long retreats with great teachers. Just as with my work on generosity and courage in my two previous books, I believe that true forgiveness is a natural outgrowth of a life lived on the Eightfold Path. Forgiveness comes from a mind that does not cling. In many ways, non-clinging is the essence of freedom. When we are present to a painful experience and cultivate curiosity towards it, a natural compassion can arise that makes forgiveness possible. Compassion lies at the very heart of forgiveness.


In her book Real Love, meditation teacher Sharon Salzberg urges us to allow ourselves to wrestle with anger and pain as a first step to forgiveness. “We can then invite ourselves to consider alternative modes of viewing our pain and can see that releasing our grip on anger and resentment can actually be an act of self-compassion,” she writes. The fifth-century Buddhist teacher Buddhaghosa compared harboring anger and resentment to holding a burning ember in our hand in order to hurl at an enemy—only to realize that we are the one getting burned.


THE SCIENCE OF FORGIVENESS


In recent years, forgiveness has been the focus of a wave of scientific study, confirming the unsurprising finding that to forgive is actually good for our physical and mental health. It can lower blood pressure, help us deal with stress more effectively, and keep depression at bay. It offers benefits to the cardiovascular and immune systems.


But if it is so good for us, why is forgiveness so hard to embrace for so many of us? In his book Forgive for Good, Fred Luskin, head of Stanford University’s Forgiveness Project, offers a scientific perspective: “We are hardwired to remember pain and loss. Our brains are designed to maximize remembrance of suffering so one can be alert in case it happens again.” To counter this inclination, studies in evolution point to the necessity of cooperation to our survival. Individuals and cultures that are able to work together survive and prosper. And we all know just how often we need to overlook, even forgive, slights and insults in order to cooperate. It’s a tall order. Forgiveness is a decision for which we must each find our own individual motivation.


In Western culture, forgiveness is not highly valued and is rarely taught. Michael McCullough, director of the Evolution and Human Behavior Laboratory at the University of Miami and author of On Revenge, assesses how revenge came to have a purpose in human life: “Human beings are more instinctively equipped for forgiveness than we’ve perhaps given ourselves credit for. Knowing this suggests ways to calm the revenge instinct in ourselves and others and embolden the forgiveness intuition.” He believes that the desire for revenge “does not come from some sick, dark part of how our minds operate. It is a craving to solve a problem and accomplish a goal”—one of the most generous views I have found of the desire for revenge.


THE INVITATION


In my first two books, Inspiring Generosity and Inspiring Courage, I wrote about “lightning bolt” moments of sudden inspiration that can change us profoundly in just an instant. My hope in this book is to offer a modest but potent reconsideration of forgiveness in our individual and collective lives, and an opportunity to pause and consider what role you want to offer forgiveness in your own life.









“If you are trying to forgive; even if you manage forgiving in fits and starts, if you forgive today, hate again tomorrow, and have to forgive again the day after, you are a forgiver. Most of us are amateurs . . . So what? In this game, nobody is an expert. We are all beginners.”





LEWIS B. SMEDES







Even a first step in the direction of forgiveness—just 10 percent more—changes our internal landscape. Were the world at large to move in that direction, it would change our communities, systems, governments, policies, and international relations. Just as we all have engaged in regrettable actions at points in our lives, so too have nations committed acts of hatred and aggression that have led to further acts of vengeance and, ultimately, world wars. Imagine for a moment what might ensue if the nations of the world could embrace a 10 percent shift toward forgiveness.


This book does not offer answers or recipes for forgiveness; rather, it poses what I think are the important questions, and presents the wise words of philosophers, writers, poets, and great thinkers from across centuries and continents, which can serve as guideposts along the path to bringing greater forgiveness into our lives. My hope is that each and every reader will find here a moment of reflection—whether in the briefest of quotations, a poem, or the story of someone whose life was forever changed by forgiveness.


Buddhist teacher Pema Chödrön offers this simple practice for cultivating forgiveness: “First we acknowledge what we feel—shame, revenge, embarrassment, remorse. Then we forgive ourselves for being human. Then, in the spirit of not wallowing in the pain, we let go and make a fresh start. We don’t have to carry the burden with us anymore. We will discover forgiveness as a natural expression of the open heart, an expression of our basic goodness. This potential is inherent in every moment. Each moment is an opportunity to make a fresh start.”


This book is a collection of those moments.


For those struggling with either offering or asking for forgiveness, I hope this book offers inspiration. I hope friends will give it to friends engaged in this struggle. And, for those who cannot bring themselves to ask for forgiveness, perhaps giving this book as a gift may open new pathways. May it speak for you before you can utter the words.




MY PATH TO FORGIVENESS


In writing this book, I was completely unprepared for how immersion in the material would change my own life. Early on, I was able to confront two situations in which I had let down people who had been close to me. These offenses, though relatively minor, had lived with me for many years, festering and gnawing. I decided to write both of these people a letter of apology. I asked for nothing. I simply wanted to express how much they had meant to me, and how I regretted my own behavior and any hurt it had caused. One wrote back somewhat glibly and suspiciously, and the other very lovingly. To some extent, the responses mattered far less than what I was able to put into words. It brought home to me the extent to which forgiveness can be a very quiet, even intimate, activity. There is no drum roll, and we may never receive a grateful response, or any response at all.


I am fortunate to have only rarely suffered intense personal pain. For me, forgiveness has focused largely on an examination of my inner life. But I have always been an engaged spectator of the pain of the world, and of the way that pain can be eased by forgiving hearts.


Like most families, mine has not escaped its share of dysfunction. One particularly painful episode lived with me for years until I felt its grip on me ease, inch by inch, over the course of a decade and continuing to this day. It was a visceral experience of forgiveness as a process. Sometimes we can only forgive a little, then rest there until, perhaps, another small space opens up into which we can move forward. After a long, sometimes very hard slog, the sun might begin to show itself. At least it did for me. If a leap of forgiveness is not available to you, I urge you to tackle forgiveness in baby steps.









“If you let go a little, you will have a little happiness. If you let go a lot, you will have a lot of happiness. If you let go completely, you will be free.”





AJAHN CHAH







Life is dukkha—a Buddhist concept commonly translated as “suffering.” To live is to be hurt, slighted, dismissed, harmed. We always stand at a crossroads—with the choice of accumulating grievances, which color our future in painful ways, or acknowledging them and not letting them stick to us.


THE BOOK’S OFFERINGS


I hope you will be as moved as I have been by the stories I recount here of a dozen extraordinary people who shared the powerful impact of forgiveness in their own lives. Each is markedly different from the others. In every story, it is the life lived in forgiveness that I wish to spotlight far more than the individual acts. Alongside their experiences, I offer you the words of 40 poets who see forgiveness through 40 different lenses; and more than 100 inspiring quotations from some of our world’s great thinkers, teachers, religious leaders, philosophers, artists, and writers. Fortunately for us, many of them also believe in the power of humor!


Some stories may seem extreme. Sometimes forgiveness can appear unfathomable, unreachable, even just plain wrong. I ask you to step into each subject’s shoes, to try to feel what they felt, and to imagine bringing forgiveness to the situation as if it were your life. Just trying may change you. Simply observing and considering have value. Years from now, in an especially challenging situation, you may recall that person’s story and the forgiveness they were able to bring forth.


First among stories of forgiveness is that of the Dalai Lama, the great world leader whose daily meditations focus on the healing power of forgiveness for the human family. With every reason to hold anger and a wish for vengeance against those who invaded his country and ravaged its Buddhist culture, he instead chooses compassion and forgiveness.


A hero to me and to many, Congressman John Lewis of Georgia is often referred to as “the conscience of the Congress.” From his earliest days of activism for civil rights, the power of forgiveness was always a light by which he steered. In his story, we see how forgiveness was central not only to his own life but also to that of the entire civil rights movement.


When young American Fulbright student Amy Biehl was killed in mob violence in the final days of apartheid in South Africa, her devastated family would have been justified in turning to bitterness and hatred. Instead, they forged bonds with Amy’s African friends, colleagues, and even her killers to establish a foundation that would further their daughter’s work. Their story stretches the very definition of forgiveness, especially for any parent who has lost a child.
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“A beautiful book. Filled with courage, sweet mercy,
and heart wisdom that can set you free”
—Jack KORNFIELD, author of A Path with Heart

INSPIRING
FORGIVENESS

Poems, Quotations, and True Stories
to Help with Forgiving Yourself and Others

BARBARA BONNER

Author of Inspiring Generosityand Inspiring Courage









