Forgiveness. A Gift of Remembrance

By K.R. Maddock

Our lifeislove, and peace, and tenderness, and bearing with one another, and forgiving one another, and not
laying accusations one against another; but praying one for another, and helping one another up with a tender

hand.

woke up one morning with the sudden and unexpected thought
I that | had aready forgiven my father. It was a shocking revel ation

becauseof all the anger | carried through the years on his account.

| remember all toowell theanger | fdt as aresut of hisoccasonal
beatings | remember just asclearly the humiliation of his verbal
criticisms and clumsy attempts at reconciliation, as well asthe guilt |
carried through adolescence because | was told that a good person
shouldforgiveand forget. Fnally,
when helay dying it was a sense of re-
gret rather than sorrow that | felt.
Though | realized someform of recon-
ciliation was needed at that time | was
at aloss far wordsto kring it about [
and the stroke had rendered him mute.

Ironically, the most meaningful ex-
changes between us during those final
days relaed to trivial matters. When |
toldhim | had jug opened a retirement
savings account, he formed his thumb
and index finger into acrude "o." For
a man who had worried abaut saving
money most of his life that was perhaps
the most heartening news hecould
hear. And, although | played nosignifi-
cant rolein helping him prepare for
death, the fact that he left behind a cons derable amount of life
insurance in my name seemed to speak on more than material terms.

In whatever way | interpret these memaries, the fact isthat the
conversations between my father and my<elf have been morefrequent
since his death than before. Perhaps as aform of memorial, | now
keep a photograph of my parentsin my room. This beni gn white-
haired couple has accompanied me faithfull y through many changes
of address and through many life transitions. T hey help to define me,
not as oppressive memories, hut as people who gave me aname and a
place to belong.

| can't remember when the change in attitude or perception took
place, if it didat all completdy. | frequently haveto relive the resent-
ment in arder to cope with unexplained movements of anger toward
other pegple in difficult situations. Y et the conversaions with my
father in particular help me tomoveon. The residual anger has
became part of the process of discovering my spiritual home

"Resentment is
the poison of the
spiritual life."
The wor d means
to experience the
same feeling over
and over again,
to dwell on past
feelings, to cling
toold injuries. ..

Over coming R esentment
One of the practical gifts my parents left me was their abstinence

Isaac Penington, 1667

from alcohol and drugs. If they had been addicted themselves, | most
surely would have gone the same way long ago, and per haps never
have found theinner strength required to deal with the challenges of
life. One day | discovered abodk entitled The Spirituality of Imper-
fection. Inspired by Alcoholics Anonymous, it speaks to awider
readership through the revelation that addidionscan apply to mare
than intoxicating substances. The very emotions that often define us
in negativeterms, bah to ourselvesand to othe's, can often become
addidiveas well. For example the writersobservethat resentment
isdatesus from process of healing by promating theilluson tha the
world hascome tofocuson our victimhoad, imprisoning us in the
past.

"Resentment is the poison of the spiritual life," they write. (213)
The word means to expeaience the samefeding over and over agan,
to dwell on past feelings, to cling to old injuries, powerl essness, rage,
fear, and images of sdf-as-victim. Resentment i s the anti thes s of
spirituality, which begins with the recognition and acceptance of our
imperfection.

Resentment unites anger, fear, and sadhess in a closedcircle. The
Spirituality of Imperfection continues "Anger staoms in thehard
passage between fear and sadness; cultivated, it turnsinto ajagged
resentment that tears rather than trims and that resists healing.
Denying fear and soorning the sadnessthat isshared, resentment
refusesthe possikility of goingthrough and beyond anger into for-
giveness' (215). Resentment i stherefusal or inability to break out of
that closed circle and return to the fragil e but essentia world of
relationships The pain can be healed only through closeness, ome
kind of connection, through admitting the need for unity and commu-
nity.

Growing into Forgiveness

Evelyn and James Whitehead, who wrote Shadows of the Heart: a
Spirituality of the Negative Emotions, observe that forgiveness
reinterprets anger a lowing us to start agai n. They write, "In forgi ve-
ness we choose not tolet the hurt we have experienced get in the way
of ardationship continuing” (84).

But how can that be realized beyond the ties that bind and often
grieve usin thislife? Thereis one story in the Gospel According to
Matthew (18: 21-22) which may suggest a clue to the mystery. Peter
asked Jesus how many times he should fargive a brother who has
wronged him, wondeing if seven times would be sufficient. He was
looking for arule that, however difficult to observe, might relieve
him of regponsihility for the breach in relationship. But Jesus doesn't
allow him this way out, suggeding that Peter needs toforgivehis
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brother seventy times sven. Thisis intended tosuggest an infinite
rather than a specific number, implying that there is no way out of a
continuing rel ationship. Forgivenessis a process rather than an act
of absolution. It cannot be willed.

Forgivenessis not a conscious act, but something discovered after
people have learned to lay down fedli ngs of vi ctimization. My own
expeience has been confirmed by thestaries o ather peoplewho
faled in their direct effortsto forgive. The more we are tormented by
gualms of conscience the more often we try to banish them through
consci ous acts of good will, the harder it becomes. Many addicts have
discovered that the only way tofind away out of thisimpasseis
simply to, "Pray for the son of abitch" (The Spirituality of I nperfec-
tion, 217). Forgiveness comes about through openness rather than
from effort. It comesabout from surrendering the claim to be in
control, aswe do in prayer. The poignant plea, "Forgive us our
trespasses as we forgive those who trespassagainst us,” is a prime
example.

A Spiritual Shift

I'm not introducing the subject of prayer as areligious platitude. It
is not a mechanism for avoiding personal responsihility by invoking
divine hd p. It actually involves a spiritual shift in per spective, anew
experience of self that makes healing and wholeness possible.

Forgivenessisnot awilled act. It is a profound inner transforma-
tion invdving two discoveries [that we have been forgiven and that
we have already forgiven. T hese di scoveri es are united by a sense of
having been reconciled with the human community through acknowl-
edging our own limitati ons. Prayer is based on the discovery that we
do not forgive, but discover forgiveness. Praying for the "smn-of-a-
bitch" that | remembe my father bang on significant occasionsin
my life enablesme to accept him on a new levd of relationship.

The story of the talor in heaven is alight dvesion illudrating
the giveness of forgiving. When thetailor arrived at the gates of
heaven, Peter found some discrepanciesin his qualificationsto enter
and suggeged hewait until God returnedto consider hiscase In the
meantime, thetailar asked if hecoud just step insgde and catch a
glimpse of what hemight miss. Peter didn't seeany ham in this and
allowed him to step over the threshold. The tailor was awestruck.
Seeing an enormous golden throne at the far end of a beautiful
palace, hewent toward it and dimbed up into the sat. From that
vantage pant he could seeeveything in the universe and everything
that was taking place back on earth. Then
he recogni zed his former neighbour climb-
ing over the fence into his own badkyard,
helping himself to the tamatoes he had
planted but would never eat. The tailor was
so furi ous he picked up the golden footstool
a the base of thethrone and hurled it to-
ward the earth.

Shortly after this, God returned and dis-
covered thetailor hidi ng behind the gates of
heaven, looking very guilty about what he
had done. But God knew, and said to him,
"You haven't learned yet that | rulethe
earth with fargivenessand not through ven-
geance." The tailor was sent badk to the
end of the eéernal lineup awaiting admit-
tance.
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To forgive means letting goof fedings o reentment and of the
vigon o one's ¢If as victimthat underlies these feelings. By focusing
on the emoti on itself, we are distracted from a more profound issue.
The core of resentment is more than feeling. It is a self-centered view
of the world that makes forgiveness
impossible.

This hopeless perspective often
comes about through confusing for-
giveness with ather concepts, such as
understanding or forgetting. The need
to understend invdves exploring the
causes o present dtuations, dgging
into the past with the intent to control
the forces that begin there. But for-
givenesshas mare todo with letting
go of the past, giving up any claim to
control it and refusing to be con-
trolled by it.

Toforgive and forget isan annoy-
ing combination of terms at the best
of times. It is simply too difficult to
bring about. Besides, letting goisnot
aform of erasure. It involves accept-
ing the past for what it isand not al owing it to prevent us from
moving on. The nineteenth century philosopher Schopenhauer, wrote
"To fargive and forge means to throw away dearly bought experi-
ence."

The Whi teheads add, "Forgiveness knows that hurt has been
sustained.” They continue, "in forgiving we respond to the other
person not i n terms of the harm they have inflicted but i n ter ms of
who they are beyond that pain" (85). Forgiving is apersonal affair in
which what was doneis forgiven for the sake of who did it.

To confuse forgi veness wi th for getti ng also loses the sense of
forgiveness being a gift. When that happens, we become convinced
that errors and wrongs can and should be forgatten. Again The
Spirituality of Imperfection authors write, " Spiritual tradition seesit
asadtrange delusion that our problems have to be gotten rid of;
instead, the sages and saints suggest, such difficulties are best put to
use" (224). An offense must not be forgotten since it is anly through
remembering and fitting it intowhole of a pason's experiencethat
the possibility o healing is realized and forgiveness comes tofru-
ition.

To forgive may also be desaribed asa decison that is not com-
pleted at the moment of choice. It isaprocessthat gradually al ows
healingas trust isrestared. It does not allow usto goon asif nathing
had happened. We simply choose not to be defined by this rupture,
and try toincorporate it into a continuing relationship.

To forgive means
letting go of feelings
of resentment and
of the vision of
one's self asvictim
that underlies these
feelings.

Unconditional forgiveness

Finally, there is no unconditional forgiveness. Only Gad can
forgveunconditionally, and to claim othewise deval ues theone
forgven by implying he is not responsiblefor his choices. Ignoring
consequences implies not caring, and everyone needs to fed that they
matter and that their actions have an effect on others. What is
needed, then, is a willingness to accept respongbility and not blame
others for our prablems.

Within families wehaveour first lessons in rdationship. S the
ulti mate act of maturity isforgiveness of our parents. We must not on



any account go through life thinking of ourselves astheir victims.
And yet many of us dften missthe gpportunities for love and compan-
ionship that life has to dffer as we pick our way cautiously along this
icy path.

All therelationshi pswe enter into, voluntary or i nvoluntary,
familial or other, will necessarily be flawed. Seeing familyin a
different way invdves gratitude The familyisfirst of all a gift, the
setting of our earlies and maost valuable lessons. In families welearn
to valuedifferences, to forgive tranggressons and tothink of athers
before ourselves. We al disoover, in trying to balance our personal
freedom with our need for intimagy, that wha wedo affeds athers
and wha othe's do affectsus. People arerelated through need and
through love, as well as through blood.

The tatal experience o forgiveness [Being fargiven and fargiving

lihvolves reclaiming a dark part of the self that has been split off. It
helpsus tograspaless threaeningvidon o sdf asordinary, imper-
fectand limited. The Spirituality of Imperfection declares, " this
acceptance flows into and involvesan awareness of connection with
otheswhoare al inevitably imperfed, and with theworld, which,
becauseitis made up of imperfect beings, does not demand perfection
of us' (232).

Today it comes as |ess of a surprise tome that | haveforgiven my
father. The simplerelief | fee when | think of himis clear evidence
of that. | still havetroud e thinking of myself as being forgiven,
however [and perhaps that flaw will never be entirely healed. As|
grow dder, | find that I am becoming in many ways like my father. |

have picked up some o his more annoying habits, and have difficulty
talking about per sonal feelings.

In other ways, | am more and more unlike him. | have made my
own lifechoices reflecting paositive interestsand hopes tha are
untainted by resentment and unresolved anger. These choices have
implied personal sacrifices and opened up worlds that my father
never imagined. The freedom these differences allov me suggest that
| have no need to dwell on feelings of guilt for past failures. Such
freedom, though coming late in life, is nothing less than a gift. It
allows meto reach out to others with more confidence, even while

facing the dail y chall engeto remember and to let go. L
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