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TO FORGIVE or NOT TO FORGIVE

Has anyone ever hurt your feelings or offended you in some way that you felt you could never forgive them? In psychology and in churches, there are many people who will tell you that you must forgive for your own mental health. They will tell you that the forgiveness is not for the other person.  Forgiving someone is for you. Have you ever struggled with forgiving someone? 

If the offense against you is small, such as a slight or a rejection by someone you hardly know, then forgiving is easy.  In fact, in these cases the offense may be so slight that you just ignore it.  But, the same offense from someone who is very important to you becomes a major hurt with the potential of destroying a valued relationship.  

In situations in which you feel rebuffed or rejected by someone who is very important to you, you will find it difficult to forgive. Often, it is in these situations that what you really want is for the other person to say they were wrong, and you were right.

 Forgiveness is even harder when there are tragedies that occur, such as having your child molested and/or murdered. Or, when your mate has an affair, and you were totally unaware until you were hit in the head with it.  It is then that the feelings of anger and powerlessness can make these situations hard to even contemplate the option of forgiveness.  

 To forgive or not to forgive?  Here, you are confronted with a dilemma that can lead to anger, guilt and depression. But, how do you forgive someone who has hurt you emotionally so gravely that you hurt physically? Wouldn’t it be wonderful if there was a way where you were not stuck between the two, having to forgive, or having to live with the burden of guilt and anger for not forgiving? There is!

HOW TO KEEP FROM HAVING TO FORGIVE 
YOURSELF AND OTHERS
Step One
Stop Taking Things Personally. If you did not take things personally, there would be nothing to forgive!  Even for the most sensitive of people, over 80% of the words or situations that have offended you were not said or done with the intention of hurting your feelings or upsetting you. In Less than 20% of the time that you felt hurt, that person did not have any intention of hurting you. That means that over 80% of the time when you did get your feelings hurt, it was your fault!  That is good news, because if it is your fault, then you can change it; if someone is doing it to you, then you are powerless.  The only person you can change is yourself.  

But, how do you not take some things personally?  If you are having trouble in this area, there is one or a combination of three things that you are doing wrong that result in your feelings getting hurt. 

First, you did not check out with that person who hurt you what they meant by what they said. You assumed you understood what they were saying instead of checking it out with them.  You could have checked it out by saying, “I felt put down by what you just said. Did you mean to put me down?” Most of the time the person will say, “Oh, I’m sorry.  I did not mean to put you down.” 
If you did not take things personally, 
there would be nothing to forgive! 

But, what happens if the person says, yes. That is the fear that blocks you from checking it out.
 

Which bring up the second thing you could have done wrong.  If the person wanted to hurt your feelings and you get your feelings hurt, look at who said it. What kind of a person is so hateful that they want to hurt you?  OK, so they said, “Yes, I meant to put you down. Are you so stupid that you couldn’t figure that out?” Start by asking yourself these questions. What kind of person has a need to put others down? If someone has the need to put me down, for whatever reason, then who really has the problem? Your guideline in this case should be, consider the source, and ignore the remark.  Do I need to make someone else's problem my problem?


The next time you are hurt and believe you need to forgive that person for the wrong that they did to you, consider this idea. What someone else says about me, says NOTHING about me. It just tells me about what kind of person they are!

Third, you will take things personally because you are judging and condemning the person's behavior as bad or wrong. The person that you are judging may be yourself! "I so screwed up! How could I have done such a terrible thing. Something must really be wrong with me."  Or, it maybe you are judging someone else. “What that person did was horrendous, I could never forgive him."  People are constantly judging themselves and others. “She was so mean.” “If he really loved me, he would know what makes me feel loved.” “He is very thoughtless because he did not send a thank you letter.” “She is very self-centered.” “If he loved me, he would not treat me that way.” 

Once you learn not to take people, events, or words personally, what is left to forgive? Only when you take things personally, will there be in need for you to forgive the person for not living up to your expectations.
Step Two
Change Your Expectations.  Expectations are “shoulds” and “shouldn’t’s” that you have placed on others and on yourself. Since the only person you can change is yourself, then your expectations for others are unenforceable. People with “you shoulds” believe that people should do what I think they should do, not what they do. Not only are “you shoulds” unenforceable, they are also irrational. You are totally powerless to change someone else! Even holding a gun on someone and taking their car is not making that person give you their car.  They are choosing to give you their car rather than be shot.  

You have an expectation that other people, especially family, should treat you with love and respect and always understand where you’re coming from. And, when they don’t live up to your expectations you become resentful and angry at them for not living up to your expectations. “I will never forgive them for not showing up at the wedding.” The truth is, you are saying that you are choosing not to have a relationship with them because they hold different priorities than you do. Do other people have to hold the same priorities as you for them to be acceptable to you? 

Often, grown children will harbor resentment towards their parents and find it very hard to forgive their parents for the way they were raised. When your children are grown, will you have lived up to all your children’s expectations of you. Let me give you a true to life example. A young man told me that he was very angry at his mother and he could not forgive her for what she had done to him. As a child he and his mother lived above a bar. There was no father in the home.  After he got home from school and his mother was home from work, she would go down to the bar and start drinking. He would sit in the front window and listen to the bar noises. He felt totally abandoned and rejected. “How could a mother ever do that to her child? I cannot forgive her.” 


What expectations do you have for your family and loved ones that you are not willing to forgive?

The alternative to forgiving someone is to change your expectations of them.   There is a universal truth which says, People Are Going to Do What They're Going to Do, Not What I Think They Should Do. Universal truths are true for everyone in every country, whether they are aware of it or not.

Where is your compassion and understanding? Here is a single mother who is struggling with her own feelings of abandonment and rejection. Keeping food on the table and a roof over her child’s head left nothing else in her for a relationship with her son. To be able to change your expectations requires that you be able to put yourself into somebody else’s shoes and feel what they must be feeling when they said or did what they did.
If you have a lot of “you shoulds,” 
you make others miserable.
If you have a lot of “I shoulds,” 
you make yourself miserable. 

Sometimes, the hardest person to forgive is yourself. The apostle Paul, in the book of Romans, struggles with this same dilemma. “That I would do, I don’t do. And the things that I don’t want to do, I end up doing.” His conclusion is guilt,  self-condemnation and a feeling of powerlessness. “Oh wretched man that I am. Who shall deliver me...”

However, you do have absolute control over your “I shoulds.” That means, you cannot, not be powerful in your own life. Whatever you are doing, is what you want to do. The problem begins when you lie to yourself. Most of your lies begin with a but or a because. “I want to get a job, but businesses are not hiring right now, so I’m not wasting my time looking.” “I couldn’t get the job done because I didn’t have enough time.” You have as much time as anyone else.  It’s your priorities that determine what you use your time for. “I want to call my mother at least once a week, but my wife gets upset when I call her.” The truth is that you would rather not make your wife upset then to call your mother. The truth is always in what you do. When what you do and what you say do not match up, it is a lie. Once you start telling yourself the truth, your life will become much less stressful. Try being honest with yourself and others, “I would rather not call my mother once a week and not have my wife angry at me.” If you see this truth as a problem, now you have some choices to make.  It is not your wife’s fault.  It is just more important to you not to upset her, than to call your mother. 
What are your expectations for yourself (I shoulds) and for others (you shoulds)? Who sets these expectations for you? (parents, teachers, yourself, etc.) Who bought into these expectations. (You did.)  You may have learned your expectations from your parents, teachers, and peers, but who had to adopt someone else’s expectations and make them true for your life? What are you having trouble forgiving yourself for? What are you having trouble forgiving others for?  Sometimes, the things you hate in others are the things you hate in yourself. 
Since you are the one who chooses your expectations, either consciously or unconsciously, then you are the one who can change them! Are you willing to change your expectations for others and for yourself so that you no longer get your feelings hurt or feel abused? This new belief might look like: I am going to do what I am going to do, and it will not always be what I think I should do. Whatever I am doing is what I’m choosing to do, and I will continue to do it until I choose to do something different.  Every decision that you make is your decision. The universal truth here is, I am going to do what I'm going to do, until I decide to do something different. Whether you know it or not, that is the truth for you and everyone else.  What I am doing is what I want to do.  You need to accept and take responsibility for yourself.  STOP BLAMING OTHERS.
When what you do and 
What you say do not match up, 
It is a lie.
The ability to change your expectations for yourself depends totally on your willingness to be honest with yourself. The question that you need to be asking over and over is: Is what I’m telling myself that I want and what I am doing matching up? Once what you are saying and what you are doing are matching, then you will have nothing to forgive yourself for!
Step Three
Stop Blaming (Judging) Others. One way to make sure that you have to forgive someone, is to judge that person. Often, people are not aware of judgments that they are making about others and about themselves. Here are a few examples of judging (blaming) others. “You are insensitive. You hurt my feelings.” “I’m really stupid.” "You make me angry. You can’t even do a simple job right.”  "What kind of a Christian would do that?" "Only a sleaze ball would promise to do things and then not keep his word." “He looked us right in the eyes and flat out lied to us. How stupid does he think we are?" "She is untrustworthy. She has lied about things she doesn't even have to lie about."
How do you respond if someone says, “You hurt my feelings?” Yes, I believe your feeling got hurt, but who do you believe did it to you? You say, “It was other person of course.”  You mean that it wasn't your fault for not checking out to make sure you understood what they were saying, or doing?  Here is another example of how to check it out.

"I felt hurt and rejected when you didn't attend the wedding. Is that what you wanted me to feel?"  

"No, I’m sorry. I did not come to the wedding because you didn't come to Dad's funeral and I felt that you didn't care about us anymore and were just doing your thing."

The fear of checking out with someone, is often your fear of what you're going to hear. You fear being blamed or being wrong in some way. So, you don't check out and then you judge them for their behavior or for what they said.  No one like to be wrong. With being wrong comes the fear of rejection and abandonment. The irrational belief that supports that fear is “If I am perfect and make everyone happy, then they cannot get angry at me or leave me.”

We are told, "Judge not, lest you be judged. “Every time that you say "You made me angry" you are judging the other person and are saying that they have the power over you to make you angry. In this process of blaming others, you make yourself into the victim. "See, you're doing it to me. I am powerless and helpless. I know I should forgive you for being a mean person!" If you are going around blaming people for your feelings, then you are going to have a lot of forgiving to do.
Step Four
Stop avoiding situations or running away from people who might hurt your feelings and who you cannot change. The purpose of running away and avoiding people is to protect yourself from the emotional pain of being offended and feeling put down or rejected. The problem here is that what you protect, you make weak. By withdrawing from people and situations, you reinforce the belief “I can never stand to be hurt this way again.”  The more you withdraw, the weaker you will feel. The weaker you feel, the more you will withdraw, etc, etc.

 Avoidance also reinforces your belief about your vulnerability to getting your feelings hurt. Here is an another irrational belief: "emotional pain is terminal." Why else would you need to avoid emotional pain if the world was not a dangerous place and emotional pain was not terminal? 

But you answer, "It may not be terminal, but it sure can hurt like hell. I don't need to put myself in that kind of situation where I'm going to be hurt. . ."  Interesting! I hear you saying that other people are the ones that determine what you feel and that they have control over your feelings. If that is true, then you are reinforcing your victim status and your feelings of powerlessness. As a victim, you, more than the average person, have a lot of forgiving to do to those people who are hurting you, or you can just  avoid people in general.  

The more I feel hurt by others, because I take things personally, the more I will withdraw and avoid people who could hurt me.  The more I avoid people, the more I feel hurt by others. This vicious cycle is played out in many types of recluse behavior and in Attachment Disorders in children and adults.  After a difficult divorce, have you noticed how hard it is to start dating again? 

I see grown children avoiding relationship with their parents and parents avoiding relationships with grown children because of their fears of being hurt.  How often have you listened to someone’s tale of being treated unfairly.  “Is that anyway for a grown child to treat their mother?” "My father was never there for me. He never attended one of my games. He was always working. I’m not giving him another chance to hurt me." This leads right into the next step.
Step Five
Stop creating grievance stories. Some people call them, “Ain’t if awful what she did to me!” stories. Others call then “pity parties” or “poor me” stories.   In order to maintain the state where you need to forgive others, you will need to create grievance stories to give credence to the belief that you have been unjustly hurt.  It will not just be one story. But, with practice you will be able to come up with a life time of “evidence” going back to your childhood.  Your “evidence” will also be used to justify your vindictive behaviors towards others.  
All these stories of injustice are the “evidence” 
you will use to try to get sympathy
 and to justify your negative view of your world. 
A parent, who is angry at their ex-spouse, may often create grievance stories that they will use to justify their anger and vindictiveness.  Then they will try use these grievance stories to convince their children about how terrible their father, or mother is. The divorce courts are aware of this but are often helpless to stop it. Indoctrinating your children with your grievance story is one of the most unfair and deadly offenses against children that you can do. 

Without a grievance story, you have nothing to forgive!
NOW, when it comes to forgiving, you have more options. You can choose to forgive someone or you can choose not to forgive someone. Or, you can choose to do the five steps above and not have to forgive anyone! 

If you choose to forgive someone, be aware of the position that you are putting yourself in. You are asserting that you have the power over another person! "Yes, my child, I choose to forgive you (aren't you lucky).”  The Bible talks about two kinds of forgiveness. We are told that God forgives our sins and removes them as far as the East is from the West. 

When you forgive someone, is this what you are claiming to do? And then, we are told to forgive as Christ has forgiven us. How did Christ forgive?  Take the example that He gave with the woman who was caught in adultery.  The Pharisees brought her to Jesus to be condemned and punished. But, "Jesus said to her I do not condemn (judge or accuse) you." Christ forgave by refusing to judge or accuse the woman!  Are you willing to do this?  If you are, then you are going back to step one!  See above.

If you are having trouble with taking the judgments off someone who has offended you or off of yourself, try replacing your judgment with “Isn’t it interesting.”  Some examples: 
· “She is a lying, conniving bitch. In court she outright lied about me and the kids.” Vs. “Isn’t it interesting that she sees her only significance is having total custody of the children. So, she felt she had to lie. I feel sad for her.”  (What someone says about me says nothing about me, it only tells me about the other person.) You can still be angry at the loss of not getting the children
· “I am so stupid. I cannot believe I could be that dumb in front of the boss. I will never open my mouth again in front of him.”  Vs.  “Isn’t it interesting that I got so nervous in front of the boss.  Next time, I will write out the points I want to make and give it to him before the meeting.”  (I learn by trial and error, NOT by trial and success.)
· “I acted like a real ass at the wedding. I must be a real loser.” Vs.  “Isn’t it interesting how I acted at the wedding.  I don’t want to do that again.  Next time, I will deal with my anger with a counselor before an event and I will not drink before the wedding.”  Nothing is a failure, if you learn from it.
· “She lied and used me to get what she wanted, then dropped me like a hot potato.”  Vs. “Isn’t it interesting that I chose to believe her and let her use me. Next time, I will be more careful to make sure that what a person does and what they say matches.”  (Good intentions are worthless.  The truth is always in what a person does, not what they say.)  Good judgment comes from experience.  AND, experience comes from making bad judgments.
When it comes to forgiving yourself, it is imperative that you accept yourself by taking the judgments off yourself.  Acceptance does not mean approval. Acceptance means that you accept (acknowledge and take sole responsibility) that you are the one that has screwed up in your life. AND, since you are the one who screwed up your life, YOU can fix it and do it differently next time. 

Hemingway said it this way, “Everything is your fault. . . . . . . if you are lucky.”  Now, don’t you wish everything was your fault? The consequence of something not being your fault is that you are powerless to change it. 
The challenge: What would be your purpose in forgiving someone? What is your purpose in not forgiving someone? What is your purpose in choosing to live in a way that you have nothing to forgive?
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