Forgiveness:  Reflections.

1.  Identify an experience when you felt forgiven.



2.  How did the forgiveness happen?  Did God forgive you, someone else forgive you, or did you forgive yourself?



3.  How did the forgiveness feel to you?



4.  Identify a time when you forgave someone else.



5.  Did they have to apologize or make recompense before you allowed yourself to forgive them?



6.  How did it feel to forgive someone?




==================================================================


What is your personal definition of forgiveness?

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________


1. After years of working as a pastoral counselor, Sharon Hagen, M.A., L.P.C., will share her understanding of the nature of forgiveness and the journey to approach this gift.

· Forgiveness is a process.


· Before one wants to move toward forgiveness, they might be encouraged to pray for the desire to forgive.


· The choice to forgive is only made by the survivor.  Forcing forgiveness may leave the one wronged feeling guilty for not being able to forgive, adding guilt to the pain of the injustice and possibly undermining genuine forgiveness.

· Forgiveness is not reasonable.  In fact, it’s gratuitous.


· Forgiveness is not something you do at once and then its done.


· Forgiveness stands for the possibility of human redemption, of change at least within the one who has been wronged.  It may also change the offender if the defender so wishes.

· Once someone decides to move toward forgiveness, they are in the process.


· Forgiveness is a gift; it is mysterious how and when it is given.

Outline of Forgiveness workshop

2. Intro:  To reflect on the nature of forgiveness.
“To be forgiven is a deeply ingrained human need.
Mercy and compassion are important steps on the path to forgiveness.
We need to practice letting go.
A further step is to lose our fear of empathy.  (1)

3. Participants will be invited to reflect on their own understanding and experience of forgiveness as well as 
4. Various sources or descriptions of  forgiveness

· “Forgiveness is a radical act that frees us to risk a future other than the one imposed upon us by the past or by memory.”  (4)
· A definition of forgiveness widely held by psychologists “goes something like this:  forgiveness is giving up the right to resentment toward past grievances and taking steps to forge a different relationship with both those grievances and the persons who perpetrated them.”  (6)
· Another definition:  The definition has two components:  1)  the “willingness to abandon one’s right to resentment, condemnation, and subtle revenge toward an offender who acts unjustly,” and 2) the “fostering of the undeserved qualities of compassion, generosity, and even love toward him or her.”  Forgiveness, then, consists of a decrease in negative responses and an increase in positive responses toward a transgressor.  These responses do not have to be actions but can be emotional or cognitive in nature.  

This last definition captures the complexity of forgiveness while providing a concrete explanation of the change that occurs when an individual forgives.  (7)

5. Psychological Benefits of forgiveness

Psychiatrist Richard Fitzgibbons has proposed forgiveness as the treatment of choice of anger. (2) 

USA Today reports that it’s not great riches but friends and Forgiveness that make people happy.  (3)

“Forgiveness provides both peace and personal freedom as indicated by Nelson Mandela, the president of south Africa, in his 1994 inaugural speech,  ‘If I did not forgive, I would still be in prison.”  (5)

“


6. Religious and spiritual aspects of forgiveness

In the Hebrew Bible, the survivor of an offense is required to forgive a truly repentant  transgressor.  This restores the relationship between the transgressor, the survivor and the community.

The story of Joseph whose brothers sold him into slavery; his forgiveness of them.

In the Christian bible, Forgiveness is unconditional.

Some Christian quotes come to mind:

“then Peter came and said to him, “Lord, if another member of the church sins against me, how often should I forgive?  As many as seven times?”  Jesus said to him, “not seven times, but, I tell you, seventy times seven times.”  Mt 18:21-22

“For if you forgive others their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you:  but if you do not forgive others, neither will your Father forgive your trespasses.”  Mt 6:  14-15.

The parable of the prodigal father.

Reflect  on their understanding of faith or religious teachings about the nature, role and necessity of forgiveness

And so, what is expected of an individual:
· Forgiveness is different that pardoning, a legal term indicating that judicial punishment has been waived.

· Forgiveness must be distinguished from condoning, which suggests that the offense was justified and that forgiveness is unnecessary.  Similarly, excusing an offense suggests that the transgressor had good reason to commit the wrongdoing, rendering forgiveness inappropriate,
· Forgiveness is different from forgetting. In some cases, such as abuse, forgetting may not only be impossible, but also may place the survivor in danger by increasing his or her vulnerability to further abuse.  

· Forgiveness must be distinguished from denial that an offense has occurred.  Survivors may use denial to protect themselves from the pain of the offense.  However, forgiveness cannot truly occur until the survivor recognizes the injury caused by the transgressor.

· Finally, forgiveness is different from reconciliation or the restoration of the relationship between the survivor and transgressor.  Forgiveness may lead to reconciliation, but in some cases, reconciliation may be impossible or unsafe, such as when the transgressor is unavailable or untrustworthy. (7)
7.  Helping others to forgive:

How do we help victims resolve the tension between religious commands to forgive and the pain and resentment caused by transgressors?  How do we help individuals who have been hurt by devastating offenses reach forgiveness without exacerbating their pain?
When the necessity of forgiveness is pressed upon victims prematurely, it can be harmful in several different ways – re-victimizing the victim or dehumanizing the victim by trivializing the harm that has been done.

1. We need to remember that only the survivor of the offense can choose to forgive.  Forgiveness must be the active decision of the victim.  [what we do in responding to those who have been hurt … is not to encourage or insist they forgive, but to be with them in the pain of being themselves.]  Survivors pressured to forgive may engage in “hollow forgiveness.”  Hollow forgiveness occurs when the victim expresses forgiveness to the transgressor but does not feel the forgiveness in his or her heart.  … Hollow forgiveness may exacerbate survivors’ pain by eliminating their ability to express the negative feelings caused by the offense.

2. When we pressure individuals to forgive, we eliminate their choice and my lead them to express a forgiveness they do not feel.  In addition, when we eliminate their choice to forgive, we may increase their feelings of guilt regarding the struggle to forgive.  Forgiving is difficult.  The survivor may perceive his or her inability to forgive as a failure to follow Jesus’ command, leading to guilt and fear.  Insisting that survivors should forgive may highlight their failure and exacerbate their feelings of guilt and fear.  (7)

The choice to forgive belongs to the survivors.  By making that choice for them, we may eliminate the possibility of genuine forgiveness.


3. Forgiveness is a process and it takes time.  There is no “quick fix.”  In order for genuine forgiveness to occur, survivors must work through their pain and their emotins.  When we help survivors, we must be willing to become involved in their lives, recognizing that they will need significant time and support as they struggle toward forgiveness. 


4. Smedes writes   “the fourth way we can help survivors resolve the conflict between their religious beliefs and negative emotions is to remind them that the  burden of forgiveness does not rest solely on their shoulders.  In fact, genuine forgiveness is impossible without the grace of God.  “Forgiving anything at all is a minor miracle; forgiving carte blanche is silly.  Nobody can do it.  Except God.  And the first rule for mere human beings in the forgiving game is to remember that we are not God..” (8)

“Attempts to forgive without the grace of God will fail because human resources for forgiveness  are limited.  Therefore, we must let God help us forgive.” (7)  We cannot forgive on our own.
8. Common misunderstandings (5)

#1:  Forgiveness and Reconciliation are the same.
#2:  Forgive and Forget
#3:  Forgiveness is Easy.
#4:  Forgiveness must be communicated to the other.
#5:  Forgiveness is a gift to the one who has offended.
#6:  Forgiveness approves the behavior of the offender  
#7:  Forgiveness means pardon.
#8:  Forgiveness means condoning.


9. Powerful stories of forgiveness will be shared through video.  
10. After years of working as a pastoral counselor, Sharon Hagen, M.A., L.P.C., will share her understanding of the nature of forgiveness and the journey to approach this gift.

· Forgiveness is a process.

· Before one wants to move toward forgiveness, they might be encouraged to pray for the desire to forgive.

· The choice to forgive is only made by the survivor.  Forcing forgiveness may leave the one wronged feeling guilty for not being able to forgive, adding guilt to the pain of the injustice and possibly undermining genuine forgiveness.

· Forgiveness is not reasonable.  In fact, it’s gratuitous.

· Forgiveness is not something you do at once and then its done.

· Forgiveness stands for the possibility of human redemption, of change at least within the one who has been wronged.  It may also change the offender if the defender so wishes.

· Once someone decides to move toward forgiveness, they are in the process.


· Forgiveness is a gift; it is mysterious how and when it is given.

· Forgiveness does not mean that the offender is excused or the offense has been exonerated.  The offender still is responsible.

· Forgiveness does not depend on the offender owning the offense or apologizing.

· Forgiveness is a gift we ask for and give ourselves.

· We depend on God for the grace of forgiveness.  Attempts to forgive without the grace of God will fail because human resources for forgiveness  are limited.  Therefore, we must let God help us forgive

· Becoming a person of compassion leads to becoming a person of forgiveness.  As someone was unfair to us, or took something from us, so are we not vulnerable human beings, depending on God for every good that we do?.  We have within us the choice of good or bad. We have been and will be tempted.

· A favorite quote:  by Clarissa Pinkola Estes
In the end, “How does one know if she has forgiven?  You tend to feel sorrow over the circumstance instead of rage, you tend to feel sorry for the person rather than angry with him.  You tend to have nothing left to say about it all.” 
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