SOUNDINGS

ABOUT THIS COLUMN CALLED “SOUNDINGS”: This column is an
invitation to psychotherapists to explore and share in the attempt to put into
words what can be known about those aspects of psychotherapy that involve
profound transformation and healing of the therapist and/ or patient. It appears
that there are certain nonphysical forces operative at times of such transforma-
tion and healing, it is clear that we have subjective experiences at such times that
are often quite remarkable. Some of these times are very brief, with accompany-
ing experiences that stand out dramatically. Others are much larger segments of
the psychotherapeutic journey that can only be noticed when reflecting upon
how the work has been going over a significant period of time. Those who
choose to accept the invitation to join in this exploration are further invited to
do so with an open mind, an open heart, an attitude of mutual respect, and a
willingness to consider seriously the possibility that ultimately we are all blind
men examining the same elephants from different experiential points of view.

John C. Rhead Forgiveness
Soundings Editor and Psychotherapy

It seems to me that it was during gradu-
ate school, about 20 or 25 years ago, that |
was seized with the notion that forgiveness
was the most important element in the heal-
ing of the psyche. At that point I was being
trained to be more of a scientist than a
healer, so I thought more in terms of the
kinds of psychological research that might
be done to elucidate the mechanisms of for-
giveness. It felt like the idea of splitting the
atom-—just think of what we could do if we
learned to harness that energy! But the re-
search design never came to me, and now I
don’t do my re-searching in that scientific
mode anymore. In a different mode it feels
like my earlier vision is brought into form
bv this column.

A number of people were invited to respond briefly to the following:

Do you find forgiveness to be relevant to healing in psychotherapy? If so,
how? Are there things you do (or abstain from doing) to promote forgiveness
(the experience of forgiving and/or the experience of being forgiven) in your
clients and/or yourself inside and/or outside of the therapy hour? If you use
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the term “forgiveness” to refer to something other than its usual meaning,
please indicate what meaning you give it.

The responses to this invitation were interesting, quite apart from what
they had to say about forgiveness. A surprisingly small percentage of those
invited actually did respond, in contrast with earlier issues of this column
having to do with intuition and with spirituality. A larger number than ever
before indicated they were interested in the topic and would write some-
thing, but did not. The first response came in record time: two days (i.e. |
mailed the invitation to contribute something on the 15th and the contribu-
tion was in my mail on the 17th—a postal miracle if nothing else). One
person sent a lovely response but said it was not for publication. Another,
an established author in the psychotherapy field, deferred to his daughter,
who wrote a lovely piece. One submission, which I found quite acceptable,
was replaced a few weeks later by an unsolicited revision, with the explana-
tion that the original version had been “woefully incomplete.” George Sciple
sent a thoughtful letter of declination in which he stated:

It seems best to me to put the thought and energy required into acts of
forgiveness rather than into thoughts about it. To that end, I am writing our
daughter and son a recounting of my memories of my early life. They may, by
this means, have an added way to forgive me some of their troubles that mine
have laid on them. '

None of the above should imply that praxis is a resolution of process.

All in all the responses to the invitation to contribute something to a
column on forgiveness seemed a bit atypical. I imagine that this has some-
thing to do with the complexity of the feelings that people have about it. The
following are the responses. Names of authors appear under the title of each
piece. Some are untitled because that is how they were sent (the instructions
sent with the invitation did not ask specifically for a title).

FORGIVENESS
Bruce Evans

In Psychotherapy: A Basic Text, Dr. Langs notes: “The therapist’s role is
to provide unbiased, evenly hovering attention to the patient’s communica-
tions . . . to create a set of conditions within which the patient may express
.. . the underlying or unconscious factors that form the basis for an emo-
tional disturbance . . .”

As a therapist, I completely agree; as a minister, I translate the same role
and process as “forgiveness” expressed in psychological rather than reli-
gious language. Different terms, same process. ‘
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In my pulpit on Sunday I sometimes preach to my parishioners about
forgiveness; in my office on Monday with my patients I often practice what I
preach, although more often in the language of therapy. Regrettably, reli-
gious language has, for many, lost its cutting edge of relevance to “emo-
tional disturbance,” a secular name for spiritual dis-ease, but not, when
practiced, the healing power to which it may testify. .

So, seldom mentioning the subject, I carefully go about practicing the arts
of forgiveness under guise of “therapy.” Analyzing my work in hindsight, I
would say that about 90% of my “therapeutic” time and energy go to what
on Sunday I call forgiveness, and on Monday “unbiased, evenly hovering
attention to the patient’s communications . . .”

Human guilt, a root cause of spiritual dis-ease whatever it is called, can be
broken into two major categories: false and real. False guilt, often felt more
consciously than true guilt, is about being human; real guilt, usually uncon-
scious, is about being godly. About 95% of my time given to forgiveness is
related to false guilt—that is, forgiving people for being human (with all its
concomitant challenges, foibles, and limitations—phoney sin, I think of it
privately), and occasionally (maybe 5%?) I get to participate in their being
forgiven for playing god (the true sin underlying real guilt).

Forgiveness for the first variety, to me, is “saying” by my manner, expres-
sion, and occasionally words: “So what else is new,” or, “I know it seems
terrible to you just now, but it’s okay with me,” or, “Probably this too shall
pass away,” or, as one memorable client commented while being forgiven: “I
guess my problems won’t harelip the world!”

Translated otherwise, I okay people for being real but unaccepted selves. |
forgive them, nonverbally, for being human, and in so doing invite them to
also forgive themselves—for example, men for lusting and women for
getting angry. I confront their unseen godliness—that is, their condemna-
tion and refusal to accept themselves as they are.

Then, some lucky times (and most fun of all), I get to move to the 5% part
when I more humbly participate in forgiveness for their real guilt—which
can only be done by God. These are the precious moments when, past self
judgment for previously unaccepted aspects of humanity, one dares face and
confront the ridiculous sin of false godhood and the awareness of being
truly human. These are the rare moments when, if our names were Moses,
we would, knowing the holiness of the ground under my blue carpet, take
off our shoes. Which of course we don’t, that not seeming “therapeutic.”

Perhaps Wiley, in a recent B.C. cartoon, spoke most clearly for both Dr.
Langs and myself when he concluded one of his tablets to the wider world
across the sea: “Why can’t we overlook other’s mistakes? We've all surely
been there before. Love and forgiveness is all that it takes, to boot Satan’s
butt out the door.”

Not to mention practice good therapy and religion.
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FORGIVENESS IS THE FRUIT OF UNDERSTANDING
Thich Nhat Hanh

Forgiveness is the fruit of understanding.

It is not a simple matter, and it is not something that can be forced. If you
want to understand and forgive someone who hurts you, you might try
looking deeply at his or her life. You will see the causes that have left behind
the behavior that is now causing you pain. You may want to talk to his
mother or his sister, or to someone else who has known the person for a long
time. Find out about her. Then, you will understand the suffering of the
person who hurts you. You will see why that person makes you suffer. You
may discover that the person does not know he is hurting you. Or she may
hope that by doing so, she will feel better.

Then you will not be a victim of your own anger and resentment. You will
be able to experience, once again, the joy and peace available in the present
moment. Forgiveness and compassion will begin to manifest.

I know a refugee boy who is difficult, and sometimes I find him hard to
understand. Recently, I got a letter from someone who knew him when he
was young, explaining that when he was very little he fell into a ditch.
Nobody was there to save the little boy, and he nearly suffocated. He
became a difficult child at that time, and there were other causes, too. When
I read that letter, understanding and love arose.

The awakening of understanding is only the beginning. When someone
continues to hurt you, your understanding needs to be supported by cour-
age, effort, and practice. You have to be strong. Otherwise, your forgiveness
may stop halfway. Your understanding may weaken. You need to take good
care of yourself, by practicing mindful awareness in your daily life. Then
you will be able to sustain your understanding and patience.

Understanding should be followed up by other efforts. If the person
continues to hurt you, you have to seek ways to change him or her. You have
to stop her. You might tell him that you understand, and ask him not to
continue hurting you. You need to extend compassion to that person by
every means available, to try to help her transform. You don’t hate that
person, but you need to make her understand that what she is doing is
hurting people. This takes energy, struggle, and work.

Understanding and forgiveness are not enough.

When a big country invades a little country, for example, it’s hard to talk
about forgiveness. You may understand that the people in the big country
have many desires, strong habits of consumption, and much need to con-
sume oil, but you cannot let them invade your country because you under-
stand. You have to let the people of the big country know that their
happiness cannot be based on the suffering of other people. In this situation,
something more than forgiveness and understanding are needed. It is action,
taken with other people, to prevent the continuation of the aggression. This
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action should not be motivated by anger and hatred. Compassion is the
strength needed. And the action, which may be very firm, should be of a
nonviolent nature.

FORGIVENESS
Sheldon Kopp

The fulcrum of the psychotherapy I do involves forgiving ourselves, not
forgiving others. I would not presume to offer forgiveness to someone else.
That is up to the person who has done wrong—or to God.

Many of us have been abused or neglected when we were children. Our
parents’ attitudes may be the reason that we first become unhappy, but it’s
no excuse for us to go on fussing once we've grown up. Our own attitudes
sustain that needless suffering and it is ourselves that we must learn to
forgive.

Our parents did whatever harm (and/ or good) to us they may have done.
There’s no changing that. If we go on trying to be what we believe they
wanted us to be, our nostalgia becomes a form of revenge. It is our way of
showing them that they should have given us another chance, and our
attachment to the way things might have been.

If we go on acting as though we deserved their past mistreatment, that
anachronism only makes us miss opportunities for forgiveness in the pres-
ent. It may allow us to feel that we were loved when we were children, no
matter how badly our parents may have treated us, but to maintain that
illusion, we must go on feeling bad about ourselves.

When we insist on remaining miserable to prove how badly we’ve been
damaged, our revenge is a kind of nostalgia—a spiteful attempt to make our
parents see that they've done us wrong. But like it or not, there’s no way to
change their having had their way with us.

Living well is the best revenge. If we are to make the most of our adult
lives, we must learn to lose interest in our unhappy childhoods, forgive
ourselves for having stayed stuck too long, and get on with living rewarding
lives for which we take full responsibility. It may sound simple, but it ain’t
easy!

Stephen Levine

If healing is, as we sense, an entering with mercy and awarenesss into
areas from which we have withdrawn (been ostrasized) with fear and loath-
ing, then forgiveness is the very essence (the perfect example) of healing. All
who desire to lrave direct healing contact with any area of the mind or body
need to investigate the grief surrounding that area, the unfinished business.
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Forgiveness is the end of relationships as business (a constant totaling of
accounts). Forgiveness lets go of the pain before it becomes suffering. It is a
self-healing modality. It lightens the load. It opens the heart to those same
qualities in ourselves we judge in others. We have taught many thousands
the forgiveness meditation as a part of their search for the healing they took
birth for. Many are shrinking their tumors by drenching them in the warmth
and mercy of forgiveness.

Gerald G. May

It has long seemed to me that revenge is the clearest, most direct form of
human evil. It exists simply to “get even,” with no self-protective or creative
qualities at all. The question about forgiveness made me think about this.
Forgiveness seems to be the opposite of revenge—might it then be the
paradigm of human goodness? The more I consider it, the more I have come
to believe it is so. Just as true vengeance has no good reason behind it, true
forgiveness also must be for no reason. To forgive someone because they
have repented or made amends is not true forgiveness. Neither is the kind of
forgiveness that comes from being afraid of standing up for oneself or
relinquishing responsibility for others—the kind associated with what we
now call co-dependency. True forgiveness, it seems to me, must be some-
thing done in total freedom, regardless of circumstance or relationship. As
such, it is perhaps the best example of unconditional love of which human
beings are capable.

The more difficult issue, for me, is how forgiveness fits with healing,
therapy, or holistic health. I do not know what enables a person to forgive—
grace, | suppose, empowers a choice and the person freely says “yes.” But
this is more truth than health, more enlightenment than insight. I have seen
very “sick” people be truly forgiving, and very “healthy” ones be vengeful. 1
am familiar with the role of forgiveness in “healing of memories,” and
how—when it can happen—forgiveness of the offender allows the victim to
be freed from the chains and scars of old abuse. This can happen in a true
way—where therapeutic interactions help the person see the situation with
sufficient space and perspective for forgiveness to happen spontaneously. It
can also happen in what I would consider a false—albeit often beneficial—
way, where the person tries to forgive in order that he or she may be healed
and freed. If I forgive you because I want to be freed from the troubles of
our history together, that is a very conditional and determined kind of
forgiveness. It is more like a political pardon. Yet, as I say, I think it can be
beneficial, if only it lets me put the strife behind me and get on with my life.

I have never felt comfortable suggesting to someone that they try to be
forgiving; I suppose because I feel it needs to come from within them if it is
to be real. However, I have asked people what they think about forgiveness,
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what it means to them in their situation. And I have noticed in therapy that
this very idea of forgiveness, especially to someone who is in the state of
compulsive vengefulness, can be immensely liberating. Many folks don’t
ever think of forgiveness when they are enraged. For a while, this is because
it simply feels good and righteous to be furious. But sometimes the rage
becomes a kind of habit, and the person is compelled by it. Then the simple
notion of being free to choose between vengeance and forgiveness is power-
ful and good medicine. This freedom is clearly healthy.

FORGIVENESS
Carole S. Light and Alex R. Redmountain

Apart from the complex issue of self-esteem, to which it is inevitably
related, nothing seems more important in psychotherapy than the concept
of forgiveness. And nothing seems as misunderstood outside the context of
therapy.

Forgiveness has always been a central concern in Christianity, and the
various Christian denominations still preach forgiveness to their congrega-
tions, although usually with limited success. The New Age movement has
also floundered around this issue. So have the otherwise brilliant 12-step
programs. What is missing in all of their approaches is a recognition of the
role that congealed anger, in the form of resentment, plays in blocking
forgiveness.

In psychotherapy, anger work is known to be a necessary precondition for
making most forgiveness possible. But even before such work can be under-
taken, the therapist has to diffuse the patient’s guilt about venting his or her
fury on a close family member or friend, even symbolically.

What I mean by anger work is the use of here-and-now induced rage,
physically expressed, over a period of several sessions (for some people
imagery or empty chair work can take the place of physical expression,
although it’s important to focus on the body experience even in these
modes). This can be done either in group or individual settings. There are
many ways to do it, but we prefer to use very large, sturdy pillows, placed
about waist-high in relation to the client, who is on his knees. He is given
work gloves (to protect his knuckles), an old wooden tennis racket or a
plastic bat, and instructed to hit the pillows, which represent the person he
cannot forgive, until he is absolutely exhausted.

He is also told to go straight back over the top of his head on the
backswing (this prevents injuries), to MAKE LOUD SOUNDS or SAY
SOMETHING WITH AFFECT (e.g., “I hate you!™) with each stroke
(nearly every client will have to be constantly reminded to keep making
sounds or phrases), and to continue hitting past his normal quitting point
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(“Come on, do some more, keep going!™) One of us, as designated therapist,
kneels close to the patient, repositioning the pillows when necessary, and
giving him whatever instructions are needed to keep him hitting while
making sure we don’t get clobbered in the process.

Invariable, after ten strokes or 50, depending on each client’s energy, he
or she might feel tremendously empowered or may collapse into tears. If the
circumstances are right, tears may deepen into long, uncontrolled sobbing,
Doing this work while focusing on any given “oppressor” can create the
conditions, after one or several sessions, for forgiveness. But it must always
be emphasized that forgiveness is only one option.

Forgiveness is not the goal. Creating the context for forgiveness is the
therapeutic, as opposed to the religious, endgame. The client’s responsibility
for making a choice (to forgive or not forgive) is emphasized.

Some variation of this technique, physical or otherwise, is known to
almost every therapist, and we in no way intend to suggest that there is
anything original about it. We've been using it for several years, and have
become pretty comfortable with it, and have witnessed, over and over, the
direct line from old anger— resentment— catharsis—— forgiveness.

Some people refuse to consider forgiveness because they think it implies
“It’s OK that you hurt me.” It’s not all right that they were hurt. It doesn’t
excuse anything,

Forgiveness can be a letting-go of the energy that is bound up with the
hurt, a letting-go that says, “It’s over, it happened (recently or a long time
ago), I have expressed and acknowledged the pain, to myself, perhaps to
witnesses (therapist, group, community, or, most effectively, to the person
who hurt me), and now I can let it be . . .”

When those who did the hurting are dead or unavailable this is as good as
it gets. Basically it is a kind of acceptance without resignation. Scott Peck
has remarked that “there can be no forgiveness without contrition,” so
perhaps this isn’t the real thing. But in therapy it is usually all we have to
work with,

Much more satisfying is the kind of forgiveness we can have with acces-
sible people. We tell them they have hurt us; they not only hear our pain and
acknowledge our “right” to feel it, but demonstrate some form of regret that
it happened. If we feel the sincerity of their response (and we believe it can
literally be felr, which is why some “I’m sorry’s” just don’t make it), then our
anger dissolves—and we forgive.

In relationships, the question “What do you need from me?” can be a
powerful way to approach forgiveness. What the hurt person wants is some
genuine understanding of how they were hurt, a Jelt experience that the
other person cares, that the other’s pain matters to them and that it is
neither “crazy™ nor an “overreaction.”

In our family, we sometimes get into bickering about who is right and
who is wrong, with any one of us becoming righteous and arrogant about
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the correctness of our stance or our information. It will surprise you to
learn, of course, that we are each occasionally “wrong” when we are certain
that we’re “right.” We've evolved a process that goes like this: “The one
proven wrong does a “grovel” (this in no way implies self-abuse). A “minor
grovel” simply means saying | WAS WRONG, perhaps a few more times
and with more volume than usual. A “major grovel” requires prostration
and the kissing of the other’s feet, shod or bare,-while saying I WAS
WRONG. A “Supergrovel,” for some outrageous display of failed arro-
gance, necessitates doing the above in public. Forgiveness is miraculous and
instantaneous! It is so satisfying to be on the righteous end of a grovel. Who
could hold a grudge?

Finally, there is a more mysterious and spiritual kind of forgiveness, all-
encompassing and universal, usually transitory, that might be called “inti-
mations of the Divine.” It is beautifully expressed in the song “Amazing
Grace.” In fully experiencing the power of God’s (whatever S/He may
represent) unconditional forgiveness, we are able to surrender our own
bitterness and resentment. This is rare and hard to sustain. It occasion-
ally happens in therapy. Or anywhere. Like the bullseye in Zen archery, it is
not meant to be the object of aim. It comes only as an unasked-for
blessing.*

*The last paragraph was inspired in a discussion
with one of our designated patients, Cynthia McCaleb.

FORGIVENESS
Edward Tick

Forgiveness is a difficult word. It connotes spiritual as well as psycho-
dynamic struggles. When a client speaks of needing to find forgiveness, I
know that we are entering the realm of the soul and that this client is seeking
something beyond my capabilities of giving,

The word “forgive” derives from the Anglo-Saxon and Middle English
prefix “for,” which meant “away,” “off,” “extremely,” “to the utmost,”
“through,” etc. Most words in our language constructed from that origin are
now obsolete. It is significant that “forgive” shows no sign of obsolescence.

Think of forgiving as “giving away,” “giving off,” “giving extremely or to
the utmost,” “giving through.” The act of forgiving another or of attaining
forgiveness of or for oneself seems to carry all these connotations. When
forgiving or forgiven, we give away guilt, angst, rage, blame; we give off
increased love, energy, compassion, acceptance; we give to the utmost, far
beyond normal degrees, whatever we have to offer; we give through, that is,
we break down ordinary barriers as energy passes through us that tran-
scends us.
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