Session 6



HOW DO WE FORGIVE?
The levels of forgiveness are:
· Forgiveness of one self

· Forgiveness of the others

· Forgiveness from the others
To be able to forgive we have to clearly determine:
1. Who do we have to forgive and why?

2. What do we have to forgive?

3. Who do we have to ask for forgiveness and why?

The stages of forgiveness

1. Taking the decision to forgive 
· Forgiveness doesn’t come on its own; rather, we have to take a conscious decision not to take revenge for an injustice, a wound, a betrayal or an offense that we suffered. 

· It is very important to take this decision before the occurrence of an action that could harm us. Otherwise we risk falling down the slope of revenge into the vortex of pain. 

· Forgiveness cannot be complete as long as someone continues to hurt us. It is important that we do something to stop the harm: talk to the person that is hurting us, ask for someone’s mediation, or break the relationship.

· Lack of courage may hide behind the mask of a shallow forgiveness through the suppression of feelings for the sake of an illusionary comfort.

· Communicating to someone that we feel hurt doesn’t necessarily imply becoming angry with that person. We can address an injustice without turning violent. We can communicate in as assertive manner.   
2. Acknowledging the fact that we have been hurt
· For many of us it is difficult to acknowledge that we have been hurt for fear of pain and fear of our emotions. This is when we make use of various schemes to avoid facing the emotions triggered by the offense: excusing the other person, self-accusation, identification with the aggressor, quick and shallow forgiveness, ignorance of one’s own feelings. 

· But a “cleansing of the heart” requires the removal of pain, sadness, anger and frustration, which is not the same as denying the emotions, but rather accepting and experiencing them, and freeing ourselves from their pressure to take revenge, actively or passively, on others or ourselves. 

· Acknowledging the harm we suffered implies an accurate recognition of the wound, of the pain, of the loss, its “mourning” without self-pity, lamentation and nervous breakdown. It is an identification of the area where we have been affected: in our honesty, fidelity, competence, dignity, trust, integrity... By identifying the area where the harm was produced, the victim will realize that not the entire personality, but just a part has been affected and, as a result, will experience a decrease in anger.
3. Expressing the suffering
· The utterance of suffering is crucial in order to make possible for the victim to cope with it, or to heal it. The feelings of pain can be written in a diary, told to someone, expressed through prayer...

· The suffering should not phrased with the purpose of taking revenge or slandering the other person because we already made the decision not to take any revenge. The utterance helps us describe the facts and our pain, without interpreting the intentions.

· It is better to share our sorrow with an emotionally and spiritually more mature person, who is able to listen to us without judging and condemning us, but also without judging or condemning the person who hurt us. Because sharing the pain with someone else often leads to misunderstandings, many people prefer to keep their problems to themselves and isolate themselves from the rest of the community.  

· An active and emphatic listener can help us see more clearly what was affected in us, which is the real wound.
4. Receiving the healing
· Total forgiveness cannot take place as long as our inner self has not been healed.

· By telling someone else about our suffering, without accusations and desires for revenge, will help us benefit gradually from the work of our healing powers. 

· For a believer, this is the point where God steps in. Especially if the wound is very old and deep, this is the point where we realize that we cannot go any further without the help of God. The Holy Spirit, Who is in us, will work through our prayer, as the Lord has promised us (Luke 4, 28).   
5. Opening oneself for forgiveness
· Only if we move onward on the process of healing, we can say that our heart is ready for the gift of forgiveness. Because forgiveness is not ours, it is always a gift of God, regardless of whether we are aware of it and regardless of whether we believe in God.

· Forgiveness is neither a heroic act, nor a moral virtue, but a theological virtue, because it is, in fact, love. God asks us for it, God inspires us to ask for and to grant it, God gives us the power to live it by receiving or giving it. 

· When we begin the process of forgiveness, only the first act of will is ours – later on everything becomes an opening to and an acceptance of the love of God.

· This doesn’t mean that someone who is not a Christian cannot forgive. The grace of God works in the unfaithful if they open themselves to love and kindness, which are from God. What matters is to understand that forgiveness cannot be given as a personal choice – it can only be received.

· The force that sets forgiveness into motion is the clear understanding that the love of God is unconditional and that man doesn’t have to pay anything for His love.
6. Establishing a new relationship with the person who hurt us
· After granting forgiveness, the relationship with the person who hurt us is not the same. It can either:

· turn into a deeper love, if both accept the suffering for what happened (a love, which didn’t experience suffering is not a mature love); or

· it can come to an end as a physical relationship, out of love, in order to prevent the aggressor from hurting us further. 
THE CONSEQUENCES OF FORGVENESS 
· We receive God’s power to become like Him.

· We recover our true identity because 

· we become one with Christ (Luke 23, 24) and receive His gift;

· we become one with the rest of mankind (Colossians 3, 3; Luke 7, 47).

· we regain the unity of the heart because the sin is like a blade that blocks the flow of the divine grace).

 When we refuse to forgive
· We are overcome by the wish to take revenge. Revenge is natural and emerges from an instinct of justice; however, it attracts an endless spiral of violence.

· We will not be forgiven by God (Matthew 18, 35).

· We are torn apart by the wish to harm, to destroy the other person.

· We are overwhelmed by bitterness (Hebrews 12, 14-15).

· We will become alike with the ones we cannot forgive, either through similar weaknesses, or because we will be “judged” in the way we judged ourselves.  

· Our soul will be poisoned by hatred and resentment.

· Resentment indicates the state of “feeling again”. It is a passive and concealed revenge, which hampers the work for the happiness of the other. It is a constant source of stress, which may generate somatic diseases: ulcer, hyper-pressure, arthritis and even cancer.   

· We live behind a protection wall and cannot perceive the good in those whom we cannot forgive.

· We judge and condemn and are overcome by slander, pride, resistance, desire to take revenge and spite, and our heart hardens.

· In the event of major aggressions, the inability to forgive may lead to an inner fragmentation, to a dual-personality effect:

· when someone has been severely aggressed and has experienced a very strong fear, it may be possible that in order to survive, the victim develops an unconscious defence mechanism, called identification with the aggressor, through which he adopts the behavioural patterns of the aggressor. Consequently, the victim feels tainted by the aggressor, perceives himself as violent, soiled, may sense a double personality – both aggressor and victim – and continues to harass himself internally. When he becomes tired of harassing himself, the victim may eventually turn into an aggressor towards someone else.  In this way, someone, who was raped, may become a rapist, someone, who was aggressed, may become an aggressor, someone, who was abused, may become as abuser,...
Solution
· Search for the aggressor deep inside us, find it, heal it and transform it. And this can be obtained through forgiveness.
Homework
· Identify and write down the obstacles you feel when trying to reconcile with:

· your own life

· your parents

· the teachers / professors, who hurt you

· the persons, who aggressed you

· Think of a situation where you find it hard to forgive someone and ask for God’s help every day, for two minutes, until you will feel a change.
· Write (in a short essay) what is your relationship with God now.
