The Power of Forgiveness
Mt 5:22-26 – Prayer

Mt 18:21-22 - “How often should I forgive?  Seven times?  Jesus said, “Not seven times but seventy seven times.” (seventy times seven times)
Jesus came to save us, redeem us = forgive, cure, heal, offer eternal life

Significant scriptures on forgiveness:


Mt 18:21-22 – how often to forgive


Lk 23:34 – Jesus forgives those who crucify him


Lk 23:39-43 – Jesus forgives the good thief


Lk 15:11-32 – Parable of the Prodigal Son


Acts 7 – Stephen forgives his torturers


Philemon – St. Paul challenges Philemon to forgiven his slave

What did Jesus know about forgiveness that he took him beyond conventional wisdom?

Dr. Charles Zeiders does a powerful, impressive article called “A Christian Depth Psychology of Forgiveness leading to the Resurrection Effect.” From The Clinical Christ
Charles is a licensed psychologist who integrates the power of the Holy Spirit into his practice.  His article offers a psychotherapeutic protocol for healing core areas of the psyche based on Jesus’ words about forgiveness.  This process of forgiveness leads to a powerful, uplifting experience which Charles calls the “resurrection effect.”  
Robert Enright, a licensed psychologist and professor of psychology, in his book “Forgiveness is a Choice,” offers an in depth outline of how to step by step move through the forgiveness process to arrive at freedom.
We each have had experiences of unjust things done to us, knowingly, or unknowingly, and we realize that holding on to unforgiveness has taken its toll on our emotions and body.  
Today we take time to ponder the freeing, and even exhilarating effects of true forgiveness.  
We will look at:

 1.) the health benefits of forgiveness,

 2.) what forgiveness is not,

 3.) and a step by step manner of going through the process of forgiveness inner freedom 
Experience of Injustice
When we are treated unjustly (abuse, abandonment, deceived) we experience hurt and anger which if unattended to, can become resentment and bitterness. 
No one deserves to be abused and anger is the proper response to unjust abuse, but when we choose to nurse the anger over time it can become resentment and bitterness.

Mt 5:22 – anger without sin

Eph 4:26 – do not let the sunset find you nursing anger

Unforgiveness imprisons us into a “Will of Punish” which locks us into our woundedness.  We have a choice to make.  Either we stay locked in our prison, or we choose to forgive.  This “Will to Forgive” opens the way to our healing.

The Will to Punish is instinctive to our human nature, but Jesus knew a more freeing way.  The Will to Punish actually harms us, whereas the Will to Forgive actually unlocks the door to healing and inner freedom, leading to a joy in life, the resurrection effect.

What is forgiveness?
Aponte – “forgiveness at its core is a freely made intention to let go of the bitter debt to which we hold another

Enright – “an unjustly hurt person’s act of deliberately giving up resentment toward an offender while fostering the undeserved qualities of beneficence and compassion toward the offender…

There is a decidedly paradoxical quality to forgiveness as the forgiver gives up the resentment to which he has a right and gives the gift of compassion to which the offender has no right.”

Zeiders – the intentional replacement of the Will to Punish those who harm with the Will to Forgive - a formal intention to abandon the pursuit of equal harm to the harmer.  
Forgiveness is grounded fully in the ego of the forgiver and results in healing psychological complexes outside the ego’s control through the power of the holy Spirit in the name of Jesus Christ.”  God is part of the process of forgiving and healing.

Forgiveness can be a long process which takes effort.  Can motivate by the words of Jesus and /or by the research on the effects of unforgiveness.

Research on Forgiveness – effects on emotions and body

Al-Mabuk, Enright, Cardis 1995 – in a study among adolescent children who felt inadequately loved by their parents, demonstrated that the children experienced decreased anxiety and depression and increased self-esteem following forgiveness intervention.
Van Oyen Witvliet,  Ludwig, and Vander Laan 2001 

In their study 36 men and35 women who were connected to biofeedback equipment, were asked to think of someone who hurt them and to think of all the things they would like to do to punish those people.  The biofeedback equipment registered dramatic physiological changes – from increased muscle tension to heart rate.  As participants thought about hurting the people who trespassed against them, their own bodies were ravaged.  When they thought about forgiving, their bodies quieted into normal ranges. Forgiving people is good for emotional and physical health.

Enright:

R.C. Hunter, a Canadian psychiatrist, was one of the first to report benefits of forgiveness.  Forgiveness reduces anxiety, depression, anger and paranoia.

Richard Fitzgibbons – Forgiveness reduces fear, which stems from guilt.  Many people who are angry at a loved one who hurt them feel guilty for their unconscious violent impulses.

Suzanne Freedman – 12 women ages 24-54 who were incest survivors.  All were anxious, depressed and suffering from low self esteem.  None had forgiven.  Six spent ayear going through the forgiveness process.  Psychological tests greatly improved.  No depression, anxiety reduced and hope for the future.  All 6 were able to forgive. 

Control group no improvement.  Then they went through forgiveness process and showed substantial psychological improvement.  No other treatment for incest has such positive results.
Bishop Desmond Tutu after injustice – “Without forgiveness there is no future.”

What Forgiveness is Not

1. Forgiveness is not excusing, sanctioning or condoning abusive behavior.  True forgiveness recognizes that something wrong occurred.  Forgiveness begins with acknowledging that we are people who have a right to be treated with respect.  Forgiveness is not trust.  Trust may grow or it may not.
2. Forgiveness is not conditional, like “I will forgive you if you change.”  I forgive whether or not they repent.

3. Forgiveness is not reconciliation.  It may result in it if the person repents and changes.  Forgiveness gives forgivers the courage to extricate themselves from a destructive relationship.  It allows the forgiver to get out of the “victim” role and live life as God intended.
4. Forgiveness is not denial.  If someone is too quick to forgive and their anger is not available to their ego, they are probably in denial.  They must be in touch with anger and resentment first. We can not will our feelings away but we can take action that may lead to them changing.  We choose to give up our right to be angry in order to be free.  It is a paradox..  “It may seem absurd to tell someone, If you want to be free of anger and resentment, give the person who hurt you a gift.” but it works.”  Enright p. 26
5. Forgiveness is not forgetting.  Forgiveness does not necessarily heal or change the offender.

6. Forgiveness is not a form of control.  Pseudo-forgiving – use forgiveness words to control others or demonstrate moral superiority.  “I forgive you” could mean, “you are a terrible person who should feel guilty and don’t think I am going to let you forget it for one minute.”

“Social science has just begun to understand that forgiving our trespassers is imperative to psychological health.”  Jesus understood long ago.  A person can choose mercy over justice.  Offences can be forgiven, wrongs pardoned, and gifts given to those who do not deserve them.  Parents must exercise both justice and mercy daily.

Jesus teaching:  When someone is sinned against, they sustain a psychic wound. The psychic wound sustained by the trespass obscures the inner harmony that one’s birthright as a child of God.  This gives rise to highly charged effects like anger and resentment.  Jesus teaches that the Will to punish locks one into one’s woundedness, therefore the core wound is unavailable to the healing properties or either nature or supernatural grace.  (Zeiders -     p. 44)    (Mt 5:22-23)   
“A child who suffers from parental treason of neglect or abuse, a Will to punish the offending parent will harm the child’s ability to heal from the parent’s sin.  The Will to punish locks in the wound of painful lovelessness and the painful anger at the injustice.  It locks out God’s healing love that would restore love to the child’s core and thus heal the wound.”

Jesus teaches psychological captives how to gain freedom.  “And when you stand to pray, forgive whatever you have against anybody, so that your Father in heaven may forgive you your failings too.” (Mk 11: 25)

Are people morally obliged to forgive?  Enright says no.  We are obliged to be just and to refrain from injuring others.  Not obliged to be merciful, therefore forgiving is a choice.  
Why Forgive?        
We choose to give a gift of forgiveness for various reasons:
 1. We want our pain to stop and be abler to begin to heal.  As we reach out to the one who hurt us, we are the ones who heal.  “I do not want to go on letting this person hurt me.”
2. Quiet our angry feelings, which imprison us and harm our body.  Enright, “Anger is like alcohol: A little bit can be beneficial, but too much of it is a problem, even addictive.”
“American society is suffering from an epidemic of unhealthy anger.”

3. We want to act more civilly toward the one who hurt us.

4. Helps us interact better with others rather than having our anger spill over into other relationships.  Forgiving your boss would be a gift to your children.

5. I am likely to become physically and psychologically healthier.  Maybe the offender will grow through my forgiveness.  
6. Loving others while protecting yourself from harm, is a morally good thing to do.

7. Jesus asks us to forgive.  It is an act of love toward God.

When do You Need to Forgive?
When your anger has become unhealthy =

anger disproportionate to the cause,
anger directed at innocent bystanders, 
anger that lingers long after the event, 
anger that causes self-destructive behaviors, 
anger that destroys families, marriages, and communities,
anger that has become a pattern, 
anger that has a negative effect on your health
Redford and Virginia Williams research:

“Hostility which include cynical mistrust, intense angry feelings and a pattern of aggressive behavior, appears to be the real health risk.”   

Dr. Shekelle’s study of 225 medical students in the 1950’s, 25 years later checked the history of coronary heart disease.  “Those who had higher levels of hostility were significantly more likely to have heart disease and die earlier.” 

1990’s research  “Patients recalling the anger inducing situation, more so than those in the problem solving condition, had significantly reduced blood flow through the heart.” 

The researchers concluded that anger is a stressor that deserves our attention in reducing risk to the heart.”  
Suppression of anger causes problems but studies show that expressing the anger, “letting off steam,” can give a person a temporary rush, but if the underlying problem is not addressed, they may be as angry or even more angry than before.  
Venting may have hurt the people around them.   Some people find that after years of being or feeling like the victim, they enjoy victimizing others. 

Anger begets anger – one generation to the next.  

Temporary Solutions

Catharsis, relaxation, Thought control, distraction, correcting the irrational with the rational

“Anger is the symptom, but injustice is the cause.  The forgiveness process takes care of the symptoms by addressing the cause.”   Enright p.53
“Just as a antibiotic can be an effective antidote to infectious disease, forgiveness can be an antidote to dysfunctional anger and debilitating resentments.”  Enright 71
What is the Process of True Forgiveness   
(More than saying “I forgive you.”)

Zeiders describes the process being done with a counselor.  
Enright describes it as a process made with a “forgiving partner.”  You need to have someone to talk with about every aspect of the forgiveness process.  Not the one you are forgiving.
Helpful to keep a Journal   (p. 83-84 for methods and styles)
Enright describes 4 Phases with 20 Guideposts.

Begin with the person with whom you have the most anger or

Begin with childhood injuries.  Start with one person.

Resentment is like a weed.  It needs to be pulled up from the roots.

Focus on one incident.

We might begin by acknowledging that a person has offended me.

Establishing who hurt me, how they hurt me (neglect, abuse, omission, commission) and how the hurt took up residence in the psyche as dynamics of dysfunction arising from the Core Wound.  Talking with someone (forgiveness partner or counselor) can help distinguish a true offence from an irrational feeling.

 Phase 1 – Uncovering Your Anger


1. How have you avoided dealing with anger?


Denial – nothing bad really happened   p. 95



Suppression – pushing the thoughts from consciousness



Repression – push event of long ago from memory – (fear of place)



Displacement – transfer anger from the person to someone else



Regression – behavior like a child (temper tantrum)



Identification with the Aggressor – imitate abusers behavior


Have you faced your anger?


Write letter to offender that you do not send.


Are you afraid to expose your shame and guilt?


Tell one person about your feelings of shame.  Confess guilt.


Has your anger affected your health?


Have you been obsessed about the injury or the offender?


Dream about it.  Go a whole day without thinking of offender.

Do you compare your situation with that of the offender?


We are free to choose our response – we can change.

Has the injury caused a permanent change in your life?


Use the grief process to deal with permanent loss.


Has the injury changed your world view?


Cynical and embittered – God out of life view - p. 120


Deal with the existence of evil in the world.

Are you prepared now to consider forgiving?


Is anger present when you think about the incident?


Is your anger still intense months or years after the offense?


Is anger making you sick and tired?


Do you continually think about the offense and offender?


Do you believe the offense has changed your life for the worse?
Zeiders describes this as acknowledging that a Will to Punish exists. (anger, bitterness, resentment)  We had a right to be angry but we are now choosing resentment, which is re-feeling the original feeling. The human memory can keep an injury alive indefinitely.  It takes direct action to extinguish resentment.
Phase 2 – Decide to Forgive   (a decision and a commitment)

Decide that what you have been doing hasn’t worked.


Are you happy?  Are you at peace?  Are you optimistic? - Change of heart


Be willing to begin the forgiveness process.


Recognize the faulty beliefs and failed strategies you used in the past. 

Decide to forgive.


It is scary.  Attitude of willingness (Gail p. 134) Patience and perseverance
Zeiders:  Talk about Jesus words in Mt 5:22-26 and how the Will to punish imprisons the person’s woundedness and the emergent dysfunction within the person’s psychic system.  Validate the reasonableness of the person’s Will to punish.  It feels most natural but is not in the person’s best interest.  Make a commitment to begin the forgiving process motivated by the hope of freedom and the words of Jesus about restoration to wholeness.
Phase 3 – Working On Forgiveness   (take concrete actions to make forgiveness real)

Work toward understanding


Try to understand the forces that drove the offender.


The global perspective if we see them as less than human, we can fall into the 

same evil. Hate begets hate. Love can transform   (Luther King Jr.)  p. 149



83% say they needed God to forgive.



How does God see the offender?

Work toward compassion


Move from bitterness to caring, to compassion


Accept the pain.


So, what can we do with the pain?  We can accept it. – Redemptive suffering


Stop hiding from it and then it lessens    p.162   



Pivotal – allow ourselves to hurt, grieve, mourn and then heal.


Give the offender a gift.  


We break the power that person has over us by giving a moral gift to the one who hurt us.  (visit, note, call, flowers) – not as a means of revenge
Zeiders: Begin the actual process of forgiving.  Based on the words of Jesus Mt 5:23-24) “if you are bringing your offering to the altar and there remember that your brother has something against you, leave your offering there before the altar, go and be reconciled and then come back and present your offering.”

Through an act of Will before God in prayer, the forgiver asserts a Will to Forgive over a will to Punish.  It is an act of the will after which feelings may follow.  A forgiveness prayer for the offender may help solidify this act of the will
Forgiveness is a change of mind, not a change of heart.  The forgiver willfully insists, “I will no longer require you to suffer the way you made me suffer.”  Forgiving may also involve the need to repent if the forgiver did an injustice.
Phase 4 – Discovery and Release from Emotional Prison


(Unforgiveness, bitterness, resentment and anger are like 4 walls of a prison cell. 
Forgiveness is the key to letting you out. Life is happier on the outside.)
Discover the meaning in suffering


Change attitudes toward injustice – make it meaningful for someone that is, use my condition to help others

Discover your need for forgiveness


Discover that you are not alone


Discover the purpose of your life


Discover the freedom of forgiveness.


Stories – Mike, Felicia   p. 180
  Zeiders – “Because forgiveness so powerfully lifts souls to the experience of new psychological life, I call this effect the Resurrection Effect.”
Healing Prayer for Effects

Zeiders: Once forgiveness is chosen as an act of the will, prayer for healing continues.  Inner healing may not be effective, until forgiveness is chosen.  Because the wound remains, healing prayer must follow forgiveness.  Pray that the hurts of the offended person are then healed and the person is restored to God’s intended plan.

Case: Zeb – Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder, - medication gave relief from some troubling thoughts.  Story of some father wounds, anger at father.  Pray healing prayer but nothing happened.  Reflect on Mt 5:23-24 - leave gift and go and forgive.
Zeb formally prayed for forgiveness for father and then resumed prayer for inner healing for wounds of rejection, humiliation and the violent intrusion of thoughts which represented a defensive position toward the sounding father.

Next week Zeb looked relaxed, happy and healthy.  He even glowed.  “It’s the Holy Spirit. I have not had a violent thought or intrusive thought all week.”  The Resurrection Effect”  p.52

Case: Sylvia a physician  p. 57


Generalized Anxiety Disorder, therefore come to psychotherapy – behavior therapies did not give relief. – check early life story –younger of 2 sisters, father died right after birth – mother succumb to alcoholism before Sylvia was 5. She took care of sister and mother.  Mother recovers when Sylvia is 10.  She enjoyed attention for a short time then sister diagnosed with serious disease – all attention to her.  Non for Sylvia – stunned with hurt – abandonment of mother, sister take attention.  Anger and resentment built up around her hurt core.  No one processed wither.  She did not feel entitled to her hurt and anger, so her Will to punish went underground. Became a physician.  Diagnosed a 14 year old girl reminded hero f her sister – feeling come up. Anxiety about will to punish.   Gather Sylvia’s anger therefore her will to forgive would be meaningful and real..  Renounce will to punish, asserted will to forgive.  A Powerful presence of love came over us.  Sylvia felt deep goodness and energy at her core – full remission of anxiety.
Forgiveness can be hard, sometimes painful work, but it is a long term solution to inner freedom, peace and joy. 

If anger comes back, may be another person to forgive.  

Forgiveness is a skill that gets easier with practice.

What is forgiveness?
Zeiders – the intentional replacement of the Will to Punish those who harm with the Will to Forgive - a formal intention to abandon the pursuit of equal harm to the harmer.  

Forgiveness is grounded fully in the ego of the forgiver and results in healing psychological complexes outside the ego’s control through the power of the Holy Spirit in the name of Jesus Christ.”  God is part of the process of forgiving and healing.

Enright 

There is a decidedly paradoxical quality to forgiveness as the forgiver gives up the resentment to which he has a right and gives the gift of compassion to which the offender has no right.”

What is the Process of True Forgiveness   (More than saying “I forgive you.”)

The process being done with a counselor with a “forgiving partner.”  You need to have someone to talk with about every aspect of the forgiveness process.  
Helpful to keep a Journal   
Begin with the person with whom you have the most anger or

Begin with childhood injuries.  Start with one person.

Resentment is like a weed.  It needs to be pulled up from the roots.

Phase 1 – Uncovering Your Anger

1. How have you avoided dealing with anger?

Denial – nothing bad really happened,


Suppression – pushing the thoughts from consciousness, 


Repression – push event of long ago from memory – (fear of place)


Displacement – transfer anger from the person to someone else


Identification with the Aggressor – imitate abusers behavior

Phase 2 – Decide to Forgive   (a decision and a commitment)

Decide that what you have been doing hasn’t worked.


Are you happy?  Are you at peace?  Are you optimistic? - Change of heart


Be willing to begin the forgiveness process.


Recognize the faulty beliefs and failed strategies you used in the past. 

Decide to forgive.


It is scary.  Attitude of willingness Patience and perseverance - Mt 5:22-26
Make a commitment to begin the forgiving process motivated by the hope of freedom and the words of Jesus about restoration to wholeness.

Phase 3 – Working On Forgiveness   (take concrete actions to make forgiveness real)

Work toward understanding.  Try to understand the forces that drove the offender.


The global perspective if we see them as less than human, we can fall into the 

same evil. Love can transform.  How does God see the offender?

Give the offender a gift.  Accept the pain.
Phase 4 – Discovery and Release from Emotional Prison


(Unforgiveness, bitterness, resentment and anger are like 4 walls of a prison cell. 
Forgiveness is the key to letting you out. Life is happier on the outside.)

Discover the freedom of forgiveness.  Discover the purpose of your life

