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Wrestling with Forgiveness Issues

Tough work that won’t happen easily…and why we need to do it anyway!
Forgiveness is a messy issue

        
When your friends and family are helping you to distract yourself through a divorce, “forgiveness” is not an appealing pastime.  Compared with watching tv, going out or even doing your taxes—working at forgiveness is just not much fun.  Try as we may to issue an “I forgive and I am done with it!” statement, this won’t do the job.  Sooner or later, we have to decide who all may need to be forgiven.  We need to identify what needs to be forgiven.  We evaluate what such forgiveness will cost us emotionally, and what difference reaching that state of forgiveness will make.  These aren’t quick items to transact if the hurt is deep enough.  Eventually, we have to reach a point of readiness.  Sometimes, that arrives later even than our resolve to forgive.  

Forgiveness is a state-of-being more so than a pledge to make 
       
Here’s the bottom-line first: related to the previous item, forgiveness on a particular issue may turn out to be a state of being.  That is, we may first reach a rational or spiritual conclusion that forgiveness is needed.  Lagging slightly behind may be the arrival at a point where we know that have, indeed, forgiven.  Our parents took us by the hand and made us hear the apology of our sibling or the kid down the street.  Through clenched teeth, we mouthed the words “I forgive” so that we would comply with their orders.  But we walked away knowing we didn’t mean what we had said.  Same thing happens as adults.  We can feel the need to forgive, but arriving at true forgiveness reaches beyond intent.

The prison that can hold us captive
What’s at stake here?  Why does this really matter?  Unresolved forgiveness issues can hold us hostage in life.  Carrying around that much anger, pain, confusion or regret holds us back.  When the problem is big enough, we play and replay what happened.  This takes focus and energy from other things we might need to be doing.  Whether you need to grant the forgiveness, or ask for it, these issues have a power over us.  Part of the process is in reaching the point where you are tired of paying the price that the issue is exacting from you.  Once you do, sorting through some of the other parts of the equation may seem reasonable.  We may feel our stance is righteous.  But holding on to this pain is costly! 

Misunderstandings about forgiveness that the Church has perpetuated

I tell my divorcees that the Church has done culture a disservice.  In our zeal to (rightly) emphasize the moral imperative-- or psychological health-- of forgiveness we may pay another price.  We can add guilt to life.  We can make ourselves feel as though something is wrong with us, because we didn't quickly and easily just let it go!  That is, the Church has made forgiveness sound like an act that can happen in an instant.  Depending on our personal makeup, and the circumstances involved, the process can become quite drawn out.  Here’s the reality: one person has said, "We forgive in pieces."   Church and culture make forgiveness sound like a simple decision.  And from there, our resolve should take care of the problem immediately.  Resolve may, instead, only be the beginning of the forgiveness journey.  A particularly pious believer might say, "But that's all wrong.  We forgive and we leave it behind.  Just like God does."  Unfortunately, neither you nor I are God.  We cannot deal in what should be.  We can only live in the reality we have.  The messy fact is that we can't always speed up the emotional process by simply wanting to forgive badly enough.  Nor, by feeling convicted that we should forgive.    

Forgiving someone is more than a sentiment and more than a resolve
So, this process is a little complicated.  A lot complicated.  That’s because our intent is only part of the battle.  No matter our sentiment, no matter our resolve, forgiveness takes time.  That is, if the person or the issue involved matters to you.  Life can be confusing when we realize that our genuine intent was to forgive, and yet we simply aren’t there.  We confuse our words or our decision to forgive with the act of forgiving.  I remember once telling a loved one that I forgave them.  I meant those words sincerely.  This was a long, drawn out conversation.  A little ceremonial, even.  I wanted to move on.  But arriving at a place where I knew I had truly forgiven took years after that.  

Sometimes forgiveness sneaks up on you and wraps itself around you
Let’s pursue that last story further.  Now and then, I would ask myself what was wrong.  Why had I not yet been able to let this go?  Those years passed, and at various checkpoints I would review where I seemed to be.  Then, one day, I thought of the person.  I thought of the hurt.  I thought of the issues involved.  And, I knew that I had arrived at forgiveness.  Funny thing is, I couldn’t identify exactly when this had happened.  There was no aha! moment I could recall.  Nothing seemed to have really changed.  Except that I knew I was now on the other side of forgiveness.  I could see in life’s rear-view mirror that my resolve, and my words, had now been matched by reality.  Since then, that clarity has been born out.  The relationship, and me personally, are both in better places for this.

A two-way street

       So far, this discussion has been about your need to offer forgiveness.  The need of forgiveness might be for your self though.  Perhaps either you, or your ex-spouse, need to consider forgiving YOU!  One of the toughest struggles in our divorce recovery groups is the night we consider both parties’ mixture of blame for the dissolution of their marriages.  Some are at a point where they are ready to consider their own contribution to the divorce.  Others, though, see themselves as blameless victims.  Usually, they are focused only on the abuse, infidelity or pain their ex-spouse caused.  They cannot consider the ways in which they, too, failed to be the perfect spouse.  In any divorce, there is blame to spread both ways.  One act some leaders recommend is asking your ex-spouse to forgive you.  Caution: this request may go unanswered.  Or, responded to in a way that further hurts.  When you ask your ex for forgiveness, you’d better not hang your hopes on any specific answer you’d like in return.  The act of making the request may need to be more important to your healing than what comes back to you.

A word about what forgiveness is not 

Forgiving isn’t acting as though the hurt never happened.  Forgiving isn’t an obligation to reconcile the relationship.  Nor is it an injustice to the one who was hurt.  Forgiveness is a release of the hurt that resulted.  A signal that it’s time for a new chapter.
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