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Introduction

Picture the crowded screen in front of a harried air traffic controller. Picture the chaos in the room and the jumble of planes on the screen. Now imagine that your unresolved grievances are the planes on that screen that have been circling for days and weeks on end. Most of the other planes have landed, but your unresolved grievances continue to take up precious air space, draining resources that may be needed in an emergency. Having them on the screen forces you to work harder and increases the chance for accidents. The grievance planes become a source of stress and burnout is often the result.

HOW DID THE PLANES GET UP THERE IN THE FIRST PLACE?

You took something too personally.

You continued to blame the person who hurt you for how bad you felt.

You created a grievance story.

WHAT IS FORGIVENESS?


	Forgiveness is the peace you learn to feel when you allow these circling planes to land.

	Forgiveness is for you and not the offender.

	Forgiveness is taking back your power.

	Forgiveness is taking responsibility for how you feel.

	Forgiveness is about your healing and not about the people who hurt you.

	Forgiveness is a trainable skill just like learning to throw a baseball.

	Forgiveness helps you get control over your feelings.

	Forgiveness can improve your mental and physical health.

	Forgiveness is becoming a hero instead of a victim.

	Forgiveness is a choice.

	Everyone can learn to forgive.



WHAT FORGIVENESS IS NOT


	Forgiveness is not condoning unkindness.

	Forgiveness is not forgetting that something painful happened.

	Forgiveness is not excusing poor behavior.

	Forgiveness does not have to be an otherworldly or religious experience.

	Forgiveness is not denying or minimizing your hurt.

	Forgiveness does not mean reconciling with the offender.

	Forgiveness does not mean you give up having feelings.



I do not suggest that forgiveness means we give up our right to be angry when we have been hurt or mistreated. My forgiveness research shows that people retain their ability to be angry but simply use that ability more wisely. I am not suggesting that forgiveness means we condone the hurtful things that people have done to us. I have seen that forgiveness helps people control their emotions so they maintain good judgment. They do not waste precious energy trapped in anger and hurt over things they can do nothing about. Forgiveness acknowledges we can’t change the past. Forgiveness allows us not to stay stuck in the past. Forgiveness allows us to land our planes and then make any repairs that may be necessary. Forgiveness gives us a well deserved break.

Some of you may have doubts that forgiveness will help you as much as I claim. You may think that by forgiving you are somehow letting the other person get away with their actions. Or that forgiveness means reconciling with someone who hurt you. You might be still searching to understand why someone was so cruel to you, and you don’t believe learning to forgive is going to help you find the reason. Or you have suffered for a long time and are just plain suspicious of anything that sounds like a cure. If this is you in any way, you are not alone. I confront it every time I teach a new class.

Recently, I had a man in my forgiveness seminar who voiced the concerns that many were feeling. Jeremy attended because his boss at work had lied to him and he was anxious to know how to deal with that betrayal. His boss had lied repeatedly about something important, and two months ago Jeremy finally discovered the truth. He was so furious as he talked that it seemed as if he just uncovered the lie the day before. He questioned me immediately about the value of forgiveness.

Jeremy had the following concerns.


	If I forgive my boss, am I condoning his lying?

	How can I trust my boss again?

	Should I confront my boss?

	How do I stop obsessing over this?



I told Jeremy what I will tell all of you. Just because someone hurt you does not mean you have to suffer indefinitely. Jeremy’s boss lied, and that is clearly wrong. In order to forgive, you have to know that lying is wrong. Forgiveness does not mean condoning lying. Forgiveness helps Jeremy become able to answer the question of what he can do about his lying boss. Forgiveness shows Jeremy that he can still enjoy his life, his family, and his friends and not invite this lying boss along everywhere he goes.

I asked Jeremy if his boss was really worth the ruining of so many days in the last eight weeks. Jeremy said he was not. I responded that the solution, then, is to learn a new skill so that he does not ruin the next two months. That skill is forgiveness.

I told Jeremy that he might not be able to trust his boss again and that he may never respect him again. He might choose to remain at work with a boss he does not respect, or he might get a new job. He might choose to confront his boss, or he might not. Clearly, Jeremy had some hard choices to make. I finally told him that as long as he was trapped in his anger, he would not be able to clear his mind enough to make the best possible decisions. As long as he was angry and hurt, the decisions he was contemplating were more about his lying boss than they were about his own well-being. Learning to forgive allows Jeremy and us to make the best possible life decisions. And whether Jeremy was calm or miserable, he still had to decide what to do about working for a boss who lies.

I added one more point. Sometimes there are lying bosses in our life, and we wish we could just go back in time and pretend it never happened. Unfortunately, there are no “do overs.” We can’t change the past. I asked Jeremy if being upset for two months changed what happened. I asked him if being upset for another two months would change what happened. Jeremy, of course, knew the answers. So I asked him to take a couple of slow deep breaths to calm down and then create a story that has him surviving his boss’s actions and being happy in his life. As he invented the story, I saw him relax and noticed that his breathing became more normal. Finally, I told him that forgiveness is the first and most important step in living out his new story.

Sarah’s story is another example of how learning to forgive helps us move away from the past so that we can live in the present and future. Sarah married Jim after they had gone on only a few dates. Most of her friends and family cautioned her to wait, but she knew better. Unfortunately, it took only a few months before Sarah found herself mistreated and with an empty checking account.

Notices of overdue bills starting showing up at the same time that Jim began staying out late every night. Soon Sarah found herself carrying a new life at the very moment her own was collapsing. She crashed when she discovered Jim’s secret. Almost all the money from their business was feeding his cocaine and alcohol addictions. When their son was born, Jim disappeared for a week. One day he called from another state to say he would not be home for a while.

After this phone call, Sarah lost it. Her life deteriorated to the point that her parents had to come and take her to live with them. When Jim eventually returned from his wanderings he began stalking her and even threatened her life. She was scared, vulnerable, and, despite the help of her parents, dependent on welfare.

Slowly she began to rebuild her life. She started graduate school and became a hospital-based nurse. She moved into an apartment with a close friend. In addition, she took my forgiveness class at Stanford University called “Forgive for Good.” Through this class Sarah let go of her resentment toward Jim and put her time and energy into rebuilding her life and caring for her child.

While forgiveness may feel like a trivial matter in light of her crushing problems, Sarah believes that learning to forgive—not forget—Jim for his awful behavior made her reawakening possible. Sarah found that forgiveness allowed her to feel less anger. She did not give up her ability to get angry, only her sense of being trapped by an excessive amount of anger. Sarah found that as her obsession with Jim lessened, she was able to make better life choices. She was thinking more of herself and less of him. Sarah also found that learning how to forgive gave her greater appreciation for her child, for the help her parents gave her, and for her friends and her fresh start. Sarah also vowed to teach her son how to forgive so that he would not have to suffer in the same way.

Like Sarah, many of us have a story to tell about how we were mistreated by someone to whom we were close. Unfortunately, too many of us have parents who were unable to provide the care, guidance, or love we needed. Or we have spouses who lied to us or had affairs. Or we had friends who disappointed us. Many of us have been victims of random acts of cruelty.

When these things happen it is normal to feel hurt and angry, even for a long time. However, hurt and anger are meant to be fleeting emotions, not permanent fixtures. Too many of us never get over the bad things that happened, towing grudges from the past that hinder our lives, harm our health, and shorten our horizons.

I was one of them. I almost did not get over the unexpected abandonment that happened to me and led to my interest in forgiveness. Many years ago my longtime best friend, Sam, met a woman destined to become his wife. For whatever reason, this woman did not like me, and so shortly and unexpectedly Sam cut himself off. When I would ask him what happened, the only thing he would tell me was that I had been unkind to his new partner. At that time, I had spent only a minimal amount of time with her.

It got worse. Sometime later I found out that Sam was to be married. You can imagine my dismay as I discovered I was not invited to the wedding. If that was not bad enough, I found out about Sam’s wedding through a mutual friend. Sam neither called nor wrote to tell me he was getting married. I was deeply hurt and confused, and the abandonment pained me for years.

One reason the loss of this friendship hurt so much was that I am an only child. I grew up without brothers and sisters and considered my close friends to be a part of my family. I never expected this could happen, and I was ill prepared to deal with my loss. I needed to learn how to Forgive for Good. It took me years to learn how to get over my hurt, and now I can teach you how to get over yours.

While this may seem minor compared to an unfaithful spouse, it too was devastating. Sam and I had been like brothers, and this abandonment left me hurt for years. My confidence in my ability to attract and keep friends was shattered; my sense of trust was broken. My wife told me that I sounded bitter and that I judged everybody’s motives. Aching with bitterness, resentment, and sadness, I decided this had to end. I knew I had to forgive Sam if I were to get my life back. And so Forgive for Good was born.

In developing it I learned that much of my suffering and that of the people I worked with is unnecessary. No matter the hurt, to forgive brings an almost divine peace. But if you are anything like I was, you have no idea how to bring forgiveness into your own life. You need these tools as badly as I did.

I can attest firsthand to the power of forgiveness. Through working through my forgiveness methods and making strong decisions along the way, I have again become good friends with Sam. I feel lucky that he is in my life. When we get together I appreciate his company, and the confidence I feel when I see him reminds me of the healing power of forgiveness. Through forgiveness, you too can gain the confidence to bounce back when life is tough.

I define forgiveness as the experience of peace and understanding that can be felt in the present moment. You forgive by challenging the rigid rules you have for other people’s behavior and by focusing your attention on the good things in your life as opposed to the bad. Forgiveness does not mean forgetting or denying that painful things occurred. Forgiveness is the powerful assertion that bad things will not ruin your today even though they may have spoiled your past.

One of the central messages of my forgiveness training is that only three core components underlie the creation of any long-standing hurt and grievance:


	The exaggerated taking of personal offense

	The blaming of the offender for how you feel

	The creation of a grievance story



Careful feeding and dedicated nurturing of these grievance components can keep a hurt alive forever. That is exactly what we do when we refuse to forgive. Debbie is a case in point. The grievance story she was telling about her ex-husband kept her stuck and in the hurts of the past. The facts did not change: Debbie’s husband cheated on her. She would confront him when she found out what he was up to, and each time he would swear he would never do it again. One time she came home and found another woman with her husband on the couch. Debbie threw her husband out, but that wasn’t the end of it. Debbie told everyone she met what a louse she had been married to. She blamed him for how she felt (rather than for what he did), and she had a doozy of a grievance story.

Every time she complained about her ex-husband, her stomach would hurt and her body would tense. Debbie did not know how to deal with her loss and pain in a productive manner. It was crucial to her that everyone realize what a louse he was, that what he did was wrong, and that what happened was not her fault. The temporary glee she felt when recounting her travails was dwarfed by the power it gave to her ex. Rather than moving on, Debbie remained fully in her husband’s thrall, feeling no more healed than when she found him in the act.

Through forgiveness training, however, she recognized that reciting her grievance story only highlighted the power her ex-husband still had over her. If she wanted her life back she had to take it back from him, and that meant she had to forgive. Debbie was so thankful when she was able to see things differently. And as a result, she was able to move on to a new and better relationship.

Though there may be an infinite number of ways people can be unkind to you, the mechanisms by which a deep hurt is created are the same. No matter what caused the pain, the three steps of the grievance process can be clearly dissected. Understanding this process will lead to the wonderful experience of forgiveness.

Jill entered my forgiveness classes when she was in her late forties. Her mother had been dead for a decade, but Jill still complained about her mother’s inability to love her. She talked about events that had happened thirty-five years ago with a freshness that belied the fact that she had whined about her mother her whole adult life. Jill resented the power her mother held over her and hated her life.

I worked with Jill until she saw that if she continued to blame her mother for how she felt, her mother would retain power over her indefinitely. Until she took my forgiveness training Jill had not considered that her complaining had no effect on her dead mother but had hurt her a great deal. She practiced my techniques and forgave her mother. Jill is now able to look to her female friends for the support she never got from her mother.

Over the years I have seen many people who have trouble forgiving, and most tell me that the major problem was that no one showed them how. After working with thousands of people who have been hurt and have struggled to forgive, I am convinced that the ability to get over these wounds is crucial to health, both emotional and physical.

The forgiveness classes that I teach usually last for six sessions. I am always a little nervous before starting because of the burdens the people in my classes carry. Many of the people have been in therapy for years, while others have tried time and again through various means to help themselves, often exhausting the patience of their family and friends as they struggle to make sense of their suffering.

While each person’s story is unique, all of the students share one thing: they have been unsuccessful in their quest for healing and still feel hurt or angry. I share with each group my story to let them know I have experienced many of the feelings they have. I tell you, the reader, what I tell the people in my classes: that if you can learn to forgive (and in these pages you’ll learn how), you will feel better and gain a power over your life that might have seemed impossible.

If you learn to forgive you will find your life to have possibilities you could only dream of. You will gain a sense of control over your feelings and discover that you have more energy available to make good decisions. You will find that your decisions are based less on hurt feelings and more on what is best for you and those you love.

In this book you will learn how a grievance is formed, how carrying one is destructive, how to forgive, and how to keep from getting hurt again. You will learn to employ these proven forgiveness techniques to move beyond past hurts so you can greet each day with confidence and create better relationships. In these pages you will find a prescription for how to recover from life’s slings and arrows to gain a state of peace and well-being.

Fascinating research has emerged in the past ten years that documents the healing power of forgiveness. In careful scientific studies, forgiveness training has been shown to reduce depression, increase hopefulness, decrease anger, improve spiritual connection, increase emotional self-confidence, and help heal relationships. Learning to forgive is good for both your mental and physical well-being and your relationships.

Studies reveal:


	People who are more forgiving report fewer health problems.

	Forgiveness leads to less stress.

	Forgiveness leads to fewer physical symptoms of stress.

	Failure to forgive may be more important than hostility as a risk factor for heart disease.

	People who blame other people for their troubles have higher incidences of illnesses such as cardiovascular disease and cancers.

	People who imagine not forgiving someone show negative changes in blood pressure, muscle tension, and immune response.

	People who imagine forgiving their offender note immediate improvement in their cardiovascular, muscular, and nervous systems.

	Even people with devastating losses can learn to forgive and feel better psychologically and emotionally.



I recently offered two rounds of forgiveness training to groups of Catholic and Protestant people from Northern Ireland who had lost family members to the thirty years of political violence. In both of these projects I conducted research on the outcomes, and each project was successful. In the first session I worked only with women who had lost a son to the violence. After the week-long forgiveness training, the women showed less hurt, depression, stress, and anger. They also showed more optimism and forgiveness. The women returned to Northern Ireland and six months later still reported all of the positive changes in mood and outlook.

On one standard psychological test, the women reported that the hurt they felt went from more than 8 on a scale of 1 to 10 at the beginning of the week to less than 4 at the end of the week. On a different psychological test their rate of depression was reduced by 40 percent from the beginning of their forgiveness training to the end. Each of these women has agreed to go back to Northern Ireland with the goal of helping others in their country to learn to forgive. With this act they demonstrate the incredible power of forgiveness to help both others and ourselves.

In the second round of training with people from Northern Ireland, I worked with Catholic and Protestant men and women who had lost a family member in the violence. Some people’s parents had been murdered; others had lost brothers or sisters, and still others had lost a child. Seventeen people had suffered the loss of a loved one to murder. Each of these people had a right, if anyone does, to be bitter, angry, and victimized. Yet at the end of this week of forgiveness training the victims were less depressed, felt more physically healthy and energetic, and were less hurt by their loss.

Clearly, the loss of a child or other family member is a devastating experience. Nothing can fully replace that loss. Yet if these men and women can improve their emotional and psychological functioning, then there is no question that each of us as well can heal.

As a pioneer in this forgiveness research, I will integrate the findings from this emerging science with my developed art of helping people to make Forgive for Good an indispensable tool for anyone wanting to forgive.

For me, forgiveness means much more than the end of a grievance. Forgiveness has become my life’s work. I am the director and cofounder of the Stanford University Forgiveness Project, the largest interpersonal forgiveness training research project ever conducted. The Forgiveness Project replicates on a larger scale an earlier study that established the effectiveness of my forgiveness training.

In the Forgiveness Project we recruited people from the San Francisco Bay Area who said they could not get over an interpersonal hurt. Participants learned to forgive, and our research team measured the effectiveness of the training both right after the workshop and up to four and a half months afterward. The people who took my forgiveness training became less hurt, stressed, and angry and more forgiving and optimistic, and they even reported slightly improved physical health.

Forgive for Good distills the essential elements of my forgiveness training into a program that can be of great value to many. In my work I have heard untold stories of pain and mistreatment, but here are techniques that can help you feel less hurt and angry. My forgiveness work has shown that to forgive now also can help you limit the degree to which you get hurt in the future.

When I initiated my first research project on the training of interpersonal forgiveness in 1996, I was completing my Ph.D. in counseling and health psychology. I was excited for the opportunity to scientifically test the forgiveness methods I had used to help myself and occasionally others. At the time only four studies had been published in the field, the earliest from 1993. I am one of the pioneers in the emerging field of integrating the training of forgiveness with the science of demonstrating which techniques actually work. Through my teaching I continue to refine my processes, resulting in what I know to be the strongest forgiveness training the field has to offer. For the first time, this Forgive for Good method is available to everyone.

I know what it’s like to keep grievance planes circling in my mind for years. I have seen the benefits in my life and the lives of countless others of the peace that comes when your grievance planes are allowed to land. So, fellow seeker, if you are looking to learn how to Forgive for Good—for the good of your health, for the good of your relationships, for the good of the world and, possibly, forever—please join me and read on.


PART ONE
Creating a Grievance


CHAPTER 1
Renting Too Much Space to Disappointment


Man can preserve a vestige of spiritual freedom, of independence of mind, even in such terrible conditions of psychic and physical stress.

VIKTOR FRANKL, Man’s Search for Meaning



Thank you for joining me on this journey to well-being through forgiveness. Together we will see how a grievance is formed, how to forgive, and how to create a meaningful story of what happened. Remember that the process I teach has been proven to work in four careful research studies. In those studies people with hurts big and small made positive changes in their physical and emotional health. I have countless testimonials of how forgiveness has changed lives, and I will share with you many of those stories. I am convinced that when you learn these methods and practice what I teach, you too can Forgive for Good.

In order to understand the process of forgiveness, it helps to see how a grievance begins. In the early chapters, I will explain how a grievance is formed, examine the parts of a grievance that make your life difficult, and help you test for the signs that a grievance has taken hold. I have seen that when people understand how a grievance is formed they emerge ready to heal.

HOW A GRIEVANCE FORMS

A grievance emerges when two things coincide. The first is that something happens in our lives that we did not want to happen. Then, second, we deal with this problem by thinking about it too much, or what I call renting too much space in our minds. In this chapter I will explain these two ideas and show you how each occurs.

The difficulty at the core of being hurt is how to remain peaceful when someone hurts or disappoints you. Another way of stating this is to ask, how can we be hurt but not end up with a smoldering grievance? Each of us has at some point in our lives been hurt or mistreated. But some people adapt better than others. Some talk about their wounds for a long time and some let them go. If you are one of those who have not let go of what has hurt you, then this book is for you.

It is not easy to recover a state of peace when we are mistreated. Everyone to a greater or lesser degree struggles when facing injury, abandonment, cheating, or lying. At the heart of the myriad of wounds is the simple fact that a grievance results because some event or thing we really hoped would happen simply did not occur.

While I may sound repetitious, I want to stress the importance of this concept. At the very core of creating a grievance or grudge is that something happened that we did not want to happen. Alternatively, something we really wanted did not happen. In either case, a grievance begins when part of our life turns out radically different from what we expected. Faced with the unexpected, we lacked the skills to manage our feelings. Here are two examples.

Dana is an account executive at a large software company in Silicon Valley. She has worked for this company for almost ten years and has a successful career. Often she stayed late and toiled for long hours, missing precious time with her two children. Recently she was passed over for a promotion. Dana was told her job performance was excellent but that her company had instituted a new policy to hire some executives from the outside. Yet even with this information, she was furious at being passed over and talked about how her continued dedication to work was causing her health to suffer.

When I met her, Dana was bitterly complaining about her bosses, life’s unfairness, and the wasted time she had spent at her office. She clearly stated that she was owed this promotion and that it was unfair she did not get it. Dana was now reappraising her ten years with the company and finding slights she had previously ignored. The story she told was of many years of unfairness, not just of a missed promotion. What I saw was a woman who did not get a promotion she felt was owed her and in response created a whopper of a grievance.

Mike works at an Internet start-up company. He works all of the time at a place where everyone else works all of the time. It is common in this work culture for employees to do whatever is needed to make the company successful. Mike was originally hired to help with Web design, and because he enjoyed this work, the seventy-hour weeks did not bother him. However, as the company grew, managers hired more Web designers and found they now needed technical writers. Mike was asked to take this on, and soon his days at work became a drag. While he is good at technical writing, he does not enjoy it. He wanted to be a design person and now complains to everyone that he is wasting his time.

When Mike came to my forgiveness class he was disgruntled and bitter. He had invested a great deal of time and energy in his company and did not feel ready to leave because of the chance he could make a lot of money if the company went public. Mike felt trapped in a job he did not like. He complained that he had been cheated out of the opportunity to do work he enjoyed and was forced to do work he hated.

Both Dana and Mike had to cope with disappointment. Dana did not get promoted, a perfect example of not getting something she wanted. Mike had to do work he disliked, an example of getting something unwanted. The problem is the same either way.

Dana and Mike’s stories show how difficult it is to deal with things not working out. However, it is not only at work that we struggle to make peace. Not getting what we want occurs in a host of situations from the ridiculous to the horrendous. See if any of these stories rings true with you:


	You drive into the parking lot at work and notice someone has taken your parking space. The result is you have to go to a spot at the other end of the lot. You did not get the parking space that you wanted.

	Your partner announces they want to end your relationship when you want it to continue. You are asked to move out. You did not get the long-term relationship you desired.

	You go into the supermarket closest to your home, and they are out of the only kind of cereal your sick child will eat. You have to drive across town to another store, and there is lots of traffic. You have less time to care for your sick child.

	Your friend cancels three nights in a row because of a new lover. The result is you miss your friend and end up feeling lonely. Your friend did not treat you the way you think friends should.

	Your business partner leaves the partnership without notice or forwarding address, and you are left holding the business and debts alone. Your economic future has changed for the worse.

	Your mother was self-absorbed and did not give you enough attention. When you were growing up she appeared more interested in her needs than in yours. As an adult, you may be at a disadvantage in establishing satisfactory relationships and likely will have to learn to parent yourself.

	You go to your doctor to help deal with a medical problem, and she is too busy to fully answer your questions. You leave feeling rushed and unheard. You may have to go on the Internet or call the doctor back to get the answers you need.

	On the way home from school a drunken driver seriously injures your daughter. You could not protect the health of your child.

	Your partner does not come home one evening, and you know she or he is with a former lover. You were not able to create a relationship in which your partner was faithful.

	One of your parents regularly came home drunk. You were often afraid and scared and learned not to trust this parent. As an adult you understand that you did not get the nurturing parenting that children deserve, and you are still looking to find emotional support from a source other than your parents.



In each of these situations a grievance is formed when we lack the skills to confront the reality of things not turning out the way we had hoped. These situations range from the trivial, like missing a parking space, to the serious, like having an alcoholic parent. When we deal with our experience well, a grievance can be avoided. When we handle the situation poorly, a grievance is usually the result.

I do forgiveness work with people who have suffered the ultimate horror, the murder of their children. I have seen people cry over the wrongful death of their child twenty years after it happened. I have worked with people who are still trying—and failing—to make sense of that tragedy. No matter how great or small the tragedy, each person faces the challenge of how to make peace with losing something precious.

Most of the people I see struggle to come to terms with the fact that life does not always seem fair. I witness needless suffering because people do not recognize that making peace with this fact is an unavoidable life task. Often people react with depression or fury when a painful life experience happens. They may cling to their initial reactions because they do not understand that the specifics of what happened may be less important than learning how to deal with their reaction to the experience. Abandonment, lying, or injury are difficult enough to address without adding outrage to the mix.

Dana, for example, made not getting a promotion worse by complaining that the company was wrong. To hear her tell it, the previous ten years had been wasted. By focusing on her disappointment, she wiped away the satisfaction she had gained from her job, when she might have focused her energy instead on how best to deal with the situation. Like Dana, many people deal unskillfully with painful life situations by creating and maintaining long-standing grievances. They end up renting too much space in their minds to the hurt.

Grievances are formed when people are unable to deal successfully with not getting what they wanted and then they rent too much space in their minds to the injustice. This is the grievance process we go through even when the disappointment is as severe and horrible as the loss of a loved one. It is the same process when the injustice is waiting an extra moment in a supermarket line or struggling in traffic when we are late for an appointment, or struggling to make sense out of a random act of violence.

RENTING TOO MUCH SPACE IN YOUR MIND

When I first met Charlene she talked incessantly about the horrors of life with her ex-husband. In a sneering and clipped voice she would talk about how he had regularly lied to her. His affairs dominated her conversation. She honed in on any conversation about insensitive or uncaring people and seized the opportunity to chime in with how awful her ex was.

From listening to her you would think that he had walked out on her yesterday, but in fact it was five years earlier. To Charlene, what he had done was wrong and that was the end of the story. To me, what he had done was wrong and that was the beginning of the forgiveness story.

Charlene may not have been married to her ex-husband anymore, but she was still renting out the best part of her mind to him. In that important way they were still living together. In fact, I would be surprised if she thought of him that much when they were married.

Are you like Charlene? Do you talk over and over about what happened to you? Do you let your mind dwell on your grievance many times during the day? Do you have friends or family who do this? Do you get tired of the amount of time that you spend thinking about things from your past? Do you get tired of listening to other people repeat their same story?

If you can view your mind as your house, I can teach you to control how much space you rent to your wounds and grievances. You are the proprietor, and you set the rent. Each of us decides who our tenants are and the conditions of their lease. What kind of accommodations do we want to give our wounds and grievances?

We can rent our grievances the master bedroom and build them a hot tub out back. We can give them a great lease with terrific terms that never expire, or we can grant them only a day-to-day tenancy. We can allow them to put their stuff in all the rooms of the house, or we can restrict them to a small room in the back. In other words, we need to ask: How much time do we spend thinking about our hurts and disappointments? And, When we think about them, how much intensity is there?

The answers to these questions will determine how much of a problem a wound or grievance will cause you. When you have rented too much space in your mind, then you have a grievance. When, like Mike, you have to do work you do not want and then you obsess over it, you create a grievance. Mike did not have to focus on his dislike of the work. He could have focused instead on the real possibility that he was going to make a lot of money when the company went public. Mike did not know how to deal with not getting what he wanted, and so he created out of that inability a grievance.

Just because bad things happen does not mean you have to dwell on them. I regularly ask people why they do not dwell on their good fortune with the same energy that they invest in their bad fortune. This question always catches people by surprise. They rarely consider appreciating their good fortune as an equal option to obsessing over their bad fortune. Are you one of those people who seem to find their problems more compelling than their blessings? Do you, or someone you know, rent out more space to what is wrong than what is right?

What plays on the screen of our mind is like a TV picture that we control with a remote. We can watch horror movie channels, sex channels, soap opera channels, and grievance channels as well as channels that focus on the beauties of nature and the kindness of people. Anyone can tune in to a grievance or choose to switch to the forgiveness channel. Ask yourself, What is playing on my set today? Is your remote tuning in to channels that will help you feel good?

If you remember the air traffic control screen from the introduction, your grievances are the planes that will not land. They fill up your screen, they occupy your mind, and, most important, they make it harder for you to appreciate the things in your life that are wonderful. Missing the beauty in our lives is the unanticipated damage that grievances can create. We just watch one TV channel at a time and what we tune in to often can become a habit.

Just imagine how much of her life Dana is not seeing as she focuses on the fact that she was passed over for a promotion. Do you think she is aware of how lucky she is to have her health or the people in her life who love her?

It saddens me to see countless people who fail to pay attention or be grateful to those they love because they are either thinking of people who have hurt them or feeling sorry for their loss. Let me make one thing clear. I am not saying to ignore problems in your life or deny that people have hurt you. What I am saying is that focusing too much attention on a hurt makes it stronger and forms a habit that can be difficult to break. I am saying that you do not have to dwell endlessly on the painful things in your life. Dwelling on wounds gives them power over you. What you remember, or focus your attention on, can be shifted in the same way that you can change the channel on your TV. If we get used to watching the grievance channel we are likely to see that the world has many grievances, but if we get used to watching the forgiveness channel the world can begin to look very different. (We’ll explore this idea further in chapter 9.)

DO YOU HAVE A GRIEVANCE?

Before we delve any further, let’s check to see if there is a situation in your life that has become a grievance. I ask you now to revisit an interpersonal wound. In this way we can get a sense of how this is affecting you now. Begin the process by closing your eyes and thinking about the painful situation for a couple of minutes.

When you are clear about what happened, think about or write down a brief summary of the experience. Tell your story about what happened, either on paper or in your mind.

Now examine what happens when you think about this situation today. For example, examine the most common thoughts you have about what happened. Then consider how you feel when you think about the problem. Finally, think about the ways your body reacts when you revisit the hurt.

After you have taken the time to consider your answers, please answer the following questions:


	Do you think about this painful situation more than you think about the things in your life that are good?

	When you think about this painful situation, do you become either physically uncomfortable or emotionally upset?

	When you think about this situation, do you do so with the same old repetitive thoughts?

	Do you find yourself telling the story about what happened over and over in your mind?



If you answer yes to any of these four questions, you have likely formed a grievance that is renting too much space in your mind. If you answer yes to any of these four questions, you most likely have a grievance that can be healed. You are in the right place and can learn to Forgive for Good. If you answer yes to any of these four questions, then read on and discover how you formed your grievance in the first place.

Remember, the basis of any grievance is that something painful happened to you and at the time you did not have the skills to manage your emotional pain. Then, like Dana, who did not get the job she thought she was entitled to, you rented out some substantial room in your mind, and, voilà, you formed a grievance. This is the way you helped a bad situation become worse. In the next three chapters I will describe in detail exactly how this happens.

In this chapter we learned how a difficult situation becomes a grievance. It all begins with either getting something you did not want or not getting something you wanted. In order for a painful experience to end up renting too much space in your mind, three specific things have to happen. These three elements will be explained fully in the next three chapters of this book.

When we understand the three steps that lead to renting out our mind to a grievance, we will be ready to begin the process of forgiveness. And when we grasp how our grievance was formed and grew, we then learn to forgive those parts of our life that did not work out the way we wanted. Through this process, we can learn to Forgive for Good.


CHAPTER 2
Taking Things Too Personally


A physician is not angry at the intemperance of a mad patient, nor does he take it ill to be railed at by a man in fever. Just so should a wise man treat all mankind, as a physician does his patient, and look upon them only as sick and extravagant.

SENECA



In the first chapter Dana, Charlene, and Mike tried to understand what fueled the long-standing grudges, hurts, and angers that troubled them. They struggled to grasp how they ended up hurt and angry and unable to help themselves. I imagine that many of you, when others hurt you, also wonder why it has to hurt so much. Or perhaps you know people who cannot get over their bitterness and hurt.

We all have seen that some people deal with painful circumstances by developing grievances while others do not. Each of us knows someone who simply does not let things bother them. Some people are able to adapt to difficulty, while others remain stuck for years.

Some of you who hold grudges may surmise that you feel bad because other people simply do not get as upset as you do. Others may think they suffer more because they tend to dwell on the past. People often wonder if the reason they are upset is because what hurt them is worse than what hurt other people. Or they conclude that they feel so hurt because they may be more sensitive than other people.

While each of these hypotheses has some merit, I assert that forming a grievance follows a simple three-step process. The process is clear, easy to understand, and predictable in every case. To form a grievance that interfered with your life, you have done the following three things:


	Took an offense too personally

	Blamed the offender for how you feel

	Created a grievance story



I want to make clear that creating a grievance is not a sign of mental illness. Being hurt is not a sign of weakness, stupidity, or lack of self-esteem. Often, it simply means we lack training in how to do things differently. Feeling hurt is a normal and difficult aspect of all of our lives, and almost everyone creates grievances at some point.

However, just because grievances are common does not mean they are healthy. While reacting to hurt by creating a grievance may be common, reacting differently to painful life events will lead to less suffering. Through forgiveness training, Charlene stopped dwelling on her husband and felt empowered to heal herself. By using this process you too can heal the hurts you already have. You can also recognize the way you create grievances and thereby limit the number you develop in the future.

Learning to handle hurts, wounds, and disappointments more skillfully will not stop things from going wrong in life. People may still be unkind, and random events can still hurt you. The world is filled with suffering and difficulty, and just because you have learned to adapt better does not mean these problems go away. What will change, however, is the space you rent them in your

ANGER HAS ITS PLACE
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FINDING THE IMPERSONAL IN THE HURT
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