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For anyone who has ever tried to let go of something heavy to make their own journey lighter. For the voices in this book and all the wisdom they shared. And for Gabe, who has shown me the power of unconditional love.
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INTRODUCTION

Life is a rich tapestry of experiences and emotions. We have our highs and lows, successes and failures, wins and losses. It is full of friendship and love, disappointments and betrayals. We forgive one another every day so our relationships, and society, can function. We do this in tiny ways, sometimes without even realising it, but there comes a day when something unforgivable happens and even the kindest, strongest and most open-minded of us can’t move past it.

It is understandable, especially where a great injustice has occurred, a wrong has not been made right, or too much damage has been done. Feelings of anger, devastation and hatred towards others (or ourselves) consume us and become a giant obstacle to our future happiness. We are held down by the weight of resentment and reach a point where there is no way forward without facing it head-on. This can feel insurmountable, and no matter how hard we try, we can’t just flick that switch to let it all go. So, we get stuck in this purgatory of un-forgivingness, unable to go back in time with Michael J Fox and his DeLorean to erase what has been done (only gen Xers will get that one). We see no conceivable way forward beyond our pain. How the hell do we ‘just keep swimming’, like little Dory in Finding Nemo? And what do we offer up in its place when forgiveness is not an option?

For those of you who are ready to move on but don’t know how, this book will serve as an exploration of forgiveness, a trusted companion through an imperfect process, and the many ways we can approach it. It is not a how-to guide. The act of forgiving is not a simple one. It is complex and nuanced, and I guarantee it’s not what most of us believe it to be. Through my journey in writing this book, I have discovered it is layered and contradictory and there are times when it’s just not possible, or it looks very different to what we expected.

There is no one-size-fits-all. Forgiveness may not be the answer in situations and relationships where there has been extreme violence, abuse and trauma. I want to separate experiences with psychopaths and abusers, especially in cases that require specific and appropriate conversation, expertise, understanding and support. You will discover that discernment is key as you move through the research, stories and knowledge that many brave and generous people have shared with me.

Personally, I have found myself crippled by an inability to let go of regret, or someone’s actions that caused immense suffering, and it definitely became a prison for me.

I have lived forgiveness in my own way. Growing up in the 1980s – a reckless, non-helicopter-parenting time – I was like a lot of gen Xers who pretty much parented themselves. I spent my childhood between two houses, my primary one a vibrant apartment with a struggling, twenty-year-old single mum trying to survive and do her best. She was a baby herself, trying to figure everything out, working her booty off, bringing herself up as well as me. She was doing all the normal twenty-year-old things, like dating ratbags, partying and hanging out with friends, while adulting hard by keeping a roof over our heads and food on the table. On weekends, I headed an hour west of Sydney, far from friends and the familiar, to stay at Dad’s. I’d look forward to it all week, but then, feeling like a guest, I’d cry to Mum on the phone and ask her to bring me home.

There was no way I was going to repeat history and watch my kids schlep between bases, with all the physical and emotional baggage that goes with them on a weekly basis. And as much as I loved the closeness Mum and I had that I didn’t see in other families, I wanted a solid unit for my kids one day.

I was thirty-eight when I had my son, G. Mum had always worried I’d ‘miss the boat’, but when I did get my ticket on the pregnancy cruise, I hit some rough conditions and ended up shipwrecked. The fear of choosing the wrong partner, and ending up a single parent, had plagued me since I was young. I’m convinced it was a huge block in my relationships; I was searching for some unattainable situation that was one hundred per cent unbreakable.

When I broke up with my long-term partner in my early thirties, I met mum for coffee. I needed some maternal love, someone who would tell me I had loads of time, all would be well, I’d meet the right person at the right time and I would not end up dying alone.

‘I don’t know if I’m ever going to feel like that again,’ I confessed. ‘Maybe that’s it. Maybe I’m meant to be alone.’

Pragmatic as ever, but with dancing eyes, she offered up: ‘Well, this might cheer you up. I thought as an early birthday present I would freeze your eggs.’

This didn’t make me feel better, but it did momentarily shift my anger to a new target, which was a welcome respite from wallowing in heartbreak.

I didn’t take her up on the frozen eggs, but I did set my sights on an imperfect relationship – and I found one. It was fast and furious and messier than any relationship I’d been in, but trying to choose safety had failed me until now and I would make this one work! I would ride the tempest waves and get seaworthy.

And then I found myself pregnant, separated, facing the very future I had spent my whole life avoiding. The years of working hard to protect myself, and my family, from this scenario, were all for nothing. I had made my bed and now I had to lie in it, but more infuriatingly, so did my son. Something broke in me through that process. Something irreparable. And though the journey of forgiving myself, and G’s dad, has been messy, long and complicated, it’s been an incredibly rewarding one. And still, I know that the voyage isn’t over yet.

Having dedicated my life to storytelling, yoga and mindfulness, my imposter syndrome voice has often been deafening and I feel like a fraud whenever I’m not practising what I preach. This, along with my impeccable teachers, has given me great accountability. They inspire me to search for what gets in the way of my ability to move towards a more integrated and peaceful state of being, to live with integrity, and to work with my aversion to those who trigger or hurt me. But it feels like a never-ending story, an unreachable state of being, with no happily-ever-after ending in sight, just a constant work in progress.

Eleven years ago, when I found myself juggling work, exhaustion, a baby with reflux and a bitter separation, I was in a deep hole of grief and anger. But I knew I didn’t want to be a victim of circumstance or blame anyone else for my choices. I couldn’t picture how I’d forge a happy future for my son and myself. Having decades of yoga, mindfulness and meditation practice under my belt, I had many tools I could apply to my life, which were fundamental in keeping my head above water. Let me tell you, it would not have been pretty without them. But even with all of those in place, I still couldn’t see a way forward. And so I made it my mission to do whatever it took, to move beyond fear and fury into our future.

Not only have I experienced my own relationship breakdowns and betrayals, but I’ve also watched ugly divorces, business partners falling out, and family members and friends causing one another endless pain, wasting decades of their lives. I have seen too many people destroy themselves, and others, in the name of punishment and vindication, and countless others beating themselves up for a wrong path taken or missed opportunity. And so, I started to think a lot about forgiveness, and how the hell you practise it when it feels impossible.

My strength lies in synthesising vast and complex subjects and making them engaging and accessible. Within these pages, I have endeavoured to do this with a thorny subject we all grapple with. I have compiled existing wisdom, knowledge and perspectives in a way that will make it possible for you to pull them into your own life and move forward.

I share principles from philosophies I have been steeped in since I was eighteen years old. My frame carried a light thirty-seven kilos and a hefty mountain of mental health baggage when I found myself sitting in a psychiatrist’s office. He gave me a bunch of books on ancient practices like Buddhism and yoga and sent me off on a lifelong love affair with them. This began my journey as a dedicated student of the ancient wisdom of the yogis. I will share much of the knowledge that has been helpful for me and my students. None of it is new and none of it comes from me. But I have completed thousands of hours of formal and informal training, workshops and study, and I have had masterful teachers who cultivated my understanding. To this day, I study and embody it daily with the same enthusiasm and discipline of my early years. And for the past two decades, I have worked professionally as a yoga teacher, trainer and mindfulness educator in studios, organisations and institutions of all sizes, and shared my knowledge through storytelling in magazines and books.

In addition to yoga and mindfulness, I will explore many other ancient philosophies that provide similar insight, including Stoicism, Greek and Celtic mythology, Indigenous wisdom and traditional Chinese medicine. These practices provide profound knowledge that has stood the test of time. We will also look at the etymology of the word ‘forgiveness’ and how it has changed across different eras, cultures and religions. From this place, I will connect some dots between the old and new and provide contemporary ways to apply and use them today.

But you won’t just be listening to me bang on about the power of forgiveness. You’ll hear suggestions and personal stories from a range of experts and brave souls who have worked with forgiveness in their own lives and helped others practise it. We will look at what recent scientific and academic research says about forgiveness, especially around neuroscience and health, and explore what psychology offers in the way of theories, frameworks and tools. Using past and present practices, I’ll weave together a multifaceted tapestry of what forgiveness can look like and how we can work with it. It’s by no means an exhaustive list. Instead, it is a collection of some of the most powerful perspectives and insights I encountered in my journey.

Based on this collective wisdom, I’ll share exercises and suggestions you can use both now and in the future. It is a lifetime practice you can revisit in new ways, time and time again. This will be your practical guide for contemplation and action. I’ve done my best to dilute some pretty strong cocktails into light aperitifs.

At the end of the pandemic, I found myself in an unrecognisable and fragmented world, where friendships ended over vaccine mandates and conspiracy theories. Fundamentalism and popularism were on the rise and politics were more polarised than ever. The division and hatred within communities, once deeply bonded and connected, was heartbreaking to witness. Friends I’d known for decades were not talking to one another and their coldness towards each other was icier than the Arctic. It felt like we were all on the Titanic, waiting for it to hit that final iceberg. The dissonance has gotten worse since then, with two international wars threatening the modern world, and a crash seems more imminent than ever. It’s like we are holding our breath in the bitter wilderness, waiting for that final, icy thump. These were some of the driving forces for writing this book.

Another force was my eternal curiosity which is always searching for answers to life’s big questions. What I really gained through the process though, was more questions. This reminds me of the first time I sat with my Sanskrit teacher, Manorama (Ma) D’Alvia. There were about two hundred of us, eager yogis from all over the world, doing our yoga teacher training at the Omega Institute for Holistic Studies in New York State. We had been practising, meditating and sitting on the floor for 12–13 hours a day. Our bodies and brains were tired and full. But as soon as Ma spoke, we were hungry again, wanting to drink in all the wisdom she was willing to share. I was a meerkat, taking it all in, not wanting to miss a thing. I fought my impulse to put my hand up; I was bursting to the seams with questions. Despite myself, my meerkat paw shot up, and I machine-gunned a few of my most pressing queries. Sitting upright, a shawl wrapped around her shoulders, dark hair and eyes silently regarding me for what seemed like an awfully long time, she smiled and said: ‘There is no wisdom in the answers, only the questions.’

The process of writing this book has been exactly that. The deeper I went down the rabbit hole of research, and listening to stories, the more I heard Ma’s voice in my head. There is no direct answer to the question ‘what is forgiveness?’ Just as there is no direct answer to the question ‘what is love?’ What I am one hundred per cent certain of is this: there is enormous wisdom and reward in practising the art of forgiveness. In a world as fractured and uncertain as the one we find ourselves in now, contemplating forgiveness, and how we can foster more of it in our lives, can only build a better future for ourselves and those around us. Everyone I interviewed and spoke to during the process thanked me for the journey they took while contemplating our conversations. There’s something magic that happens when we plunge into the heart, and the art, of forgiveness. So, dive deep, swim far and come up for air when you need to. I promise you’ll return, lighter, freer and ready to rumble into your next chapter.

And if anything doesn’t land, it just means my synthesis isn’t quite there. Anything that provides you with any kind of insight and practical ways to move forward is thanks to the amazing teachers I’ve had and the generous souls who shared their perspectives for this book.

There are many great figures in history who had every reason to hate, and yet they preached forgiveness. After being imprisoned in South Africa for twenty-seven years for opposing apartheid, it would be understandable if Nelson Mandela spent the remainder of his life holding a grudge against all those responsible for his incarceration. But the message he imparted on his release was not one of revenge or vindication. It was about leaving the past behind: ‘As I walked out the door toward the gate that would lead to my freedom, I knew if I didn’t leave my bitterness and hatred behind, I’d still be in prison.’

When the greatest minds of our age speak of forgiveness so often, surely it is a call to pay attention. When it is so intricately linked to our freedom, perhaps it is a priority, not an option, to get more forgiveness in our lives – whatever that means – starting now.
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WHY FORGIVE?

From ancient Greek mythology to modern neuroscience, the message is clear: there is much to lose when we don’t forgive and everything to gain when we do. The price may be too high when we put our heads in the sand, ostrich-like, and avoid the courageous path of forgiveness.

When Agamemnon, the Greek mythological king of Argos, set off with his army to fight the Trojan War, he couldn’t possibly have imagined the series of events that would unfold because of one unforgiving moment. In the same way, none of us ever really knows the impact of our actions or the consequences of the choices we make at the time.

Agamemnon was sailing to the aid of his brother, Menelaus, who couldn’t forgive his wife, Helen (Zeus’s daughter, who happened to be the most beautiful woman in the world), for running off with Paris, a Trojan prince. Artemis, who had a grudge against Agamemnon for killing a sacred deer on her land, refused to provide the winds he needed to set sail. The only way he could move forward was by sacrificing his daughter, Iphigenia, and so he did.

When Agamemnon’s wife, Clytemnestra, found out, she was full of grief and rage. The Trojan war was not resolved quickly, as wars never are, and so it dragged on for many years. In that time, Clytemnestra’s fury grew, and she took a lover, Aegisthus, Agamemnon’s cousin. This was payback as the cousins had their own bad blood. Agamemnon’s dad, Atreus, had cooked Aegisthus’ brothers and fed them to their own dad, Thyestes, in revenge for stealing his wife. As the saying goes, you can choose your friends, but you can’t choose your family.

Meanwhile, in the warring city of Troy, the seer Cassandra had prophesied the Trojans’ impending doom. Despite her forewarnings, they welcomed beautiful Helen to the city, which kicked off the whole sordid affair, and brought in the infamous Trojan horse, which she told them was full of hidden Greek warriors. When the Greek ambush was victorious, Cassandra was taken prisoner, a spoil of war.

On Agamemnon’s triumphant return to Argos, vengeful lovers Clytemnestra and Aegisthus killed both Agamemnon and the long-suffering Cassandra (who, by the way, had also foreseen their fates, but of course, no one listens to the ‘crazy’ lady who seems to be smarter and know more than everyone else).

Agamemnon’s daughter Electra and son Orestes were devastated by his murder and planned to get their own payback. Although hesitating momentarily as his mum begged him for mercy, Orestes did wreak his vengeance on both Aegisthus and Clytemnestra, repaying the debt of his father’s life.

But it doesn’t end there! Because this is a Greek tragedy where no one forgives, and everyone loses. In true Greek myth form, the powerful Furies enter stage right, the three goddesses of vengeance and retribution, sent from above to punish those who commit crimes against the natural order. The Furies descend upon Orestes for violating the sanctified relationship between mother and son and endlessly torment him into madness. And no one lived happily ever after. The end.

This, my friends, is Greek mythology, where so many of the narratives illustrate how every act of vengeance leads to more destruction. In the story of Agamemnon, the Furies ensure that even justified situations of unforgiveness and payback don’t escape divine punishment.

Since the beginning of time, tales of revenge reign supreme over those of forgiveness. Kissing and making up doesn’t make for good drama. What does is pitting good against bad, the dark side opposite Jedi goodness, Darth Vader and Luke, Iron Man and Thanos, Daenerys and Cersei, arch enemies in an eternal showdown, creating epic CGI battle scenes that satiate our overstimulated, highly distractable modern minds.

But the endgame is still the same. The cost of our grudges, rightness and vindication is not cheap, even if we have all the justification in the world for our vengeance. Neuroscience agrees that by holding onto our hatred, we are handing over our physical and mental health, and so the cycle of destruction goes on.


BORN THIS WAY

I’m a Taurus. We get a bad rap for being stubborn little grudge-holders. I prefer to see it as holding true to our values, which the Stoics would say is the most important thing to do, and we will cover that in the next chapter. We are not quick to temper, us bulls. We are happy chilling in the paddock with our food and friends until some annoying, overdressed Spaniard with a ridiculous hat enters and starts waving a red flag around. Even then, we will ignore them prancing in their sparkly tight pants. But if they start poking us with those lances, then it’s game on, and you don’t want to be in the pathway of a charging bull. And once we’ve charged, we are never letting go of that hatred for red flags, or Spanish men in boleros.

If you are not a Taurus, but you feel like you have always found it harder than other people to give up a grudge, it may just be the structure of your brain, or genetics. Differing structural brain anatomy suggests that forgiveness could be a trait people are born with. Commonwealth Professor Emeritus Everett Worthington dedicated his career to studying forgiveness. His research found that some people are naturally more forgiving, and those who are, have higher levels of agreeableness and lower levels of neuroticism. They tend to be more satisfied with their lives and have less depression, anxiety, stress, anger and hostility. While those who tend to ruminate are more likely to hold onto grudges and are therefore less likely to forgive. The ruminators are more likely to experience severe depression and post-traumatic stress disorder, as well as other health conditions.

Even if you are born to be less forgiving than others, it doesn’t mean you have to remain that way, bulls charging at every flag you see being waved. Differences in metabolic brain activity associated with the inclination to forgive may mean that this trait could be altered throughout life. Influences like life experiences with trustworthy people or the opposite – betrayal – can set the stage for how much a person tends to forgive. This should foster our compassion for those who have a long run of bad luck, making it harder for them to reframe and move on. Life encounters can make you a charging, or chilling, bull.



THE DOMINO EFFECT

When we don’t forgive others, we find ourselves in a state of resentment, which creates a neurological and physical domino effect, just like it did for Agamemnon. Each time we remember the injustice, anger triggers the stress response, causing the body to prioritise systems only related to immediate survival and suppress the immune system. The mind races so you can make quick decisions and focus on the perceived threat, which is useful from an evolutionary perspective when an actual tiger is running towards you. In the case of grudges, the tiger is normally your feelings towards those who have harmed you in the past. The immediate threat is long gone, but the damage feels just as present and worse than anything a tiger could manage. When we don’t let go, we keep cycling back, reliving the emotions. The threat state keeps getting triggered and suppresses the immune system again and again. In moments of crisis, for the short term, this is necessary. However, when we do it consistently, over a long period of time, our health will eventually suffer. Not forgiving others isn’t punishing them, it’s making us sick.



THE LIMBIC SYSTEM

To understand how this domino effect happens, the brain’s emotional processing area, the limbic system, takes centre stage. Inside this structure is a little section called the nucleus accumbens, which sends happy chemicals through the brain when we experience something pleasant. Conversely, when we experience something unpleasant, like the negative feelings associated with not forgiving, a tiny but powerful part of the brain, the amygdala, sends not-so-happy signals to the nucleus accumbens.

The amygdala is a little guy with a big job, controlling our fight-or-flight centre. When we ruminate over how someone has harmed us, or how we messed up, the amygdala gets very trigger-happy. It’s like pressing a button, over and over, stimulating the nucleus accumbens to elicit pain sensors in the brain. This delivers negative chemicals while diminishing the happy ones like serotonin and dopamine. It’s akin to lab rats in a cage, pressing a lever over and over to get a drink, but instead of receiving sugar water, they receive a toxic substance. Over time, as that button keeps getting pressed, the amygdala becomes more sensitive, and the rumination reinforces this destructive pattern. A study by Yoav Litvin and colleagues from Donald Pfaff’s Laboratory of Neurobiology and Behavior at Rockerfeller University illustrated how this continuous rumination on negative thoughts gets hardwired into our brains. Their experiment with laboratory mice showed that when a mouse is repeatedly bullied, it stops doing normal mouse things, its brain chemistry is altered, it suffers from anxiety and stays in a frozen ‘fight-or-flight’ state long after the bully is removed. According to an Italian study by Pietro Pietrini and colleagues from the Clinical Psychology Branch at the University of Pisa Medical School using MRI imaging of the brain, this chronic emotional distress may lead to clinical conditions like depression.

Rumination erodes not just mental, but physical health. It alters cardiovascular reactivity, reduces sleep quality, and stimulates the production of stress hormones such as cortisol. When triggered, the amygdala sends stress messages to the hypothalamus, which is the command centre for the rest of the body via the autonomic nervous system. The autonomic nervous system controls things like breathing, blood pressure, heartbeat, dilation of blood vessels and the airways of the lungs. The nervous system can either be in a sympathetic ‘fight-or-flight state’, which is all-systems-alert, or a parasympathetic ‘rest-and-digest’ state, which is all cool-calm-collected. When the hypothalamus triggers the fight-or-flight state, Howard LeWine, Chief Medical Editor at Harvard Health Publishing, explains that it sends signals to the adrenal glands, which pump the hormone epinephrine (most of us know it as adrenaline) into the bloodstream, bringing on a bunch of physiological changes. The heart beats faster, pulse rate and blood pressure rise, breathing becomes more rapid, the small airways of the lungs open wide, senses become sharper and blood sugar is released. In turn, this triggers other stress hormones, including cortisol, which can wreak havoc on the body. Especially when there is chronic, ongoing activation of what is meant to be a short-term survival response.



THE COST OF GETTING STUCK

The American Psychological Association says that repeated, long-term activation of the fight-or-flight response and associated stress hormones affect almost all the body’s processes, including the musculoskeletal, respiratory, cardiovascular, endocrine, gastrointestinal, nervous and reproductive systems.

Consultant psychiatrist Sami Ouanes and psychiatrist and professor for geriatric psychiatry, Julius Popp, reviewed the existing body of evidence on the interrelationships between cortisol, cognitive impairment and Alzheimer’s disease. In their research they confirmed that prolonged elevation of our stressy friend cortisol takes quite a toll on the body and mind. Because cortisol shrinks the hippocampus, the memory centre of the brain, it can reduce our cognitive and executive functioning, language, processing speed and memory – among other things. So impactful is the long-term elevation of cortisol on memory, it may put you at higher risk of dementia, especially if you suffer from PTSD. Researchers at the University College of London reviewed and quantified the risk of future dementia associated with PTSD across populations and published their findings in the British Journal of Psychology. They found that PTSD is associated with a significant risk of dementia, attesting to the impact of the stress response on the brain, memory and cognitive decline.

In addition, the Framingham Heart Study confirmed in their research that elevated cortisol not




KANGAROOS IN HEADLIGHTS





HARDWIRING THE BRAIN – FROZEN CIRCUITS







THE DOLLARS AND SENSE OF NOT FORGIVING







WHAT HAPPENS WHEN WE FORGIVE





WHY FORGIVE: A SUMMARY


	Greek mythology tells us that no one wins when we seek revenge or don’t forgive.

	While some of us are wired to hold a grudge, it doesn’t mean we can’t change.

	Resentment may create a domino effect, triggering the autonomic nervous system’s fight-or-flight state.

	The amygdala can become more sensitive each time we trigger that state, amplifying emotions.

	The cocktail of hormones that flood the body during this state creates mental and physiological changes that can impact almost all the body’s processes.

	When we get stuck like ’roos in rumination headlights, hardwiring our frozen circuits over long periods of time, it can affect our physical and mental health.

	From the Battle of Troy to the family law courts of today, the cost of not forgiving is too high a price to pay – for everyone involved.

	When we do forgive, we are happier and healthier.
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