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For Christine, who taught me why forgiveness matters.
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How to Use This Ebook

Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.

Look out for linked text (which is blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.

You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.


Introduction

Nobody picks up a book about forgiveness unless they’ve been wronged.

Somebody hurt you. Somebody hurt you badly enough that you couldn’t just forget it. Somebody did something to you – or someone you love – that was so huge, so heartbreaking, so completely devastating that you’re still thinking about it today.
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There are thousands of books you could have chosen to read right now. There are hundreds of other things you could be doing. There’s a whole world out there waiting for you. But you’re here, reading this book, and you’re still thinking about the hurtful thing that happened. And yet you’re also thinking – perhaps for the first time, or perhaps for the thousandth time – about how you can heal.

Something in you wants to move on from this pain. You no longer wish to be defined by it. I know this because you picked up this book. You didn’t pick up The Little Book of Blame. You aren’t here for The Little Book of Revenge or The Little Book of Retribution. This isn’t The Little Book of Punishment. This isn’t even The Little Book of Justice. This book is about forgiveness.

It’s hard to define the concept of forgiveness, partly because it means different things to different people and partly because it’s always difficult to define an absence. Forgiveness is a progress toward an absence of feeling: an absence of anger, an absence of resentment, an absence of a desire toward revenge. Forgiveness is a deliberate, conscious decision to relinquish feelings of resentment or anger toward a person who has wronged you. It’s a letting go, a moving forward, a decision to choose the future instead of dwelling on the past. It’s about choosing now instead of then. It’s about living where you are instead of where you were. It’s about choosing any one of the thousands of other tales you could share about yourself, instead of focusing on this one story about your pain. It’s about changing the narrative. It’s about seeing yourself as a survivor instead of a victim. It’s about being in control of the narrative. It’s about taking charge of your own story.

Because here’s the real thing about forgiveness: it’s all about you.

This is a book about you.
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The Process of Forgiveness

Before we begin, I want to say that I’m so sorry something hurtful happened to you. I don’t know what it was that happened, of course, but I do know it was wrong. Someone behaved to you in a way that wasn’t just. Someone treated you unkindly and unfairly, and they hurt you.

We’re all showing up to this book with trauma. We’re all here – you, me and everyone else holding this book in their hands, the pages pressing into our fingers in the same way they’re pressing into yours – with our own private grief. I don’t know what your trauma is, but I do know it was wrong. It was wrong and it shouldn’t have happened.

Perhaps nobody has ever told you how sorry they are. Perhaps you’ve never told anyone what happened because you don’t want anyone to feel sorry for you. Well, I don’t feel sorry for you. I’m just sorry that something happened to you that hurt. I’m sorry that something happened to you that you’re here to try to forgive.

This process isn’t going to be easy. Real forgiveness never is. It wants us to look deep inside ourselves, and then out again at the world that’s waiting for us. It wants us to reckon with what was done to us – and what we’ve done to ourselves. It wants us to understand our own pain and our own culpability, to relive the wrong that was done to us and to work out why it was done in the first place. Real forgiveness requires compassion: for ourselves, for others and for the people who hurt us. It calls for empathy and communication and perspective. It needs love.
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I think you can forgive. And I’ll do it too: a double whammy. This is a team effort. It’s a team exercise in the kind of profound love that will change your life for the better. I believe in you. I believe, essentially, in the best of you, and that’s the theme of this book. We’re going to believe the best of people, we’re going to trust them and we’re going to trust them to manage themselves as we manage ourselves. We’re going to learn to take responsibility only for ourselves and carry the burdens – and joys – of our own choices. We’re going to do the only thing we can do, which is love ourselves the best way we can.

I’m so glad and proud that you’re here. I love you. Let’s do this. Let’s turn the page and get stuck in.

Why Forgive?

How do we do it? How do we forgive someone? And more importantly, why should we forgive them? We’re the ones who’ve been wronged. We’re the ones who’ve been hurt. Why is it on us to do anything more? Why is this our problem to solve?

Unluckily for us, forgiveness isn’t about the person who hurt us, not really. (They can’t make things better. They did the hurtful thing, and in some cases continue to do it.) No one else can help us move past this pain, which is why forgiveness has to be our job. To paraphrase Maya Angelou, the greatest gift you can give yourself is forgiveness. Let’s give ourselves this gift.

We know we need to forgive to move forward. But why should we want to move forward? Why should we want to trip merrily into the future if we don’t feel justice has been served? Why should it be on us to get over the harm that was done? Well, those are good questions. You’re allowed to feel like this. You don’t have to skim over the injustice. It doesn’t make you a bad person for feeling this way.
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You might feel a kind of societal and social pressure to forgive, as if you’re making everything worse by being stuck in your own trauma. There are many stories of victims forgiving attackers, grieving families forgiving terrorists, women forgiving their violent partners, and these stories are often held up as inspirational. And of course they are. But when you’re not there, when you’re not feeling it, when the world feels against you, this kind of radical forgiveness can feel so distant as to be impossible. It can feel like you’re somehow a lesser person for not being able to move on like those magical heroes of forgiveness. It can feel like an insult.

However, this book isn’t about other people and the challenges they faced, it’s about you: your life and your feelings. It’s about meeting you where you are, right now, trying to forgive.
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Real Forgiveness

People often seem to think of forgiveness as a quick fix: an easy solution to a huge and complicated problem. Tales of bereaved parents who have forgiven their children’s killers, for instance, often make headlines, the stories seeming to suggest that the act of forgiveness means the pain is finished and the world can now move on. Thinking of forgiveness like this can be problematic, particularly when such examples are used as weapons to encourage us to forgive: they moved on, so why can’t you? Don’t you want to do the right thing? Just accept the apology; smile and nod, then go home and cry in private where nobody else can see.

This is all wrong. There is no healing in this kind of coerced forgiveness, no real forgiveness in it at all, and certainly no love. So what is real forgiveness? How do we do it properly? And why?

There’s no adequate synonym for the word ‘forgiveness’, not really. To forgive isn’t to pardon or excuse or apologize. Forgiveness isn’t the same as an acquittal or absolution. The thesaurus suggests the phrases ‘kiss and make up’ and ‘turn the other cheek’ as possible substitutions, but neither really cuts it. Forgiveness isn’t about kissing, or even making up. It’s not about turning the other cheek passively. It’s not about letting people hurt you again. Forgiveness is only itself, and perhaps it’s best defined as a letting go of something: letting go of anger, letting go of resentment, letting go of revenge.
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Understanding Resentment

Resentment, as Nelson Mandela famously said, is like ‘drinking poison and then hoping it will kill your enemies’. This isn’t just a metaphor, it’s physiologically and biologically true. Resentment destroys us physically, mentally and socially. It can consume our whole lives from within. Holding onto resentment damages only ourselves. This isn’t to say there aren’t certain benefits to resentment. Pain, resentment and suffering all have a purpose in our lives: they shape us, drive us and make us. And yet, in the long term, they can cause serious damage. Studies have shown that holding onto resentment makes us far more likely to suffer from depression and anxiety. Resentment can make us unhappy, tense and stressed.

There is almost no element of your physical wellbeing that doesn’t depend on your mental wellbeing. The body and the brain are so intimately linked that what damages one damages the other. This makes complete sense, right? We get headaches when we’re working too hard and we clench our jaw when we’re angry, but it goes further than that. Stress makes us vulnerable to all kinds of problems, from heart disease to diabetes. Stress makes us more likely to have high blood pressure, and more likely to be obese, both of which in turn make us more vulnerable to things such as viruses, bacteria and cell mutations.
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The Symptoms of Stress

Medical establishments, from the NHS in the UK to the Mayo Clinic in the US, agree that the following are all symptoms of stress:

• Headaches or dizziness

• Muscle tension or pain

• Stomach problems

• Chest pain or a faster heartbeat

• Sexual problems

• Difficulty concentrating

• Struggling to make decisions

• Feeling overwhelmed

• Constantly worrying

• Being forgetful

• Being irritable and snappy

• Sleeping too much or too little

• Eating too much or too little

• Avoiding certain places or people

• Drinking or smoking more

Furthermore, stress reduces our ability to take action against these problems. If we’re stressed, we’re less likely to exercise, eat right and participate in activities like meditation. We smoke more, drink more and sleep less. We lose friends and family to our moods. We destroy our own support network from the inside out. All of which leads to us feel even more stressed and cope even less well; it’s a vicious cycle, and it just keeps getting worse and worse every time we go round.
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The Effects of Stress

Stress increases our levels of cortisol and adrenaline. Raised long-term, cortisol and adrenaline can cause serious problems in the body: too much cortisol damages our ability to learn and process information, lowers our resistance to infection and reduces our ability to handle infection once it happens, which makes us more likely to get sick and less likely to get better.

Carolyn Aldwin, the director of the Center for Healthy Aging Research at Oregon State University, USA, ran a study that followed 1,293 men for a number of years. ‘People who always perceived their daily life to be over-the-top stressful were three times more likely to die over the period of study than people who rolled with the punches and didn’t find daily life very stressful,’Aldwin told America’s National Public Radio (NPR) in 2014.1 The American Medical Association claims
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Five Steps to Forgiveness
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