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CHAPTER ONE 

 

“If we really want to learn how to forgive, perhaps we had better start with something easier than the Gestapo.”1

 

Being a writer was once my identity, until an economic downturn left me fixing dings in car windshields for a year or so. That’s when I decided that I’m not what I do, because, if the time came that I was able to do nothing, I’d be no one. 

 

Nevertheless, I’ve always taken writing pretty seriously, whether I was writing news stories at the CBS radio station in Washington; comments, releases, and op-eds as a congressional press secretary; those crisis-of-the-month letters you get from 

 

1 C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity, 1943, Book III, Chapter 7.  
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nonprofits, warning that if you don’t write a check, and I mean NOW, something really bad will happen and you’ll have no one to blame but your sorry, selfish self (my marketing phase); or books—first as an author, then as a ghostwriter, which took me all over the world, which was cool, and into several war zones, which was not. Did you hear the story about the guy whose house was haunted by a ghostwriter? He woke up one morning to find his autobiography written on the bedroom walls. 

 

But I digress. 

 

One day, I got a call from a guy who wanted me to do some writing for him. We settled on fees and deadlines and I got to work. About a thousand dollars into the job, he told me he’d found somebody who would do it cheaper. 

 

“No problem,” I said. “I’ll just bill you for what I’ve done so far.” 

 

That’s when the trouble started. He refused to pay. Which ticked me off for two reasons. First, I was in another one of those financial dry spells that plague all writers—
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except maybe J.K. Rowling, Napoleon Hill, and Salman Rushdie—and a thousand bucks would have gone a long way. Second, my client was a religious leader, a guy who stood behind a pulpit every week and told people how they should live. Dishonesty is one thing; hypocrisy always seems worse, somehow. 

 

Day after day, the tape played in my head. The injustice I had suffered. The gall of the man. Periods turned to exclamation marks. Exclamation marks became unseemly language. My stomach was in knots, my brow fevered. 

 

“You need to forgive him,” God said one morning. 

 

So, I did. 

 

At least, I thought I had. 

 

But the tape continued to play, and I feared becoming like Dostoyevsky’s mouse. 

 

“There in its nasty, stinking, underground home our insulted, crushed and ridiculed mouse promptly becomes absorbed in cold, 
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malignant and, above all, everlasting spite. For forty years together it will remember its injury down to the smallest, most ignominious details, and every time will add, of itself, details still more ignominious, spitefully teasing and tormenting itself with its own imagination. It will itself be ashamed of its imaginings, but yet it will recall it all, it will go over and over every detail, it will invent unheard of things against itself, pretending that those things might happen, and will forgive nothing. Maybe it will begin to revenge itself, too, but, as it were, piecemeal, in trivial ways, from behind the stove, incognito, without believing either in its own right to vengeance, or in the success of its revenge, knowing that from all its efforts at revenge it will suffer a hundred times more than he on whom it revenges itself, while he, I daresay, will not give a damn. On its deathbed it will recall 

Ron Brackin 

 

it all over again, with interest accumulated over all the years…”2

 

Daily, I repeated my mantra. “I forgive you.” “I forgive you.” “I forgive you.” 

 

Finally, God drew my attention to the credenza behind me, where a thousand-dollar stack of papers gathered dust. 

 

“What will you do if he sends the check?” inquired the voice in my head. 

 

“I’ll send him the work,” I replied aloud. 

 

“Then, you haven’t forgiven him,” said the voice. 

 

I realized then that the account was still open. The work still sat there, awaiting payment. None had been made. And payment must always be made. 

 

“Forgiveness breaks the chain of causality because he who 'forgives' you—out of love—takes upon himself the consequences of what you have done. Forgiveness, 

 

2 Feodor  Dostoevsky, Notes from the Underground, Part I, chapter III, 1864. 
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therefore, always entails a sacrifice.”3

 

This may be the most important thing to understand about forgiveness. It’s bookkeeping, a question of who pays the bill. That’s it. 

 

I lifted the pile, held it over the trash can, and let go. Now I could no longer accept the man’s check, because he no longer owed anything. I had picked up the tab. 

 

Finally, the tape stopped. 

 

A couple weeks later, I opened the mailbox to find a check for $1,000. I stared at it for a while, then chuckled at the providential irony and sent it back. 

 

It occurred to me years later that, to really pay the bill, I should have boxed up the stuff and mailed it to him. But I was just a beginner at the forgiveness thing back then. 

 

3 Dag Hammarskjöld, Markings, Vintage; Tra Edition, October 10, 2006. 
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I’m trying to begin this book on a lighter note, because the rest is about pain and suffering. 

 

Physical pain and loss. Wounded pride. Injustice and unfairness. Unfulfilled expectations. Slights, insults, annoyances— real or perceived. 

 

Betrayals. Atrocities. 

 

Crimes against Humanity. 

 

Plato might even have argued cyclically that forgiveness has no independent meaning apart from pain, just as hot derives its meaning from cold.4

 

Or not. 

 

The point is that, whenever someone hurts us—in whichever way, to whatever degree— we have two options: to forgive or not to forgive. 

 

Palestinians and Israelis, for example, have been trapped for decades in a deadly cycle of vengeance. Each has mortally wounded, and 

 

4 Plato, Phaedo, 360 B.C.E. 
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been mortally wounded by, the other. Before the wounds ever get a chance to close, they are ripped open again. 

 

That’s revenge. Tit-for-tat. An eye for an eye. 

 

But an eye for an eye is never quite enough, is it? 

 

In her controversial novel, Dirty Weekend, British author Helen Zahavi describes her vengeful protagonist, Bella. 

 

“She could never take an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth. The weak and flaccid parity would make her nearly puke. She wants an eye for a tooth and a life for an eye.” 

 

Committed to evening scores, we become like Melville’s Ahab, who, after losing a leg to a whale, swore, “Death to Moby Dick! God hunt us all, if we do not hunt Moby Dick to his death!” 

 

"Vengeance on a dumb brute!" cried Starbuck, "that simply smote thee from blindest instinct! Madness! To be enraged with a dumb thing, 
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Captain Ahab, seems blasphemous…." 

 

"He tasks me; he heaps me; I see in him outrageous strength, with an inscrutable malice sinewing it. That inscrutable thing is chiefly what I hate; and be the white whale agent, or be the white whale principal, I will wreak that hate upon him. Talk not to me of blasphemy, man; I'd strike the sun if it insulted me….” 

 

Even as the harpooned animal dragged him through a foaming furrow and down to the crushing depths, Ahab “shouted with a terrific, loud, animal sob,” 

 

“Towards thee I roll, thou all-destroying but unconquering whale; to the last I grapple with thee; from hell’s heart, I stab at thee; for hate’s sake, I spit my last breath at thee… let me tow to pieces, while still chasing thee, though tied to thee, thou damned whale!”5

 

5 Herman  Melville, Moby Dick, or The Whale, 1851; Chapter 36 The Quarter Deck; Chapter 135 The Chase—Third Day. 
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Everything—from diplomacy, arbitration, and sanctions to terrorism, military incursions, and naval blockades—has been tried in the decades-long Israeli/Palestinian conflict. In 2002, the Israelis even started building a 430-mile “separation barrier” to isolate the West Bank and keep out terrorists—oblivious to the failure of walls to keep Joshua out of Jericho, the barbarian hordes out of China, and illegal aliens out of America. 

Forgiveness, however, remains largely ignored and untried.6

Former Boston Globe Middle East bureau chief Charles M. Sennott notes that, “To Jews, forgiveness sounds too much like forgetfulness. To Muslims, forgiveness sounds too much like giving up and relinquishing their claims.”7

 

6 While forgiveness has been ignored as a national policy, Musalaha, a small nonprofit organization in East Jerusalem, has successfully pursued forgiveness and reconciliation between Israelis and Palestinians for decades. See http://musalaha.org. 

7 Charles M. Sennott, The Body and the Blood, Public Affairs, ©2001, ISBN: 1-891620-95-9, p. 431. 
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There also exists a host of widely-held misconceptions about forgiveness—what it is, how it
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