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Foreword

One of the greatest subjects of the Third Millennium will be the relationship between the developed industrialised countries of the West and the developing countries in the Third World, especially in Africa.

A new world order has emerged which requires global mediation – a mediation whose main objective would be to contribute to the solution of the relatively new area of ethnic conflicts within nations as well as conflicts between nations, and also to contribute to the promotion of world and in particular African economic growth, development and welfare. Some of us who have been involved in the practical mediation of these conflicts have come to the stark realisation that nations need to forgive each other for their past exploitation and suppression of their weaker neighbours just as much as individuals need to do. For a people who have been so traumatised by the ravages of the Cold War and colonialism – a people who are seeking to come to terms with their history of oppression, conflict and disagreement; a people who are just scraping the rock bottom of despair and despondency as the people of Africa are doing – there can be no future without forgiveness.

It is in this context that I have found Dr R. T. Kendall’s book Total Forgiveness to be immensely timely and appropriate at this particular juncture in our human history. It is a book which should be read by every race and nation in the world. As much as the Africans and other races need to forgive each other for the atrocities they have inflicted on their neighbours in the name of politically-determined ethnic conflicts and religion – such as happened in Rwanda, Bosnia-Herzegovina and Kosovo and Northern Ireland, and is continuing to happen in Sierra Leone, Sudan, Angola, Liberia, Guinea, Somalia, the Ethiopian–Eritrean conflict, Algeria and the Democratic Republic of the Congo, to mention only a few – there is also a lot of forgiveness to be undertaken between Europe, America and the Arab world on the one hand and Africa on the other. The people from these nations were involved, through the Atlantic and Arabian slave trade in Africa, in what was the largest intercontinental forced migration of wageless labour from one society to another, a development which followed purely racial lines. This was followed by the European Scramble for Africa between 1884 and 1914, which has been described as the greatest land-grab in history. That is why Africans, and to a certain extent Asians and Latin Americans, are hurting and bitter when they look back at their history and what was done to them by the other races. Looking back at past history is important because without a knowledge of history and one’s links to the past, humankind is a social amnesiac, intellectually and therefore to some extent emotionally rootless. Also, as the great American philosopher George Santayana once said, those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.

But R. T. Kendall has taught us, through this book, that bitterness, however justified, will just consume our souls and achieve nothing. We must, therefore, learn to forgive even if we don’t forget. Nelson Mandela is perhaps the best example in the twentieth century of a man who has taught us how to forgive. After twenty-seven years of political incarceration – the longest-serving political prisoner in the world – he emerged unscathed and told his people to forgive their former white oppressors and instead fix their attention on the future: on building a new united nation. In spite of the devastating trauma of apartheid, Mandela chose the path of forgiveness and reconciliation rather than the policy of revenge and vindictiveness. The world had expected that the most ghastly bloodbath would overwhelm South Africa. This did not happen. Then the world thought that once a democratically-elected government was in place with Mandela installed as its first black President, those who for so long had been denied their rights – whose dignity had been trodden underfoot, callously and without compunction – would go on the rampage, unleashing an orgy of revenge and retribution that would devastate their common motherland. But this did not happen either. South Africans managed an extraordinary, reasonably peaceful transition from the awfulness of repression to the relative stability of a non-racial democratic political dispensation. They had perhaps surprised even themselves at first by how much equanimity they had shown as some of the gory details of the past were rehearsed later in the Truth and Reconciliation Commission. It was a phenomenon that the world could not dismiss as insignificant. I am grateful to God who enabled me to play a role in that reconciliation and forgiving process, which saw the holding of peaceful and democratic elections in April 1994 and the avoidance of a major ethnic and racial war.

The Arab–Israeli conflict has gone on for such a long time because it is unfortunately based on the policy of massive and instant mutual retaliation – the policy of a tooth for a tooth and an eye for an eye. But, in the final analysis, the parties to this terrible conflict will have to sit round a table, on the basis of give and take, and negotiate a peaceful and lasting agreement. This must be based on the policy of reconciliation, forgiveness and restorative justice and not retributive justice.

Clearly, the world has been waiting for just such a book as this and R. T. Kendall has done humanity a great service.

PROFESSOR WASHINGTON A. J. OKUMU

NAIROBI

1 FEBRUARY 2001


Preface

Every author probably thinks that his or her latest book is one’s best or most important so far. And I certainly do think that about this one. It is by far the book that has the greatest potential to heal the human heart of any that I have written. I do pray that this book will exceed all expectations for every person who reads what follows. It is designed to set one free.

I want to thank Rob Parsons, Julia Fisher, Susan Perlman, Michael Schluter and Lyndon Bowring for reading the manuscript. These friends have been an incalculable encouragement to me by their pertinent suggestions and loving support. My thanks to Sheila Penton who typed the manuscript and to David Moloney, my editor at Hodder, for his patience and help.

Most of all, I thank Professor Washington Okumu of Nairobi, Kenya, for his willingness to write the Foreword. A student of Harvard and Cambridge, Professor Okumu studied under Dr Henry Kissinger, among others, at Harvard University. They later became friends and worked together to bring about peace and reconciliation in South Africa. Professor Okumu’s greatest legacy is that he was able to bring former President De Klerk of South Africa, Chief Mangosuthu Buthelezi and Nelson Mandela together and brokered peace among them when Dr Kissinger and Lord Carrington had failed to do so. This was one of the great miracles of the twentieth century. The result was that Nelson Mandela became the first black President of South Africa and all the world is grateful. Parallel with that event was that Professor Okumu was almost certainly the main force responsible for averting a civil war in South Africa.

This book is lovingly dedicated to my daughter Melissa. She knows what it is to suffer deep hurts but also what it means to forgive – totally.

R. T. KENDALL

WESTMINSTER CHAPEL, LONDON

1 FEBRUARY 2001


Introduction

R.T., you must totally forgive them. Until you totally forgive them you will be in chains. Release them and you will be released.

Nobody had ever talked to me like that in my life. These words, given to me unexpectedly by my friend Josif Tson of Romania, are among the most important words anybody has ever personally shared with me. ‘Faithful are the wounds of a friend’ (Prov. 27:6).

In the 5 June 2000 issue of London’s Daily Express there appeared an article with this headline: ‘Can you learn to forgive?’ The opening words were these: ‘Bearing a grudge can hold you back and even damage your health.’ The writer of the article, Susan Pape, had interviewed Dr Ken Hart, lecturer at Leeds University, who had been running the ‘world’s first forgiveness course’, designed to help people forgive their enemies and let go of grudges. Participants ranged from victims of burglary, to jilted husbands, to those who have been bullied. All had one thing in common: they were angry, bitter, and wanted revenge.

This was not, as far as I know, a Christian course; it would seem that this was a case of people doing something biblical without knowing it. There are indications that the world is starting to recognise the merit of forgiving people and it may be that it is Christians who are lagging behind. Sadly, for too long this included me.

Most of us have times in our lives when we are pushed to the limit in terms of forgiveness. I remember what happened to me with such clarity. I have vowed not to re-tell the story, but suffice it to say that I had never before been hurt so deeply. The wrong that I believe was done to me hit just about every area of my life: my family, my ministry, my very sense of self-worth. I felt at times like Job: ‘I have no peace, no quietness; I have no rest, but only turmoil’ (Job 3:26). I felt like David: ‘Answer me quickly, O LORD; my spirit faints with longing. Do not hide your face from me or I will be like those who go down to the pit’ (Ps. 143:7). I doubt whether those who brought this upon me had any idea what I went through and I pray with all my heart they never will.

I blush to admit that those words above from Josif Tson were spoken to me since I became minister of Westminster Chapel. I, if anyone, should not have needed such a word. Nobody should have to tell a mature minister of the gospel of Christ the most obvious and fundamental teaching of the New Testament. Here I was in the ministry of our Lord Jesus Christ, but filled with so much hurt and bitterness that I can only say I did not deserve to be there. That is why I am almost ashamed to confess this. But I tell it for two reasons: (1) it shows how gracious God has been to me in spite of my anger and self-pity, and (2) it might encourage you.

What is possibly even more astonishing is that prior to this my unforgiving spirit had not bothered me all that much. If you had reminded me of Jesus’ words that we should ‘love one another’ (John 13:35) or of that petition in the Lord’s Prayer, ‘Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who have trespassed against us’, I would have replied, ‘Of course I know about that.’ I probably assumed that since nobody is perfect and because we all sin in some measure every day, that this sort of sin (bitterness) surely fell into that category. Moreover, God fully understood and sympathised with my particular circumstances, which were – I thought – unusual. In other words, I rationalised my attitude and behaviour.

But, mercifully, the power of the Holy Spirit came that day with Josif’s words to me. And yet I was angry; I was hemmed in. Josif’s words were pivotal for me in the end, though, and life-changing. I was never to be the same again.

To be honest, I only told him of my problem because I thought I would get a bit of sympathy from a man I deeply respected and thought would be on my side. I expected him to put his arm on my shoulder and say, ‘R.T., you are right to feel as angry as you do. Get it out of your system.’ But no. He compassionately but soberly rebuked me and would not let me off the hook.

Those words came to me during the greatest trial I had ever experienced up until then. I had not felt able to tell anybody at all about it, but because Josif was from Romania and would never tell, I told him everything. ‘Is there anything more?’ he asked. ‘No, that’s it,’ I said. Then came those remarkable words, in his lovely Romanian accent: ‘You must totally forgive them.’

‘I can’t,’ I replied.

‘You can and you must,’ he insisted.

‘I’ve just remembered. There is more. What I didn’t tell you . . .’

‘R.T.,’ he interrupted, ‘you must totally forgive them. Release them and you will be set free.’

It was the hardest thing I had ever been asked to do.

I am not telling you that this is plain sailing. What I write about in this book is far easier said than done. I repeat, it was the hardest thing I had ever been asked to do, but it was also the greatest thing I had ever been asked to do.

An unexpected blessing emerged as I began to forgive: a peace came into my heart that I hadn’t felt in years. It was wonderful; I had forgotten what it was like. It had come to me years before – on 31 October 1955, when driving my car one Monday morning from my church in Palmer, Tennessee. Readers of The Anointing (Hodder & Stoughton, 1998) and The Sensitivity of the Spirit (Hodder & Stoughton, 2000) may recall some of the story. I was on my way back from my student pastorate to Trevecca Nazarene College in Nashville. As I drove, there was the Lord Jesus literally interceding for me at the right hand of the Father. I have never felt so loved. Jesus was praying for me with all his heart. The next thing I remember – an hour later – was hearing Jesus say to the Father, ‘He wants it.’ I heard the Father’s voice reply, ‘He can have it.’ At that moment it was like liquid fire entering my chest. I remembered John Wesley’s words: ‘I felt my heart strangely warmed.’ I felt an incredible peace, one that is not really possible to describe. The person of Jesus was more real to me than anything or anyone around me. This lasted for several months, but eventually the feeling faded.

Now, though, it was beginning to come back – the peace and the sense of Jesus’ nearness. All because I was setting those people free, forgiving them; letting them off the hook.

However, as I found myself once again thinking about ‘what they did’ I would get churned up inside. I would say to myself, ‘Those people are going to get away with this. This is not fair. They won’t get caught. They won’t be found out. Nobody will know. This is not right.’ And that sweet peace left again.

I therefore noticed an interesting cycle: when I felt the spirit of total forgiveness towards those who had wrongd me, the peace would return; when I dwelt with resentment on the likelihood that they wouldn’t get caught, the peace would leave.

I had to make an important decision: which do I prefer – the peace or the bitterness? I couldn’t have it both ways. I began to see that I was the great loser – the impoverished one – by not forgiving. My bitterness wasn’t damaging anyone but myself.

When we are bitter we delude ourselves into thinking that those who hurt us are more likely to be punished as long as we are set on revenge. We are afraid to let go of the feelings of revenge. After all, if we don’t make plans to see that justice is done, how will justice be done? We make ourselves believe that it is up to us to step in.

This is a lie – the devil’s lie: ‘Do not take revenge, my friends, but leave room for God’s wrath, for it is written: “It is mine to avenge; I will repay,” says the Lord’ (Rom. 12:19). We only hurt ourselves when we dwell on what has happened to us and fantasise about what it will be like when ‘they’ get punished. Most of all, we grieve the Holy Spirit of God. This is why we lose that inner peace.

I have come to the conclusion that the chief way we grieve the Spirit is by bitterness. The main reason I say this is because it is the first thing the apostle Paul says immediately after warning us not to grieve the Spirit:

And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, with whom you were sealed for the day of redemption. Get rid of all bitterness, rage and anger, brawling and slander, along with every form of malice. Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you. (Ephesians 4:30–2)

It is also my own experience that the quickest way I seem to lose inner peace is when I allow bitterness to re-enter my heart. It is then that the peace leaves. It’s not worth it!

I made a decision for inner peace, but I found that I had to carry out that decision by a daily commitment to forgive those who had hurt me, and to forgive them totally. I therefore let them utterly off the hook and resigned myself to the knowledge that: (1) they wouldn’t get caught or found out; (2) nobody would ever know what they did; and (3) they would prosper and be blessed as though they had done no wrong. What is more, I actually willed this! I prayed for this! I asked God to forgive them. But I have had to do it every day in order to keep the peace within my heart. Having been on both sides, I can tell you: the peace is better. The bitterness isn’t worth it.

I write this book to encourage anyone who has had a problem with forgiving people. I write this in order for such people to see the real reasons to forgive. Therefore I write this to help anyone who has been hurt, however deeply, to learn how to forgive. Many will have been through far worse experiences than anything I have been through, but I have come to believe that the only way forward is through total forgiveness – whatever the experience. I want this book to change lives in the same way that my own was changed by Josif’s loving rebuke to me.

I am convinced that this theme of total forgiveness is perhaps more crucially needed at this present moment than nearly any other teaching in the Bible.

The reasons I say this are as follows. First, whenever I go and preach the message of total forgiveness, there is a most tremendous response. No sermon or theme I touch on comes even close to the chord that is struck when I get on to this subject. It therefore tells me that there is a terrific need out there – even among Christians – to come to grips with this matter.

Secondly, when I return to this theme in my own church, as I often do, even though it may have been mentioned only a few weeks before, it is usually as though I have never said it! Clearly, this matter of getting rid of bitterness and totally forgiving one another is not easily dealt with. I sometimes wonder if it would be good if I preached on it every week!

Thirdly, it is evident that I never felt sufficiently bothered by my own failure to deal with forgiving people who had let me down. Why? I have asked this question many times. I surely knew that this was Jesus’ message, so why was I not gripped by this? Why did I need to hear this from a man who lived behind the Iron Curtain (as we used to call it)? Did the Christians in Eastern Europe have an emphasis that we in the West took for granted?

Why hadn’t I been confronted by this message of total forgiveness by all of my heroes – both living and dead? I have read hundreds of sermons by the Puritans and the Reformers, yet I cannot recall being told by them that I must totally forgive or otherwise grieve the Holy Spirit. Godly though my own parents were, I can’t say that total forgiveness was something I was consciously taught at home. Not a single mentor (that I can recall) emphasised this as a lifestyle. On the contrary, I seem to remember being told: ‘Treat them with contempt’, ‘Distance yourself from them’, ‘Give them a cold shoulder’, ‘Teach them a lesson’, ‘They must be punished’ – or words to that effect.

Fourthly, it may be cold comfort to learn that a growing number of informed people have recently discerned this incredible neglect. In a recent issue of Christianity Today (10 January 2000), with the bold words ‘The Forgiveness Factor’ on the front cover, writer Gary Thomson writes that this teaching has been greatly overlooked. Theologian Lewis Smedes was one of the first to emphasise this – in 1984! Professor Robert Enright, President of the International Forgiveness Institute, who describes himself as an ‘evangelical Catholic’, has commented that prior to Lewis Smedes’s Forgive and Forget (Harper San Francisco, 1984): ‘If you collected every theological book about person-to-person forgiveness [as opposed to divine-human forgiveness], you could hold them all in one hand.’ If this is true, although it doesn’t excuse me, it would help to explain my own lack of awareness of this theme – and the reason I wasn’t truly taught it.

Some people understandably marvel if a particular doctrine so obvious in Scripture could apparently lie dormant for so many hundreds of years. But when one thinks about the plain teaching of forgiving one another, and how this has managed to be swept under the carpet for so long, it should cause many of us who are church leaders to repent together. Furthermore, had this teaching become the emphasis and lifestyle of all those of us who are in some measure of authority, there would possibly not have been the division and hurt that has characterised many Christians. Sadly, the present age is no different from that of any other in church history in that it has been characterised by fellow believers speaking and writing against one another. This is often disguised as a doctrinal battle for truth, but so often the veneer is paper-thin and underneath are the age-old jealousies, petty agendas and sheer humanness that affect us all.

Fifthly, social scientists are discovering that forgiveness may help lead to victims’ emotional health – and even physical healing and wholeness. As recently as the early 1980s, Dr Glen Hamden went to the University of Kansas library and looked up the word ‘forgiveness’ in Psychological Abstracts; he couldn’t find a single reference. But things are changing. Former President Jimmy Carter, Archbishop Desmond Tutu, and former missionary Elisabeth Elliot have been leading a $10million ‘Campaign for Forgiveness Research’, established as a non-profit corporation to attract donations that will support forgiveness research proposals. In 1998 the John Templeton Foundation awarded research grants for the study of forgiveness to twenty-nine scholars. One of the main discoveries was that the first person who gains from forgiveness is the person who does the forgiving. But should this surprise us?

And yet this book is wholly about biblical teaching not the results of psychological or sociological research. I want to show what Jesus taught and how this was interpreted by the apostles. The benefits of this book may certainly have positive psychological or even physical benefits, but I am going to centre on the spiritual blessing that comes to those who take Jesus’ teaching of total forgiveness seriously. In a word: it is about receiving a greater anointing.

Because forgiving those who have hurt us severely can be
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