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Allah: Arabic
word for “God” but most specifically “the only One who has the
right to be worshipped”

‘aqeedah: core
beliefs that define a person’s spiritual outlook and path in
life

dhulm:
wrongdoing or oppression

du’aa: informal
prayerful supplication

emaan: sincere
and authentic spirituality rooted in proper faith or belief in
God

fitrah: the
human’s inherent perfect spiritual nature that is inclined toward
authentic spirituality (humbly and sincerely worshipping and
obeying Allah alone)

hadd: legal or
worldly punishment for a crime

ikhlaas: spiritual sincerity; pure God-centered intention rooted in
the heart-spirit-soul of the believer and inspires all outward
words and actions that reflect true emaan (authentic spirituality)

insha’Allah: God-willing

jihaad-al-nafs: the ongoing internal battle of the spirit-soul against
itself for the goal of continuous spiritual purity throughout
life

madhloom: victim/survivor of wrongdoing or oppression

qadr: predestination; divine decree; the past, present, and
future that is already divinely determined and written for every
individual

sabeel: road,
pathway, or course of action or behavior

sabr: patience
rooted in spiritual sincerity and perseverance upon authentic
spirituality

Salaah: formal
obligatory five daily prayers for Muslims

Shaytaan: Satan;
devil

shirk: assigning
divine attributes to creation or creation’s attributes to God;
giving to creation any rights that are solely for God; worshipping
anything or anyone along with or instead of God; paganism or idol
worship

shukr: sincere
gratefulness to God

tafseer: explanations of the meanings of Qur’an

tawakkul: full
and sincere trust in God
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This
book came about as part of my own healing journey. As I
continuously sought healing from my own emotional trauma, I found
myself constantly re-triggered by popular notions of forgiveness,
specifically the idea that my own healing could not even
begin
until I forgave those who
wronged me. If I voiced even the option to not forgive, I was
immediately assaulted with guilt trips that either insinuated or
outright claimed that I was angry, bitter, and unforgiving.
Sometimes the person claimed that my even speaking about not
forgiving indicated a sick heart, a character flaw, or a complete
disconnect from the love and pleasure of God. Usually these attacks
were issued through emotional and spiritual manipulation inquiries
like, “What kind of person would not forgive the one who wronged
them?”

As many of my readers know, I am Muslim and
often write about the spiritual struggles of Muslims, as well as
about Muslim-Christian interfaith in America. In this book, I
tackle a topic that extends far beyond religion as practiced in
faith communities and reaches into emotional healing, mental
health, life coaching, and self-help: forgiveness as it is
popularly understood and pushed today.

Undoubtedly, when forgiveness is offered
from a place of unfettered choice rooted in a sincere heart seeking
spiritual height, it is a beautiful, rewarding, and powerful
experience. However, when it is offered due to being guilted into
believing that it is a condition of one’s own emotional healing and
personal growth, it becomes a tool of manipulation and harm,
regardless of the good intentions of the one pushing forgiveness as
the price of emotional health and inherent goodness.

When the victim of forgiveness peddling (or
“forced forgiveness”) is a survivor of emotional trauma incited by
some form of abuse—whether physical, sexual, verbal, emotional, or
any other—the process of offering this forced forgiveness can
become a form of emotional injury itself, as well as a consistent
trigger of the original abuse. When God is used as the central
“voice” in the guilting, forgiveness peddling can fall into the
category of spiritual abuse.

Naturally, sometimes this forced forgiveness
is well-meaning and pushed with good intentions. Other times it is
intentionally manipulative and self-serving, especially when coming
from the abusers or wrongdoers themselves (or their supporters and
enablers). Either way, the result is the same: harm and re-wounding
to the survivors of the initial trauma.

Because faith communities are often at the
forefront in pushing forced forgiveness, in this book, I discuss
some spiritual concepts from my faith tradition. At times, these
concepts will overlap Judeo-Christian traditions, at other times
they will not. However, I believe that these spiritual reflections
can be helpful to anyone seeking relief from the shackles of forced
forgiveness, even if the person does not ascribe to any faith
tradition.

In a book of this nature, I think it is
important to emphasize that faith communities are not the only ones
using forgiveness as a tool of manipulation and harm. In nearly all
communities, we have a growing group of abused and traumatized
individuals who need healing from “forgiveness” itself.

I want to also point out that I am not a
mental health expert. I am merely a survivor of emotional trauma
who has sought help from multiple sources on my healing journey. At
times this journey has been very painful, and at times it has been
very empowering. Naturally, there are aspects of emotional healing
that are inherently painful. But what I discovered was that some
advice and direction I received only exacerbated that pain and
re-traumatized me, and some propelled me forward on the path to
healing. By far, of the most damaging advice and direction I
received came from those who continuously pushed forgiveness as a
condition of healing.

In this book, I share what I learned about
this abuse of forgiveness and why I believe it must stop. I also
share what I, as well as other survivors and some mental health
experts, say is the proper way to understand forgiveness in light
of emotional healing. For sure, manipulation and harm have no place
in the healing process, and especially not from those trusted with
aiding survivors on this journey.

Forgiveness is a beautiful thing. I hope through this book
that we are reminded of what it truly means so that we can return
to offering it from a place of sincerity instead of coercion. I
also hope that we come to understand that forgiveness is not a
condition of emotional healing, no matter how much we are convinced
otherwise. Yes, forgiveness might have meant emotional healing
for you, and I
wouldn’t even attempt to deny that because you know your truth
better than anyone else.

But you do not know my truth or anyone
else’s. And I can attest to the fact that toxic anger and
bitterness are not always on the other side of not forgiving.
Furthermore, it is my belief that anyone who truly understands the
meaning of forgiveness would not voluntarily put themselves in a
position of harming someone emotionally (and thus need forgiveness
themselves). And that’s precisely what we are doing when we tell
survivors of abuse and wrongdoing that forgiveness is a condition
of their emotional wellbeing and personal growth, thereby
overstepping our bounds and potentially participating in a subtle
form of abuse.

If that sounds a bit shocking or troubling
because you genuinely believe you are helping survivors, not
hurting them, when you push them to forgive their abusers, then
this book is for you. And I encourage every well-meaning advisor
and supporter of any survivor—whether you are a friend, loved one,
religious leader, life coach or mental health expert—to consider
what I say with an open mind and heart. The emotional health and
wellbeing of the survivor who trusts you (or even the very
relationship you enjoy) could depend on it.


 


 


 


“People start to heal the moment they feel
heard.”

—Cheryl Richardson

 


 


 


“Today I focus on neither blame nor
forgiveness regarding those who have hurt me. I focus on only
healing.

And I leave it to God to take account of
their deeds.”

—from the journal of Umm Zakiyyah
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The Death of Forgiveness

 


 


“For trauma survivors, there are many
paths to healing and moving on. Why does forgiveness culture demand
that survivors forgive their abusers?”

—Elizabeth Switaj, “Why I Reject
Forgiveness Culture”
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I wanted
to die. I needed to
die.

These
thoughts swam around in my mind until they gripped my consciousness
and became me. I lay on my
side motionless, my limbs weakened, my head pounding. The feather
mattress beneath me offered little comfort in the darkness that was
suffocating me under the glow of sunshine that illuminated my
bedroom through the blinds. I stared off into the distance at
nothing in particular and knew with certainty that the world would
be better off without me.

I
thought of the painkillers in the medicine cabinet in the bathroom
across the hall. How many should I take to end my life? I wondered, the question more practical
than dismal.

Are you crazy? another voice immediately berated me. It was coming from
the far recesses of my mind. Though it was more distant than the
one saying that I should down the pills, it was rooted in the
panicked frenzy of my soul. There, beneath my calloused heart, was
a trace of emaan. It was
like dust settled upon a forgotten shelf, where I’d long since
stashed my faithful self.

Do you want to follow up hell in this life with worse hell
in the next? Like air
drifting in from a corridor in the moment between the quick opening
and shutting of a door, the question stirred the settled dust only
barely. But my answer was discernable nonetheless.
No, I do
not. It was a whisper of
an answer, but it woke some of the dormant faith within
me.

You have no right to live anymore, a more authoritative voice countered the
weak attempts at fending for my soul. Look at how many people you are
burdening with your existence.

Fortunately, I survived this ordeal unscathed, but the
memory remains raw and chilling. I’d never before experienced such
a harrowing internal battle for my life. About a year after this
fateful fight, I happened upon this entry in my personal
journal: I’m
sorry. I didn’t mean to exist. I swear, I had nothing to do with
it. Tears filled my eyes
as I got choked up reliving that moment at the sight of those
words.

I mention this heartbreaking memory because
surviving this ordeal was one of many significant events that
marked for me the death of living in servitude to manipulation and
harm, and the beginning of living in commitment to emotional and
spiritual healing—sans forced forgiveness. Choosing to live life on
my terms was for me one of the final stages of agonizing labor
before giving birth to my “self.”

Shortly before this life altering moment, I
had quit my fulltime job due to having inexplicable health
struggles. I would wake up with splitting headaches and numbness in
my arms and legs. Unable to walk without support, I would press my
palms against the wall and slowly steady myself as I made my way to
the bathroom to shower and get dressed. At work, exhaustion would
overtake me until I feared my head would literally drop on the
keyboard at my desk. Sometimes part of my vision would go and I’d
be unable to see the entire computer monitor. At home, I would
periodically feel faint all of a sudden and have to steady myself
on nearby furniture to resist a fall.

“What is going on with you?” my doctor said
as she reviewed the results of my recent tests. I could tell by the
way she asked the question that she knew that my problems were far
deeper than blood results and physiology. She advised me to reduce
all stress and to avoid taxing my mind and body unnecessarily, no
matter how harmless a task seemed to me. I then was told that until
I rebuilt my health, I should no longer participate in fasting.

This was a wake-up call for me, as I’d
genuinely had no idea that things had gotten this bad. I had been
experiencing migraines for years, but I just chalked it up to my
personal fate. It wasn’t until my husband pointed out the timing of
my most debilitating migraines and body weakness that I realized
the answer to my doctor’s question: I was continuously inciting
debilitating stress by “dutifully” interacting with friends and
loved ones who’d repeatedly caused me harm.

I didn’t mention to my husband my recent
close call with suicide. I was too shaken, afraid, and humiliated
to face what this recollection would mean if I got up the nerve to
confess it aloud. But deep inside, the lure and “need” still
lurked, and this terrified me. I needed help, but I had no idea how
to ask for it, or get it.

I
already felt like my existence was a burden to the world, hence the
dark temptation to end it all. What would happen if I became a
burden to my husband too? Surely, he didn’t sign up for this. The
realization of the possibility of losing his confidence and trust
sent my mind and heart into a panicked frenzy. I couldn’t chance
overburdening him with something as dismal as this. He was all I
had for emotional support. If I told him and he couldn’t handle it,
then I’d have no one. At the same time, I couldn’t chance
not
getting help—if I were to
remain alive and sane.

What could I do?

As I listened to my husband recount all the
times I’d lain immobile in bed afflicted with migraines and unable
to fully walk, I realized what I had to do. It became clear, beyond
a shadow of a doubt, that my emotional and mental health (and
perhaps my physical life itself) depended on two things: One,
cutting all toxic relationships from my life, irrespective of
whether we were bonded through friendship, faith, or blood. Two,
getting professional help however and wherever I could.

At the time, I didn’t view moving forward
with this decision as related to forgiveness at all. I didn’t even
fully comprehend what moving forward would mean. I just knew I
couldn’t continue fighting my internal battles alone.

Throughout the course of my healing journey,
I would be confronted with the concept of forgiveness over and over
again. Initially, the encounters did not faze me, as in my mind
they were unrelated to my emotional wounds. Eventually, however,
these encounters (which were increasingly frequent) became
annoying, frustrating, and finally, triggering.

The experience of becoming physically sick
and distressed in discussions of forgiveness forced me to explore
what was happening with me. I couldn’t understand why the topic of
forgiveness continuously incited faintness, migraines, and body
weakness. These were the same reactions I had to interacting with
the people who inflicted the initial wounding, and they were the
same reactions I had to facing circumstances that mirrored that
wounding in some way.

But why was the topic of forgiveness
triggering?

As I sought healing from both emotional
trauma and the consistent retriggering in cultures of forced
forgiveness, I began to understand forgiveness in an entirely new
light, emotionally and spiritually. Thus, for me, my determination
to live and heal after feeling I must die marked the beginning of
the death of forgiveness
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