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What would human life be if each of us were to keep in mind all the hurts and pains we have suffered? What hope  would there be for us if others refused to forgive us our mistakes? No one has a perfectly clean record, either before others or before God. Hence the necessity of forgiveness. It is a tough act, no doubt; but it pushes us up from the world of beasts to the realm of the spirit.

Q1. I have tried to forgive and forget,  but I find it really hard. What exactly are we supposed to do?


 To begin with, what we need to learn is not to forget, but to forgive. People often say what you have said just now: “I can’t forgive and forget.” The two  are quite different. 


Forgetting is a loss of memory; forgiving is an attitude of love. We are not expected to pretend that nothing unpleasant happened to us, or that everyone we have known so far is a saint. We cannot switch off our brain, nor forget the unloving events of our life. What we can learn is to forgive. The difference can seen in the following true story.


A Belgian  I met in Poona told me a moving personal experience. In  the Second World War, as we know, Belgium was overrun by Nazi Germany. During that occupation, a Nazi army tank crushed his fourteen-year-old brother to death. Now, that certainly is something no family will ever forget. 


At the end of the war, churches in Belgium made the following announcement: The war had created many  orphans in Germany, and  these children would need families that would  host and look after them. Volunteers who were ready to welcome such needy German children were asked to give their names. The Belgian family I have mentioned went up to the parish priest and offered to bring up two German boys. The man I met in Poona remembered the two boys who grew up with him on the family farm. 


This is forgiveness; it is not all the same as forgetting. 

Q2. True. I see the difference. But the example you quoted is so hard to imitate. 


 No one says forgiving is easy. But, without it, we would be going down  to the level of beasts.
Forgiveness, as you say, is difficult to practice. But, then, is life given to us to do easy things, or to do noble things that only we human beings—and not animals—can do? What it means to be human is shown to us in the lives of men and women who responded to inhuman cruelty with the greater power of forgiveness. In rising above the animal level of dog-eat-dog, they show us the nobility we are capable of. Here is a contemporary example. 


Sheila Cassidy is an English doctor. During the infamous Pinochet rule in Chile, she committed the “crime” of treating a man who was chased by the police. For this humanitarian deed, she was arrested, taken to the police quarters, stripped naked and tortured. Electrodes were connected to different parts of her body, and electric current applied. It was, she says, particularly nasty. Yes, during the torture, to her own surprise, she found herself praying: “Father, forgive them. They do not know what they are doing.” She considers this a grace, not the result of will power. She saw the soldiers torturing innocent civilians as victims of an evil system.

Q3. Now, that is heroic. How many of us can really imitate this extraordinary  woman? I don’t think I would have done it. 


If civilization, learning and religion do not make us better people; if it does not unite and bring healing, what is it all about? It is very easy to incite people to hatred and violence. (What goes by the name of politics is often based on this.) The real challenge is to help people to love and to forgive. This is what sustains and heals us, as the following story shows.  

A Jewish woman who was interned in a Nazi concentration camp during the second world war suffered great atrocities and witnessed inhuman cruelty. For instance, she once saw the female Nazi guards waiting for a woman to give birth and then drowning the baby under a cold water tap. She survived the camp and settled down in Germany. One day, she and a group of former inmates saw one of their old camp guards coming down the road with her child in a pram. The women, overcome by the atrocious memories of the camp, rushed at the pram. The woman we are talking about saw this, and stopped them, saying: “We must not hurt the child. Otherwise, we will be like them.” A stranger who was passing that way heard the commotion and stopped. When he heard what had happened, he turned to the woman and asked her, full of admiration: “How did you manage to preserve so much love in the midst of so much hatred?” Her touching reply: “It is not that I have preserved love; the fact is that love has preserved me.” Such a deep truth! 

Q4. This may work with a few individuals. But can society be built on forgiveness? Brute force and retaliation seem to be the smarter options in public life. 


 As Mahatma Gandhi realized, retaliation is destructive for everyone around. The practice of revenge appears strong and clever, but ends up hurting everyone  (“an eye for an eye” would leave the whole world blind). This does not mean that we should be passive in front of evil; Gandhiji insisted that nothing worthwhile is ever achieved without direct action. Passivity and inaction—the choice of cowards—are  not what we mean by forgiveness. 


Societies  need healing and reconciliation, just as individuals do. And it is initiated and sustained by courageous individuals who move beyond their hurt egos and offer the balm of pardon. Think of the following example. 


In the 1970s and early 80s, Italy was in the grip of a terrorist movement called the Red Brigades. Its members would target visible members of the establishment and kill them in cold blood. In one of  their well-planned executions, they shot  Vittorio Bachelet, Speaker  of the Italian Parliament and the country’s vice-president. Bachelet was not only a prominent public figure, but also a much-loved man. The Red Brigades felt they had found a perfect target—a man who represented the establishment. 


Since Bachelet had been a public figure, he was given a  state funeral, which was televised. Something happened during the funeral mass which mesmerized a shocked and angry nation. John Bachelet, Vittorio’s son, went to the microphone  and announced: “In the name of my family and in my own name, I forgive those who killed my father.”


Arrested Red Brigades in Italian jails would later confide that examples like John Bachelet’s drew them away from paths of violence. “We began to see a better option than violence,” they said. 


Families, neighbourhoods and nations need to give and receive forgiveness as much as individuals do, and at times even more.  

Q5. Compared to the exceptional human beings you have mentioned, the hurts I cling to are mere pin-pricks, right?


 They probably are. We often make a fuss about a little partiality, an unkind word, a real or imaginary slight. We tend to make ourselves miserable by dwelling on one unpleasant experience and forgetting ninety-nine deeds of love and kindness. We are experts at making a mountain out of a molehill. The truth is that most of the time there isn’t all that much to forgive. We are not being tortured to death, or starved, or cruelly rejected or deprived of our basic rights. Much of our so-called suffering stems  from our blindness—our failure to see the incredibly abundant blessings we take for granted. On any given day, we experience more kindness than unkindness, more pleasure than pain, more health than sickness. Of all the people who have dealt with us since our birth, very few have been unkind, unfair or nasty. Each of us has many more blessings to count and many more people to thank than sufferings to recall or persecutors to forgive. 


Another truth we often forget: We have been forgiven times without number, both by God and by many people. And we still need repeated acts of forgiveness. No one goes through life with a clean slate, with no dues, no failures, no need of pardon. As a mother whose sons caused her much anguish used to say, “How can I complain about the ingratitude of my sons when I am so ungrateful to the good God who gave me life, died for me, and does so much for me?” This is wisdom. Without it, we put on a cloak of martyrdom without any justification.


We are  debtors who have been forgiven much. As one writer put it, “The one who refuses to forgive is destroying the bridge on which he himself has to pass.”

Q6. But my feelings of hurt are real. What should I do?


 Just as forgiveness is not the same as forgetting, it does not mean having nice feelings towards everyone. Did any of us learn to walk without falling and getting hurt? No. Similarly,  we did not grow up without being occasionally hurt and mistreated. No one is given a life packed solely with sweet companionship  and pleasant experiences, a rose garden with no thorns—nor would that be good for us, if it were to happen.

A counsellor asked a student who had gone  to complain about a teacher’s unkindness. “We can talk about this, if you like. We could also look at this whole thing differently. Is it reasonable for you to expect that every one of your thirty teachers nice to you every day of the year?” The student thought for a moment, and then replied: “No. I see the point.” The counsellor continued: “If all of them were to treat you with kid gloves the whole time, would that be good for you? Don’t you also need some tough experiences to help you grow up?” Once again, the student agreed. Such realism is part of growing up. Without it, we end up fussy and spoiled, unable to face the normal disappointments of life. 

You don’t, however,  have to deny your hurt. What can you do to help yourself?


One: Admit the hurt. This is better than pretending that nothing unpleasant ever happens, or that everybody is nice. 


Two: Talk it over (if possible with the person by whom you feel hurt, or with someone else  in whom you have confidence). In most cases,  pouring out our pain into a loving listener’s heart is the balm we need. 


Three: Pray for healing, and pray for the person who hurt you. A friend I know and admire, who was unjustly accused, explained the secret of his serenity: “When someone calumniates me, I pray extra for that person.”
Often we do not know why someone behaved the way he or she did. Both we and they need healing and change.  Prayer will also help us to see this hurt against the background of all the good we have received. Without such perspective, we often exaggerate our sense of outrage. 


Four: If the hurt is deep and the memories lasting and powerful, you may need counselling or psychotherapy. A woman who was sexually abused in childhood or a boy who was victimized by his parents may carry scars that need treatment, not just exhortations or prayers. I remember a bright, handsome young man telling me: “When my father came  home drunk, he would hit me with anything he could grab hold of. There are so many marks on my body from his  beatings.” Such a person needs help to get over the emotional damage. The inner pain leaves deeper scars than the marks on the skin.


Forgiveness is not a matter of nice feelings; it is the tough decision to do good and not evil to the person who has hurt us. If we  repay evil with evil, we  increase the malice and cruelty in the world. 

Q7. How would you summarize these ideas on forgiveness so that I can practice it in my daily life?


 Here is a short answer, with a few practical suggestions. 


To begin with, develop the habit of counting your blessings—being aware of the many good things you are blessed with. They  are more precious  and far more numerous than we normally think. Only against the background of all the love and goodness we enjoy can see our hurts realistically. 


Be aware also of this truth: We have been forgiven many more times than we remember—both by God and by people. Isn’t it logical that we in turn need to forgive a few  hurts?. 


Do not confuse forgiving with  forgetting. 


Forgiving does not also  mean having nice feelings towards those who hurt us, nor pretending that the world is full of angels and saints. 


Further, forgiveness does not imply letting others  exploit us or walk over us (or over someone else). It does not amount to tolerating injustice or being passive in front of evil. We must take a stand against injustice in every  form, and do our part to fight it. 


What forgiveness does mean is this: do not pay back evil for evil; be ready to help those who hurt you, if they are in need of it. (E.g., Your relative or neighbour calumniated you or cheated you in business. Today his wife is sick, and he needs a loan to buy medicine. You decide to help.)


What is the result of such apparent “foolishness”? A more reconciled and united human family,  and the promotion of a love greater than hatred. This is the basis for peace, both personal and social. 


. By choosing to forgive, we move from the world of beasts to the realm of humans. If we keep to that path, we discover little by little the divinity that lies buried beneath the ashes of our frailty. 





*


A famous musician’s wife complained to him one day how badly an acquaintance had treated her. She thought he would become angry, and use his considerable influence to humiliate that individual. Instead, this is what he suggested to his wife: “Go out, and do the nicest thing you can think of for someone else. That will restore the balance in the universe.”


May your forgiving love restore some of the lost balance in the universe.

For personal reflection: 

1. Recall an experience of being forgiven. What did it teach you?

2. Recall an experience of forgiving someone. What did it teach you?

3. Are you ready to help someone who hurt you, although you feel like hurting him/her?

4. In public life today, where is healing most needed?
5. What do you do when you are hurt?

