Jake Oktawiec

elores was good natured
and attractive, but I could
see the hurt in her eyes and
the sorrow in the way she
held herself. Though her
parents were successful business people who
raised her in an upper middle-class neigh-
borhood, her mother was cold and critical,
while her father was quiet and aloof.
Delores grew up feeling unattractive and
uncared for, and she struggled to create
strong relationships.

When Delores was thirty, her fiancé Skip
decided he was more interested in sleeping
with local waitresses than remaining faith-
ful to her. One day she came home and
found him in bed with someone else. She
saw this betrayal as an example of how
unfair the world was—as proof that she
never got a break. She was angry, hurt, con-
fused, scared, and lonely. Skip moved out,
but Delores constantly thought of begging
him to return.

I met Delores when she came to a class I
teach to help people learn to forgive others.
She rarely spoke without mentioning at
least one of the many people who had done
her wrong. When she began the forgiveness
training, she doubted it would do her any
good. She was there because her therapist
had recommended the class.

Forgiveness takes practice,
says Fred Luskin, but it’s

a skill almost anyone can
learn. He shares his

research-tested method
for helping people
give up their grudges.

The Choice 3
toForgive

I've known many people like Delores.
There’s no shortage of people in the world
who've been hurt—by someone they love,
by a friend, by someone they didn’t know at
all. My classes rest on the simple and radical
notion that how we react to these hurts is up
to us. [ teach people to make forgiving
choices.

For eight years, I have directed the Stan-
ford Forgiveness Projects, the largest inter-
personal forgiveness training research
projects ever conducted. In conjunction with
this research, I teach classes and workshops
that offer a concrete method for forgiving
others. I stress that while pain and disap-
pointment are inevitable, they need not con-
trol us. It is vital to our health and
well-being that we handle what comes our
way without getting mired in blame and
suffering.

Through my research and teaching, [ have
found that forgiveness isn’t just wishful
thinking. It’s a trainable skill. My colleagues
and I have developed a nine-step method for
forgiving almost any conceivable hurt. (See
sidebar on next page.) We have tested this
method through a series of studies with
people who had been lied to, cheated, aban-
doned, beaten, abused, or had their children
murdered. They ranged from neglected

spouses to the parents of terrorist victims in
Northern Ireland.

What we have found is that forgiveness
can reduce stress, blood pressure, anger,
depression, and hurt, and it can increase
optimism, hope, compassion, and physical
vitality. For instance, in a study we con-
ducted with Protestants and Catholics from
Northern Ireland who had lost a family
member in the violence there, participants
reported a 40 percent decline in symptoms
of depression after undergoing the forgive-
ness training. Another study involved peo-
ple who had suffered a variety of hurts,
from business partners lying to them to best
friends abandoning them. Six months after
their forgiveness training, these people
reported a 70 percent drop in the degree of
hurt they felt toward the person who had
hurt them, and they said they felt more for-
giving in general.

This does not mean that forgiveness is
ever easy. It certainly wasn’t easy for
Delores. But forgiveness was something she
could learn to practice, even if it didn’t come
naturally to her. Difficult as it was, Delores’s
experience is emblematic of many others
I've seen through this forgiveness training.
Each story is different, but most follow a
similar trajectory across the nine steps of
forgiveness.
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why to forgive

First steps

Delores had mastered the first step before
we even met: She determined what she did
not like about her fiancé’s behavior and
knew in gruesome detail how she felt about
it. She told anyone willing to listen what a
louse Skip was.

Learning the second and third steps of for-
giveness was more difficult. Even a year
after Skip had cheated on her, Delores was in
so much pain that she could not think
straight. At first, healing meant only that
she would revive her relationship with Skip.
It was a struggle for her to want to heal just

[ stress
that while
pain and
disappoint-
ment are
inevitable,

they need
not control
us. I teach
people to
make
forgiving
choices.
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for her own well-being. In fact, Delores con-
sidered taking her fiancé back because she
did not think other men would ever find her
attractive. In her mind, Skip was the cause of
and the solution to her problem.

Delores thought forgiving condemned her
to being a doormat her entire life. She
thought it meant staying with Skip and
overlooking his cheating. She suffered under
the misconception that forgiving Skip meant
condoning his actions, or that it meant for-
getting the painful things that had hap-
pened.

In truth, these things are very different.
Forgiving someone does not mean forgetting
or approving of hurtful events in the past.
Rather, it means letting go of your hurt and
anger, and not making someone endlessly
responsible for your emotional well-being.
Delores struggled to understand how con-
trolling the way she felt in the present was
more important than reviewing what hap-
pened to her in the past. She had trained her-
self to talk relentlessly of her past and of
how her parents and poor relationships lim-
ited her options and happiness. It was hard
for her to understand that constantly focus-
ing on the past was the reason for her cur-
rent distress.

I emphasized to Delores that she could not
change the hurtful parts of the past, but only
how much space she rented to them in her
mind. By putting less blame on the past, she
could change the way she felt in the present.

Glimmers of peace

Delores got her first glimpse at an alternate
way of living when she started to practice
stress management every time she thought
of Skip. She saw, if only for an instant, that
breathing slowly and deeply affected how
she felt. It gave her body and mind a break
and a glimmer of peace. When she did not
practice, she remained in a state of upset and
continually blamed her ex-fiancé for how
she felt. After a few weeks of this pattern,
she started to understand that she could
reclaim her emotional life.

Delores simultaneously experimented
with challenging what I call “unenforceable
rules.” By “unenforceable rules,” I mean the
desires we have that we are simply power-
less to turn into realities. For instance, while
Delores wanted Skip to love and be faithful
to her, it was clear there was no way to make
him do so. His behavior was a constant
reminder that he did what he wanted and
she had limited power over him.

Delores also started to examine her theory
that her parents had ruined her life. She

noticed that she had an “unenforceable rule”
that her parents must love her and treat her
with kindness. Her parents had treated
Delores the best they could, which included
some cruelty and lack of care. Her parents’
behavior was a reminder that no matter how
much Delores wanted things to go her way,
she did not have the power to control either
the past or other people’s behavior. By con-
tinuing to insist that her past should some-
how change, Delores was dooming herself to
endless blame, offense, and suffering.

As the forgiveness training progressed,
Delores began to look at her suffering and
ask herself what “unenforceable rule” she
was trying to enforce. I reminded her that
she would not be so upset unless she was
trying to change something that was impos-
sible for her to change. Delores saw that try-
ing to change her ex-fiancé’s behavior would
always lead to pain and helplessness. She
saw that just because she hoped for some-
thing, it did not have to come true. She
understood that she would not be continu-
ously upset if her rules for life were more in
line with reality.

Therefore, Delores took it upon herself to
create more enforceable rules. She was
finally able to ask herself the revealing ques-
tion, “What do I really want?” What she
wanted was happiness, confidence, and peace
of mind—things only she could provide for
herself. Through asking this question, she
saw that Skip and her parents did not have to
remain in control of her life. Because of this
insight, she started to work on her “positive
intention,” or life goals described only in
positive terms. She realized that her positive
goals were to learn how to value herself and
her actions, as opposed to capturing someone
to affirm her. She saw that it was more
important for her to feel good about herself
than it was for other people to feel good
about her. Identifying these goals helped
Delores to focus more on creating her future
and less on lamenting her past.

In response, she concentrated on learning
about herself and approving of herself. She
talked about blaming other people and hold-
ing onto the past as impediments to her goal
of healing. She told me how she was enter-
ing counseling, looking for male friends and
not lovers, and appreciating her good quali-
ties. She did not gloss over the difficulties
she faced—there is no miracle cure for life’s
struggles.

Delores found this strategy helped her
free up mental space so she could uncover
other ways to meet her needs. She realized
that neither Skip nor her parents were ever




going to approve of her in the way she
wanted. She was going to have to find that in
herself. Her old habit had been to see her
glass as empty. She started retraining her
mind to see where her cup might already be
full.

Delores looked at her life and saw that she
had good friends and was capable of doing
well at work. She found appreciation for her
parents’ business acumen and the freedom
their financial success granted her to attend
college full time without accruing any loans.
She started to enjoy the beautiful area in
which she lived and she gave herself credit
for her excellent exercise routine.

Delores also practiced gratitude when
doing ordinary, everyday tasks. She found
that one can be thankful for anything at any
time, whether it’s the beauty of the trees one
passes while driving, the phenomenon of
one’s breathing, or the embarrassing riches
of 21st century America. When shopping,
she made it a point to marvel at the opportu-
nities she had to purchase a stupendous
array of items. She learned to stop for a
minute at the local shopping mall and say
thanks to all of the people working there.
She would walk into her local supermarket
and take a moment to appreciate the abun-
dance of food choices in front of her.

Delores had experienced the pain of par-
ents who were more interested in their busi-
ness than in caring for her. She had dwelled
for years on what she had lost. Now she saw
that her parents’ financial success was also a
blessing. She was able to appreciate the hard
work they put in to provide a life for her.
Delores practiced and saw the value of the
old adage that a life well lived is the best
revenge.

Moving on
When I bumped into Delores a year after her
forgiveness classes ended, it was rewarding
to see the changes in her. She was filled with
energy and showed a lovely smile. When I
asked her about Skip, she almost responded,
“Skip who?” Instead of Skip, she wanted to
talk about how much she had learned about
herself. When I asked about her parents,
she said her relationship with them had
improved. Delores accepted what they could
offer and realized their enormous emotional
limitations. As an adult she understood she
was the one with the best chance to create a
good life for herself. She was learning to let
her parents off the hook. She forgave them
for their mistakes.

The biggest change in Delores was the
way she turned her grievances into more

positive stories about herself. She talked
with pride of forgiving Skip and learning
how to take care of herself. Delores was a
woman who took her forgiveness training to
heart. She completed the full nine steps and
now presented herself as a hero and not a
victim. Forgiveness brought her a sense of
peace that had previously eluded her for her
entire life.

Of course, she did not always have it easy.
She still longed for a loving and tight family
and a faithful partner. When she found the
longing overpowering, she told herself to
make the best of what she had. She would
take a walk and remind herself of the bless-
ings of a beautiful day or the possibilities the
future might bring. And sometimes, like the
rest of us, there were times when she was
simply unhappy.

To become a forgiving person we have to
practice forgiving smaller grievances. Then,
when a bigger insult comes, we are ready,
willing, and able to deal with it. Alterna-
tively, like Delores, once we learn to forgive
a major grievance, we can understand the
value of limiting the power that pain and
anger hold over us the next time we are
hurt. No one can make the people in life
behave kindly, fairly, or honestly at all times.
We cannot end the cruelty on this planet.
What we can do is forgive the unkindness
that comes our way and put energy toward
meeting our positive goals. Then we can help
others do the same.

Forgiveness, like other positive emotions
such as hope, compassion, and appreciation,
are natural expressions of our humanity.
These emotions exist within a deep part of
each of us. Like many things, they require
practice to perfect, but with this practice
they become stronger and easier to find.
Ultimately, they can be as natural to us as
anger and bitterness. It takes a willingness to
practice forgiveness day after day to see its
profound benefits to physical and emotional
well being, and to our relationships. Perhaps
the most fundamental benefit of forgiveness
is that, over time, it allows us access to the
loving emotions that can lie buried beneath
grievances and grudges.

Fred Luskin, Ph.D., is the director of the Stanford
Forgiveness Projects and an associate professor at
the Institute for Transpersonal Psychology. He is
the author of Forgive for Good: A Proven Prescription
for Health and Happiness (HarperSanFrancisco,
2001) and the upcoming Stress Free for Good: Ten
Proven Life Skills for Health and Happiness (Harper-
SanFrancisco, 2005), with Kenneth Pelletier, Ph.D.

METHODS

Nine Steps to Forgiveness
by Fred Luskin

1. Know exactly how you feel about what
happened and be able to articulate what
about the situation is not OK. Then, tell a
couple of trusted people about your expe-
rience.

2. Make a commitment to yourself to feel bet-
ter. Forgiveness is for you and no one else.

8. Forgiveness does not necessarily mean
reconciling with the person who upset
you or condoning the action. In forgive-
ness you seek the peace and understand-
ing that come from blaming people less
after they offend you and taking those
offenses less personally.

4. Get the right perspective on what is hap-
pening. Recognize that your primary dis-
tress is coming from the hurt feelings,
thoughts, and physical upset you are suf-
fering now, not from what offended you
or hurt you two minutes—or 10 years—
ago.

5. At the moment you feel upset, practice
stress management to soothe your body’s
fight or flight response.

6. Give up expecting things from your life or
from other people that they do not choose
to give you. Remind yourself that you can
hope for health, love, friendship, and
prosperity, and work hard to get them.
However, these are “unenforceable rules:”
You will suffer when you demand that
these things occur, since you do not have
the power to make them happen.

7. Put your energy into looking for another
way to get your positive goals met than
through the experience that has hurt
you.

8. Remember that a life well lived is your
best revenge. Instead of focusing on your
wounded feelings, and thereby giving
power over you to the person who caused
you pain, learn to look for the love,
beauty, and kindness around you. Put
more energy into appreciating what you
have rather than attending to what you
do not have.

9. Amend the way you look at your past so
you remind yourself of your heroic choice
to forgive.
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