A Simple Forgiveness Practice 

JoAnna Hardy on how to begin to let go of the old hurts, stories, and resentments that so often hold us back.
As a child I remember being a bit confused when adults in authority would make me say “I’m sorry” for actions that were harmful to another kid. What if I wasn’t sorry? Then what? I’d have to apologize for... lying? 

The need for a false apology confounded me, and then there was the thinking that if I wasn’t truly sorry, I would probably just do the same bad thing again. Especially if I’d never felt like I was in the wrong. 

External consequences aren’t always meaningful if we are blind to our errors or don’t agree that they were missteps in the first place. Regardless of who is harmed, it’s hard to not commit our errors again and again if we’re inattentive to their consequences. But through the practices of mindfulness and non-harm, we begin to see the repercussions of our unskillful actions. 

Mindfulness also allows us to see how harmful actions toward us affect how we show up in the world, potentially hindering our ability to be free and love fully. Our lives can take shape around the events that hurt us, and these can become integral parts of our story: This happened, therefore I am. We develop an attachment to the story because it is familiar and therefore, in an odd way, it makes us feel safe. But when our hearts are blocked due to historical pain, we suffer. My parents divorced when I was ten and when my mother subsequently left to pursue a life that didn’t include children, abandonment and loneliness became my story for many years. I blamed my mother for her inadequacies in nurturing and consequently never felt like I could depend on or trust anyone to stay. 

In turn, I wasn’t willing to connect deeply, to risk vulnerability and have meaningful relationships with others. Instead, I distanced myself from them and, for most of my teens and early twenties lied, cheated, and stole. I had been hurt, and so I offered hurt in return. My resentment, I’d thought, was like a shield. 

But, as Nelson Mandela was fond of saying, “Resentment is like drinking poison and then hoping it will kill your enemies.” It hardens our hearts and numbs our ability to feel. Forgiveness—true forgiveness—is like an antidote. 

When considering taking up a forgiveness practice, it’s important to remember that: 

· This is not a quick fix. A lifetime of self-protection and holding on to our stories takes time and care to unravel. Allow the practice to unfold slowly and intentionally. 

· This practice is for you. It is not a preliminary step to sending a letter to someone you may have hurt, or having a conversation to seek forgiveness. Such things may well come in time, but they’re not the point of the practice. 

· This practice is not a way to absolve anyone—you, or another—for harmful behavior. As with saying “I’m sorry,” the words and sentiment are good, but they’re not enough. We must learn from the causing of harm, and we can learn to use discretion when we engage with those who have caused us harm. 

In the following forgiveness practice, we’ll look at three points of inquiry: How have I harmed myself? How have I harmed others? How have others harmed me? 
The Practice 

Visualizing those who have harmed us or those we have harmed can be intense, so for now, allow yourself to feel the tenderness and vulnerability in your heart area. Ideally, we are creating a space that is safe enough that, through our mindfulness practice, we can touch in on that which we may avoid in everyday circumstances. We do so through the use of phrases. 

You’ll find suggested phrasings below, as rendered by the meditation teacher Jack Kornfield. 

1. Put your body at ease. 
Find a physically comfortable space. Sitting in a comfortable chair or lying down is helpful. If you feel at ease on a meditation cushion, that is fine too. The idea is to find a posture that allows the body to be in as much ease as possible. Allow yourself to feel held and supported by whatever you’re sitting or lying on. Closing the eyes can help to facilitate ease. If that’s not comfortable, then allow the eyes to be open and gazing softly at a singular point. 

2. Soften the belly and chest. 
Intentionally soften the belly to start. Feel the expansion and contraction as each breath fills the belly and chest area. Allow your breathing to facilitate space in your belly and chest area. Take your time; there’s no rush. If you feel tension, that’s okay. 

3. It’s best to work on one category at a time: 
How you may have harmed yourself, how you may have harmed another, how another may have harmed you. 

Start by focusing on someone or something easy. Don’t dig in to the hardest memories first. 

4. Begin to inwardly recite the forgiveness phrases.
Repeat them as many times as necessary while holding the visual and sensation in the heart area: 

There are many ways that I have hurt and harmed myself. I have betrayed or abandoned myself many times through thought, word, or deed, knowingly or unknowingly. 

For the ways I have hurt myself through action or inaction, out of fear, pain and confusion, I now extend a full and heartfelt forgiveness. I forgive myself, I forgive myself. 

There are many ways that I have been harmed by others, abused or abandoned, knowingly or unknowingly, in thought, word, or deed. 

I now remember the many ways others have hurt or harmed me, wounded me, out of fear, pain, confusion, and anger. I have carried this pain in my heart too long. To the extent that I am ready, I offer them forgiveness. To those who have caused me harm, I offer my forgiveness, I forgive you. 

There are many ways that I have hurt and harmed others, have betrayed or abandoned them, cause them suffering, knowingly or unknowingly, out of my pain, fear, anger and confusion. I ask for your forgiveness, I ask for your forgiveness. 

Again: be gentle on yourself. Take your time, and don’t start with the most difficult memory. Softening—not bracing against—is key to this practice. 

Our mindfulness practice is a lifelong adventure that can unravel many of our past pains and actions, helping us see our conditioning clearly so that we can move forward in life in a more loving way. Forgiveness is at the forefront of this action. 

May you benefit from this practice as much as I have. 
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