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Home, I said.  

In every language there is a word for it.              
~~ Mary Oliver 

 

Reflections on Forgiveness:  Inviting a larger story 
By Dr. W. Craig Gilliam 

 
Forgiving is not forgetting; it’s actually remembering -- remembering and           
not using your right to hit back. It’s a second chance for a new beginning.              

And the remembering part is particularly important. Especially if you                          
don’t want to repeat what happened. 

~~Desmond Tutu 

 
Forgiveness is not an occasional act, it is a constant attitude.                                                                        

~~Martin Luther King, Jr.               

You can't forgive without loving. And I don't mean sentimentality.                                
I don't mean mush. I mean having enough                                                                                                              

                    courage to stand up and say, 'I forgive. I'm finished with it.' 
~~Maya Angelou 

 
At that point Peter got up the nerve and asked,                                                                                                   

“Master, how many times do I forgive my brother or sister who hurts me? Seven?                                                                            
Jesus replied, “Seven! Hardly. Try seventy times seven.                                                                                                

~~The Gospel According to Saint Matthew 18:21-22 (The Message)                                                                                                          

Forgiveness:  What does it mean?  For what are we speaking when we ask others and 
ourselves to forgive?  Is our story large enough for forgiveness and for the other? Does one 
necessarily have to forget to forgive?  Do you want to forgive or to be forgiven? This article 
reflects on forgiveness. 
 
Forgiveness is a heartache, a giving away, and ultimately the refusal to be possessive about 
the original wound.  It is the act of letting the wound have its own life so that it can heal, 
mostly by reimagining itself, and not by telling the story again and again from the point of 
the one who carries the hurt.  Not from the perspective of a helpless victim. 
 

Dr. W. Craig Gilliam, Director 
The Center for Pastoral Excellence 

https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/5943.Desmond_Tutu
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/m/mayaangelo578748.html
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/m/mayaangelo578748.html
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/m/mayaangelo578748.html
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/authors/m/maya_angelou.html
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Forgiveness is a heartache and difficult to achieve because strangely, it not 
only refuses to eliminate the original wound, but actually draws us closer to 
its source.  To approach forgiveness is to close in on the nature of the hurt 
itself, the only remedy being, as we approach its raw center, to re-imagine 
our relation to it and those associated with it. 
 
It may be that the part of us that was struck and hurt can never forgive, and 
that strangely, forgiveness never arises from the part of us that was actually 

wounded.  The wounded self may be the part of us incapable of forgetting, and perhaps, not 
actually meant to forget, as if, like the foundational dynamics of the physiological immune 
system our psychological defenses must remember and organize against any future attacks.  
After all, the identity of the one who must forgive is actually founded on the very fact of 
having been wounded. 
 
Stranger still, it is that wounded, branded, un-forgetting part of us that eventually makes 
forgiveness an act of compassion rather than one of simple forgetting. To forgive is to 
assume a larger identity than the person who was first hurt. It invites us to bring to fruition 
an identity that can put its arm, not only around the afflicted one within but also around the 
memories seared within us by the original blow and through a kind of psychological 
virtuosity, extending our understanding to the one who first delivered it.   
 
Being hurt by and hurting others is part of what it means to be human. This statement is 
not an excuse; simply one of those observed, “what is” realities of life.  If we live, we will 
hurt others and be hurt by them. This reciprocal process is as natural to life as tree 
branches being snapped in the wind.  The question is not will it happen, but how will we 
choose to respond or react when it touches us?  The most human recourse, and sometimes 
it takes time to find the place, is to acknowledge the messes we’ve made, the hurt we have 
caused and the hurt we have experienced. A profound human response is with integrity, to 
acknowledge the hurt through apologies or whatever we need to be and do to make 
amends. This restores hope, trust and the soil of what makes us human.  Whenever amends 
are made, I believe, resurrection or new life happens.  Out of such experiences, something 
dead or deeply wounded in us is invited to new life and possibilities. 
 
Forgiveness is a skill, a way of preserving clarity, sanity and generosity in an individual life, 
while also being grace. It is a beautiful way of shaping the mind to a future we want for 
ourselves.  Forgiveness is an admittance that if it comes through understanding, and if 
understanding is just a matter of time and application, then we might as well begin 
forgiving right at the beginning of any drama rather than putting ourselves through the full 
cycle of festering, incapacitation, reluctant healing and eventual blessing. One poet writes: 

All can be forgiven 
except the want to have us suppress 

who we are: to make nice, to go 
along, to defer our song. 

 
To forgive is to put oneself in a larger gravitational field of experience than the one that 
first seemed to hurt us.  We re-imagine ourselves in light of this new gravitational field, our 
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larger identity or bigger story, and we re-imagine the past in the light of 
our new identity, allowing ourselves to be gifted by a story larger than 
the story that first hurt us and left us bereft.  The smaller story says 
forgive 7 times; the larger story invites us to forgive 70 times 7.  The 
smaller story says, stone her; the large story says extend her a hand to 
help her find a new way.  The smaller story says one son or daughter is 
welcome; the larger story says both are welcome.  The smaller story says 
only a set number of people are welcome at the table; the larger story 
says all are welcome at the table.  The smaller story says, “Call down a 
legion of angels to destroy those who did this to you.” The larger story is Jesus on the cross 
saying, “Father, forgive them; they know not what they do.” The smaller story says, “He is 
dead. It is over.” The larger story says, “He has risen, he is alive and creation continues.” 
 
At the end of life, the wish to be forgiven is ultimately the chief desire of almost every 
human being.  In refusing to wait; in extending forgiveness to others now, we begin the 
long journey of becoming the person who will be large enough, able enough and generous 
enough to receive, at the very end, that absolution for ourselves.  We will know the 
awakened life. 
 

I forgive 
the hurts 

and pains experienced 
by me 

from you. 
I hope you forgive 

the hurts 
and pains experienced 

from me 
to you. 

By what road did  
we arrive where we are? 

What did we lose along the way? 
I can see it in your tired eyes. 

Were you hurt 
or  

did you do the hurting? 
Me? I did both. 
What regrets 
do we carry? 
What secrets 

weigh on 
our souls? 
But now, 

with forgiveness, 
the seed of compassion 

grows 
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in our hearts 
like seed in the soil 

stretching her arms toward the sun. 
The cage door opens; 
we spread our wings 

flying free. 
Our journeys grow lighter, 

our eyes wider. 
We see each other’s humanness,  

slowly piercing through 
our thick crusted, well-constructed walls. 

I forgive others 
as I see their struggle, 

and experience their pain. 
Yes, Lord, 

I even 
forgive myself, 

most of the time. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Think of a person to whom you have a sense that you need to extend forgiveness or 
accept it from them.  

 Who is that person? 
 Pray for that person and yourself. 
 Is there something you can affirm or appreciate about that person? 
 Big or small, what hardships and burdens do they carry?  Are there ways you have 

added to that burden or hardship? 
 What does extending forgiveness to that other person look like? How do you 

imagine it? What does accepting forgiveness from them look like? 
 If you can identify someone, what next step do you feel invited to take to move in 

the direction of extending forgiveness to her/him or accepting it from them? 
 Now, you are invited to go and do the next step you identified. 
 How do you respond if they do not receive your extension of forgiveness? 
 As you think about this journey of extending forgiveness, who might be helpful for 

you to talk to and walk with you as you discern your way into this conversation with 
the other person? 

 
Agree or disagree, you are invited into the conversation. 
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Forgiveness is giving up all hope of having had a better past. 
~~ Anne Lamott 

 
 

Did I offer peace today? Did I bring a smile to someone's face? Did I say words of healing? Did I let go 
of my anger and resentment? Did I forgive? Did I love?' These are the real questions. I must trust that 

the little bit of love that I sow now will be many fruits, here in this world and the life to come. 
~~Henri Nouwen 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
~~Words for Reflection by Maya Angelou on Forgiveness~~ 

 

 

I don't know if I continue, even today, always liking myself.                                                                     
But what I learned to do many years ago was to forgive myself.                                                               

It is very important for every human being to forgive herself or himself                                 
because if you live, you will make mistakes- it is inevitable.                                                                       

But once you do and you see the mistake, then you forgive yourself                                                         
and say, 'Well, if I'd known better I'd have done better,' that's all.                                                    

So you say to people who you think you may have injured, 'I'm sorry,'                                           
and then you say to yourself, 'I'm sorry.'                                                                                                    

If we all hold on to the mistake, we can't see our own glory in the mirror                               
because we have the mistake between our faces and the mirror;                                                     

we can't see what we're capable of being.                                                                                              
You can ask forgiveness of others, but in the end the real forgiveness                                               
is in one's own self. I think that young men and women are so caught                                            

by the way they see themselves. Now mind you.                                                                               
When a larger society sees them as unattractive, as threats,                                                              
as too black or too white or too poor or too fat or too thin                                                                  

or too sexual or too asexual, that's rough. But you can overcome that.                                        
The real difficulty is to overcome how you think about yourself.                                                         

If we don't have that we never grow, we never learn,                                                                        
and sure as hell we should never teach.  

https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/7113.Anne_Lamott
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/h/henrinouwe588351.html
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/h/henrinouwe588351.html
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/h/henrinouwe588351.html
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/authors/h/henri_nouwen.html
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Forgive us, our Creator,                                                                                                                                             
For all the failures by which                                                                                                                                     

We have responded                                                                                                                                                   
To Your love and Your truth.                                                                                                                                  

Keep our spirits tender                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      
And our minds and hearts                                                                                                                              

Sensitive to You,                                                                                                                                           
That we may not spend our years                                                                                                 

Wandering in the darkness.                                                                                                             
~~Howard Thurman 

 

The Uses of Sorrow                                                                                                                  
by Mary Oliver 

Someone I loved once gave me                                                                                                                                    
a box full of darkness. 

It took me years to understand                                                                                                                              
that this, too, was a gift. 

 

 

 

Forgiving and being reconciled to our enemies  
or our loved ones are not                                                          

about pretending that things are other than they are.                                                                                                   
It is not about patting one another on the back and turning a blind eye to the wrong.                                          

True reconciliation exposes the awfulness, the abuse, the hurt, the truth.                                                                
It could even sometimes make things worse.                                                                                                                   

It is a risky undertaking but in the end it is worthwhile,                                                                                         
because in the end only an honest confrontation with reality can bring real healing.                                     

Superficial reconciliation can bring only superficial healing. 
~~ Desmond Tutu 

Your task is not to seek for love, but merely to seek and find all the barriers                                                  
within yourself that you have built against it.                                                                                                              

~~Rumi 

https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/5943.Desmond_Tutu
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Beginners—A poem by Denise Levertov                                                 
Dedicated to the memory of Karen Silkwood and Eliot Gralla 

From too much love of living,                                                                                                                        
Hope and desire set free,                                                                                                                                    
Even the weariest river                                                                                                                                   

Winds somewhere to the sea— 

But we have only begun                                                                                                                                           
to love the earth.                                                                                                                                                     

We have only begun                                                                                                                                                  
to imagine the fullness of life.                                                                                                                   

How could we tire of hope?                                                                                                                                
—so much is in bud.                                                                                                                                             
How can desire fail?                                                                                                                                           

—we have only begun                                                                                                                                           
to imagine justice and mercy,                                                                                                                   

only begun to envision                                                                                                                                
how it might be                                                                                                                                                

to live as siblings with beast and flower,                                                                                                            
not as oppressors.                                                                                                                                             

Surely our river                                                                                                                                                
cannot already be hastening                                                                                                                               

into the sea of nonbeing?                                                                                                                                  
Surely it cannot                                                                                                                                                    

drag, in the silt, all that is innocent?                                                                                                                                                 
Not yet, not yet—                                                                                                                                                   

there is too much broken                                                                                                                           
that must be mended,                                                                                                                                                 

too much hurt we have done to each other                                                                                               
that cannot yet be forgiven.                                                                                                                                   

We have only begun to know                                                                                                                                 
the power that is in us if we would join                                                                                                               

our solitudes in the communion of struggle.                                                                                            
So much is unfolding that must                                                                                                      

complete its gesture,                                                                                                                                                
so much is in bud. 
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~~Poetic Meditation~~ 

In his years of imprisonment and tremendous challenge, Nelson Mandela found inspiration 
in these words by William Ernest Henley: 

Invictus                                                                         
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

Out of the night that covers me,                                                                                                                      
Black as the Pit from pole to pole,                                                                                                                 

I thank whatever gods may be                                                                                                                          
For my unconquerable soul. 

In the fell clutch of circumstance                                                                                                                   
I have not winced nor cried aloud.                                                                                                              
Under the bludgeonings of chance                                                                                                            
My head is bloody, but unbowed. 

Beyond this place of wrath and tears                                                                                                     
Looms but the horror of the shade,                                                                                                         

And yet the menace of the years                                                                                                           
Finds, and shall find, me unafraid. 

It matters not how strait the gate,                                                                                                         
How charged with punishments the scroll.                                                                                                     

I am the master of my fate:                                                                                                                              
I am the captain of my soul. 

 

 
 

The weak can never forgive. Forgiveness is the attribute of the strong. 
~~Mahatma Gandhi 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Forgiveness is not always easy. At times, it feels more painful than the wound we suffered,                                                
to forgive the one that inflicted it. And yet, there is no peace without forgiveness. 

~~Marianne Williamson 
 
 

http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/m/mahatmagan121411.html
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/authors/m/mahatma_gandhi.html
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/m/mariannewi404141.html
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/m/mariannewi404141.html
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/authors/m/marianne_williamson.html
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 If we really want to love we must learn how to forgive . 
~~Mother Teresa 

 
 

Do no harm. 
Do good. 

Stay in Love with God. 
Ruben Job 

 
 

We pray you have a rich, fruitful Holy Week! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Thanks for your ministry! 
If we can be of assistance in any way, please let us know. 

 
For more information, please contact us at: 

Dr. W. Craig Gilliam, Director 
504-250-4046 

wcraiggilliam@hotmail.com 
and 

Linda Gregg, Administrative Assistant 
225-490-0308 

centerforpastoralexcellence@la-umc.org  

http://www.poetseers.org/spiritual-and-devotional-poets/christian/mother
mailto:wcraiggilliam@hotmail.com
mailto:centerforpastoralexcellence@la-umc.org

