Chase the Snake or Remove the Venom?

Why It’s Important to Forgive

Several years ago I was driving my children to school.  We found ourselves on a two-lane road behind a very slow moving school bus, which needed to stop every thirty yards or so to pick up children.  I quickly realized that we needed to pass the bus. I waited until the bus driver pulled in her stop sign, turned off her lights, and began driving forward. After checking for oncoming traffic, I tried to pass the bus.  It was difficult because the bus driver was driving in the middle of the road.  I waited for her to move back into her lane, and then passed her.  I didn’t think another thing about it.

When I arrived at the school, the bus driver angrily marched off her bus and came storming over to my car.  With hands on her hips she said, “If you pull that stunt again, I’m turning you in.  That is a no passing zone and my yellow lights were flashing. People do that to me all the time.  This is your warning.  If you pull that stunt again, I’m turning you in.”  

I felt violated.  I felt like I had been attacked.  Since I was so shocked, I simply apologized and told her it wouldn’t happen again. Inside, I was furious.  On my way home I drove past the “scene of the crime” and realized that I had been right.  It was indeed a passing zone and I knew I had been falsely accused. 

After I returned home, the anger increased.  I contemplated going to the district office to file a complaint.  She had questioned my integrity.  She had accused me of putting the children’s lives at risk.  How dare she!  When I talked to other parents and learned that they too had been verbally abused by her, I was livid.  I was surprised at the depth of my anger even days after the incident. I determined not to think about it any more, because I knew that the more I thought about it, the angrier I would get.

We will all experience events in our lives, large or small, which are completely unfair and undeserved. President Brigham Young once compared being offended to a poisonous snakebite. He said, “There are two courses of action to follow when one is bitten by a rattlesnake. One may, in anger, fear, or vengefulness, pursue the creature and kill it. Or he may make full haste to get the venom out of his system.” He said, “If we pursue the latter course we will likely survive, but if we attempt to follow the former, we may not be around long enough to finish it.” 

Although we may be justified in carrying a grudge, there is perhaps nothing that destroys us faster.  “To carry a grudge is like being stung to death by one bee.” (William H. Walton). “Holding a grudge is like swallowing poison hoping that the other person will die.”

Lewis B. Smedes said, “Carrying a grudge is a loser’s game.  It is the ultimate frustration because it leaves you with more pain than you had in the first place.  Recall the pain of being wronged, the hurt of being stung, cheated, demeaned.  Doesn’t the memory of it fuel the fire of fury again?  Do you feel that hurt each time your memory lights on the people who did you wrong?  Your own memory becomes a videotape within your soul that plays unending reruns of your old rendezvous with pain.  Is this fair to yourself - this wretched justice of not forgiving? The only way to heal the pain that will not heal itself is to forgive the person who hurt you.  Forgiving heals your memory as you change your memory’s vision. When you release the wrongdoer from the wrong, you cut a malignant tumor out of your inner life.  You set a prisoner free - yourself. - Forgive and Forget (Harper and Row)

The following poem from “The Friend” illustrates our options quite clearly. 

Malcolm Tent was just fine. He was doing OK, Till he went to his classroom one dark, stormy day, And his teacher, Ms. Krabb, blew her cork, flipped her lid, Blaming Malcolm for something that someone else did. “It just wasn’t fair! It just wasn’t right!” Malcolm said to himself at the bus stop that night. “I will not forgive, and I will not forget!” He promised himself in the cold and the wet. Looking down as the rain soaked his left shoe and sock, He saw something shiny, a rain-slickened rock. “What a perfect reminder, my best idea yet! This rock will remind me to never forget.” But Malcolm soon found one rock wasn’t enough. Turns out he was bothered by all kinds of stuff. Malcolm got quite annoyed with the things people do ’Cause he didn’t remember that he’s “people” too. So finding more pebbles, more stones, and more rocks, He put them in pockets—even down in his socks. (“If you want to stay grumpy and grouchy all day, A sore foot’s the best thing,” our Malcolm would say.) The trouble with rocks is they’re hard and they’re bumpy. They make your clothes saggy; you start to look lumpy. But that’s not the worst thing that happened to Tent. Inside he was hardening just like cement.

Till walking one day in the rain, all dejected, He saw himself in a large puddle reflected. His first thought was, Wow! That’s one big lumpy rock! “No, wait! That is me!” he exclaimed with a shock. “Oh, what am I doing?” he heard himself groan. “My heart is now nearly as hard as a stone.” After thinking all night, Malcolm said, “Now I see. When I don’t forgive others, I hurt only me.” So he took all the stones from his pockets and socks And built a rock garden with all of those rocks. Then, every time someone did him a good deed, Malcolm went to his garden and planted a seed. Now Malcolm grows beautiful veggies and blossoms, And everyone says that his garden looks awesome. He doesn’t look lumpy; he smiles a lot too. ’Cause he only remembers the good people do. (Larry Hiller – Children’s Friend February 2014)

One reason it is important to forgive is because it is a commandment of God, and as with all other commandments, we will be held accountable. Let me just share a few scriptures:

D&C 64:9-10 “Wherefore, I say unto you, that ye ought to forgive one another; for he that forgiveth not his brother his trespasses standeth condemned before the Lord; for there remaineth in him the greater sin…I the Lord will forgive whom I will forgive, but of you it is required to forgive all men.”

As you contemplate this scripture, consider 1 Nephi 3:7  “I will go and do the things which the Lord hath commanded, for I know that the Lord giveth no commandments unto the children of men (including forgiveness), save he shall prepare a way for them that they may accomplish the thing which he commandeth them.” Although forgiveness may be extremely difficult, the Lord will make it possible.

3 Nephi 13:14-15 “ For, if ye forgive men their trespasses your Heavenly Father will also forgive you; But if ye forgive not men their trespasses neither will your Father forgive your trespasses. As George Herbert said, “He that cannot forgive others breaks the bridge over which he himself must pass if he would ever reach heaven, for everyone has need to be forgiven.” We cannot negate the Atonement of Jesus Christ for others, and then expect it to cleanse our sins.  

Perhaps the most important reason to forgive is that our decision may affect not only us, but our posterity for years to come. 

David E. Sorenson shared the following story. “I grew up in a small farming town where water was the lifeblood of the community. I remember the people of our society constantly watching, worrying, and praying over the rain, irrigation rights, and water in general. Sometimes my children chide me; they say they never knew someone so preoccupied with rain. I tell them I suppose that’s true because where I grew up the rain was more than a preoccupation. It was a matter of survival!

Under the stress and strain of our climate, sometimes people weren’t always at their best. Occasionally, neighbors would squabble over one farmer taking too long a turn from the irrigation ditch. That’s how it started with two men who lived near our mountain pasture, whom I will call Chet and Walt. These two neighbors began to quarrel over water from the irrigation ditch they shared. It was innocent enough at first, but over the years the two men allowed their disagreements to turn into resentment and then arguments—even to the point of threats.

One July morning both men felt they were once again short of water. Each went to the ditch to see what had happened, each in his own mind reckoning the other had stolen his water. They arrived at the headgate at the same time. Angry words were exchanged; a scuffle ensued. Walt was a large man with great strength. Chet was small, wiry, and tenacious. In the heat of the scuffle, the shovels the men were carrying were used as weapons. Walt accidentally struck one of Chet’s eyes with the shovel, leaving him blind in that eye.

Months and years passed, yet Chet could not forget nor forgive. The anger that he felt over losing his eye boiled inside him, and his hatred grew more intense. One day, Chet went to his barn, took down the gun from its rack, got on his horse, and rode down to the headgate of the ditch. He put a dam in the ditch and diverted the water away from Walt’s farm, knowing that Walt would soon come to see what had happened. Then Chet slipped into the brush and waited. When Walt appeared, Chet shot him dead. Then he got on his horse, went back to his home, and called the sheriff to inform him that he had just shot Walt.

My father was asked to be on the jury that tried Chet for murder. Father disqualified himself because he was a longtime friend of both men and their families. Chet was tried and convicted of murder and sentenced to life in prison.

After many years, Chet’s wife came to my father and asked if he would sign a petition to the governor, asking for clemency for her husband, whose health was now broken after serving so many years in the state penitentiary. Father signed the petition. A few nights later, two of Walt’s grown sons appeared at our door. They were very angry and upset. They said that because Father had signed the petition, many others had signed. They asked Father to have his name withdrawn from the petition. He said no. He felt that Chet was a broken and sick man. He had suffered these many years in prison for that terrible crime of passion. He wanted to see Chet have a decent funeral and burial beside his family. Walt’s sons whirled in anger and said, “If he is released from prison, we will see that harm comes to him and his family.”

Chet was eventually released and allowed to come home to die with his family. Fortunately, there was no further violence between the families. My father often lamented how tragic it was that Chet and Walt, these two neighbors and boyhood friends, had fallen captive to their anger and let it destroy their lives. How tragic that the passion of the moment was allowed to escalate out of control—eventually taking the lives of both men—simply because two men could not forgive each other over a few shares of irrigation water.” (May 2003 Ensign)

John H. Groberg shared a story with a very different outcome.  “While I was supervising work in the Pacific, a difficult situation arose that required a mature couple to handle. A faithful man and his wife were recommended to me. When I met with them, I was overjoyed that they were not only willing but anxious to accept this calling. I sensed they had a deep understanding of who they were, who they were serving, what He expected of them, and that He would help them.

I thanked them for their faith in accepting this difficult assignment and asked them to tell me about their faith. The husband told of an experience he had when he was 12 years old that had stayed with him throughout his life.

During the early 1900s, his family joined the Church in Hawaii. They were faithful members, and after two years he and his father received the priesthood. The family prospered and enjoyed the fellowship of their little branch. They anxiously looked forward to being sealed for eternity as a family in the nearly completed temple in Laie, Hawaii.

Then, as often happens, adversity crossed their path. One of his sisters became ill with an unknown disease and was sent away to the hospital. At this time, people in Hawaii were wary of unknown diseases, as disease had wrought great havoc in the islands.

The concerned family went to church on Sunday hoping to receive strength and understanding from their fellow branch members. The son and his father had the responsibility of blessing and passing the sacrament that Sunday. They reverently broke the bread while the congregation sang the sacrament hymn. When the hymn was finished, the father started to kneel to offer the sacrament prayer. All of a sudden the branch president realized who was at the sacred table and sprang to his feet. Pointing his finger he cried, "Stop! You can’t touch the sacrament. Your daughter is ill and you may get the rest of us sick. Leave immediately. Someone else will fix new sacrament bread. We can’t have you here. Go!"

The stunned father slowly stood up. He looked at the branch president, then at the congregation. Sensing the anxiety, tension, and embarrassment of all, he motioned to his family and they quietly filed out of the chapel.

Not a word was said as they moved along the dusty trail to their small home, their heads hung. The young son noticed his father’s firmly clenched fists. When they entered their home, they all sat on the floor in a circle and the father said, "We will all be silent until I am ready to speak."

All sorts of thoughts went through the young boy’s mind. He envisioned his father coming up with different ways of getting revenge. Would they kill the branch president’s pigs, burn his house down, quit going to church, or maybe join another church? He could hardly wait to see what his father would decide.

Five minutes, ten minutes, fifteen minutes—not a sound. He glanced at his father. His eyes were closed, his mouth was set, his fingers clenched, but no sound. Twenty minutes, twenty-five—still nothing. Then he noticed a slight relaxing of his father’s hands, a small tremor on his father’s lips, then a barely perceptible sob. He looked at his father and saw tears trickling down his cheeks. Soon he noticed his mother was crying also, then one child, then another, and soon the whole family.

Finally, the father opened his eyes, cleared his throat, and announced, "I am now ready to speak. Listen carefully." He slowly turned to his wife and with deep feeling said, "I love you." Then he turned to each child and said, "I love you. I love all of you and I want us to be together forever as a family. The only way that can happen is for all of us to be good members of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints and be sealed by His holy priesthood in the temple. We know who we are and what is expected of us.

"This is not the branch president’s church. It is the Church of Jesus Christ. We will not let any man or any amount of hurt or embarrassment or pride keep us from staying actively involved in God’s kingdom on earth. Next Sunday we will go back to church. We will stay by ourselves until our daughter’s illness is known. We will let other people look at us however they will and say whatever they want about us, but we will go back."

He knew where to turn for help. Through his sincere prayer, the Spirit reconfirmed to him who he was and who each member of his family was and what the eternal destiny of their family could be. That same Spirit touched all of his family, especially this 12-year-old son.

The sister’s health problem was eventually resolved and the family did go to the temple. The children, through the example of their parents, remained faithful and were sealed to their own families in the temple. As a result of that one man’s decision, hundreds of souls are now active members of the Church and call their father, mother, grandparents, and great-grandparents blessed because they prayed sincerely, kept their eyes on eternity, and remembered who they were and what their potential was.” (John H. Groberg, adapted from “Eternity is Now.”)

I often think of how differently the Book of Mormon would have ended if Laman and Lemuel had chosen to forgive rather than pass down hatred from generation to generation. So many lives would have been saved, so many wars averted. 

There are a couple of techniques people have used to make the process of forgiving a little easier.  The first is to admit that there are two sides to every pancake.  Oftentimes in minor skirmishes, we must admit that we ourselves may be part of the problem.

Last year I helped our choir director with an event at the high school. Afterwards she couldn’t find her school keys anywhere.  She had always been so conscientious about them, and I felt badly for her.  I repeatedly asked, “Where did you last have them?  Did you give them to someone?  Did you look everywhere?”  After a while, the principal came to help.  I had a few conversations with him about the keys. “I wonder if she gave them to someone. She’s usually so careful about her keys.”  After about four conversations regarding the keys it dawned on me that I had had the keys in my bag all along.  I had borrowed them, gone to the cafeteria to hand them to her but she was busy, so I put them in my bag so they wouldn’t get lost.  Here I was one hour later, with no recollection whatsoever that I had done that.  I felt so stupid!


On another occasion many years ago, I was frustrated with my husband.  Our daughter wanted him to pull her on the sled but he had things he wanted to do on the computer.  We left for church and I was hoping that the lesson would be on priorities.  Instead it was on forgiveness, being kind and not judging - just what I needed to hear.

How many times in life do we blame others for things that happen – a poor relationship with a child, a bad marriage, etc. without realizing that we too are to blame?  In addition to forgiving, sometimes we may need to repent as well.

Some have found that “burying the sword” is an important step towards forgiveness.  When the Anti-Nephi-Lehi’s wanted to keep their commitment to not go to war, they buried their swords deep in the earth so that they were no longer accessible. (Alma 24:17)

Many of us forgive, but we don’t forget.  Rather than burying our sword, we keep it close at hand in case another argument arises and we need to retrieve old hurts and old wounds to use in the fight. This makes healing very difficult.

Dealing directly with those who have wronged us can often bring resolution. David Bednar said, “If a person says or does something that we consider offensive, our first obligation is to refuse to take offense and then communicate privately, honestly, and directly with that individual.  Such an approach invites inspiration from the Holy Ghost and permits misperceptions to be clarified and true intent to be understood.” (“And Nothing Shall Offend Them, October 2006 General Conference)
As we discuss the need to forgive, keep in mind how important it is to not only forgive others who have wronged us, but also the need to forgive ourselves.  This is perhaps the most difficult of all.  Even though forgiving and forgetting our past mistakes isn’t easy, it will bring us peace. 

I know that we will all be hurt at some time in our lives. Choosing to forgive allows us to feel the love of the Savior and enjoy the constant companionship of the Holy Ghost. I testify that if we choose to remove the venom, rather than chase the snake, our lives and the lives of our children will be blessed for eternity.  In the name of Jesus Christ. Amen
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