Finding It Hard to Forgive

Gordon B. Hinckley shared the following in October 2005.  “How would you feel toward a teenager who decided to toss a 20-pound frozen turkey from a speeding car headlong into the windshield of the car you were driving? How would you feel after enduring six hours of surgery using metal plates and other hardware to piece your face together, and after learning you still face years of therapy before returning to normal—and that you ought to feel lucky you didn’t die or suffer permanent brain damage?

And how would you feel after learning that your assailant and his buddies had the turkey in the first place because they had stolen a credit card and gone on a senseless shopping spree, just for kicks? …
This is the kind of hideous crime that propels politicians to office on promises of getting tough on crime. It’s the kind of thing that prompts legislators to climb all over each other in a struggle to be the first to introduce a bill that would add enhanced penalties for the use of frozen fowl in the commission of a crime.

The New York Times quoted the district attorney as saying this is the sort of crime for which victims feel no punishment is harsh enough. ‘Death doesn’t even satisfy them,’ he said.

Which is what makes what really happened so unusual. The victim, Victoria Ruvolo, a 44-year-old former manager of a collections agency, was more interested in salvaging the life of her 19-year-old assailant, Ryan Cushing, than in exacting any sort of revenge. She pestered prosecutors for information about him, his life, how he was raised, etc. Then she insisted on offering him a plea deal. Cushing could serve six months in the county jail and be on probation for 5 years if he pleaded guilty to second-degree assault.

Had he been convicted of first-degree assault—the charge most fitting for the crime—he could have served 25 years in prison, finally thrown back into society as a middle-aged man with no skills or prospects.

But this is only half the story. The rest of it, what happened the day this all played out in court, is the truly remarkable part.

According to an account in the New York Post, Cushing carefully and tentatively made his way to where Ruvolo sat in the courtroom and tearfully whispered an apology. ‘I’m so sorry for what I did to you.’
Ruvolo then stood, and the victim and her assailant embraced, weeping. She stroked his head and patted his back as he sobbed, and witnesses, including a Times reporter, heard her say, ‘It’s OK. I just want you to make your life the best it can be.’ According to accounts, hardened prosecutors, and even reporters, were choking back tears.” (“Forgiveness Has Power to Change Future,” Jay Evensen, Deseret Morning News, Aug. 21, 2005, p. AA3). 

When we hear stories like that, most of us think, “How could she possibly forgive?  How could someone who had endured so much pain respond with love instead of hate?”  That is the question we each face when we have been wronged. Most of us want to forgive; we understand that we must forgive in order to be forgiven; and yet it can still be extremely difficult.  I would like to offer a few suggestions that may help us on our journey to forgiveness.

1. We must recognize that forgiveness is a choice.  I was touched by a postcard we received several years ago. We live in a forest on the river, and people often come to hunt and fish near our property.  Since we had five young children at home at the time, we posted “No Trespassing” signs to ensure their safety.  On one occasion, a hunter had set up a tree stand, a hunting platform in a large tree right in our circular driveway.  My husband was quite worried that one of our children would get shot, and told the hunter when he arrived that he would have to move.  The hunter could have become angry, but instead wrote the following words the next day: “Hi, Thinking back on yesterday you had every reason to be mad at me, for I was in the wrong.  I am grateful for your kindness in explaining the property line to me.  I will do as you asked and also notify my friend so he will not make the same mistake.  I do want to express my sincere apology for my misunderstanding and encroaching upon your private property.” That is the way misunderstandings should be handled.

But what if the offenses are even more serious? During WWII many American POW’s were treated very harshly by the Japanese.  I can’t even imagine the anger felt by their comrades as they watched their fellow soldiers treated in such an inhumane way. Against that backdrop, the following story takes on an even greater meaning:

“During WWII a Japanese kamakazi pilot flew into the USS Missouri.  “The plane struck the Missouri on the starboard side, just below the main deck.  While cleaning up the wreckage, the crew of the Missouri came across the body of the kamikaze pilot, nineteen –year-old Seisuo Ishino.  Believing that the young pilot had been carrying out his military obligation to the best of his ability, Captain William M. Callaghan of the Missouri ordered that he be given a burial at sea with full military honors.  The body was draped in a Japanese flag sewn by members of the Missouri’s crew.  After a funeral service and rifle volley, the crew saluted as Ishino’s body was dropped into the deep.” These men had every right to be hateful. They had every right to avenge the atrocities of their enemies. Instead they assumed the best about this young man. They chose to forgive.

David A Bednar once said, “You and I cannot control the intentions or behavior of other people.  However, we do determine how we will act.  Please remember that you and I are agents endowed with moral agency, and we can choose not to be offended.”

2. Understand what it means to forgive.  

Forgiveness doesn’t mean:

I trust you

I don’t hurt

I’m done healing

I won’t take legal action

I condone what you did

It only means I won’t let you ruin another single day of my life.

One woman who had been betrayed in her marriage put it this way: “Forgiveness was the first step in rebuilding our marriage.  But in order to go forward, day by day, we also had to rebuild trust - and forgiveness and trust are two different things.  Forgiveness is a grace that is freely given to the offender by the one who’s been offended.  It’s a gift.  But trust has to be earned.  Rebuilding it takes changed behaviors continued over time.  My forgiveness of Alan didn’t mean that I was blind, or had my head stuck in the sand.  As we moved forward, I didn’t just want nice words.  I wanted to see real changes in what Alan did.  I wanted to see different actions, so I could reasonably expect different outcomes. (It’s All About Him by Denise Jackson) 

David E. Sorensen wrote, “I would like to make it clear that forgiveness of sins should not be confused with tolerating evil. In fact, in the Joseph Smith Translation, the Lord said, “Judge righteous judgment.” The Savior asks us to forsake and combat evil in all its forms, and although we must forgive a neighbor who injures us, we should still work constructively to prevent that injury from being repeated. A woman who is abused should not seek revenge, but neither should she feel that she cannot take steps to prevent further abuse. A businessperson treated unfairly in a transaction should not hate the person who was dishonest but could take appropriate steps to remedy the wrong. Forgiveness does not require us to accept or tolerate evil. It does not require us to ignore the wrong that we see in the world around us or in our own lives. But as we fight against sin, we must not allow hatred or anger to control our thoughts or actions. (May 2003 Ensign)

3. Recognize that the purpose of forgiveness is not to set the perpetrator free,  it is to set us free.  Forgiveness means that we are not going to allow someone who has hurt us once to continue hurting us.  I was so touched when I read the following passage from a book called My Story written by Elizabeth Smart – the teenage girl who was kidnapped by a monster and horrifically abused for nine long months.  When she was rescued and returned home, her mother pulled her aside and said, “Before it gets too crazy, I need to tell you something.”  

“This is important,” she started.  I could see from the look on her face that it was.  I listened as intently as I could.  And I’m very glad I did, for what she was about to say turned out to be the best advice that anyone has ever given me.  In fact, I would say it changed my life.

“Elizabeth, what this man has done is terrible.  There aren’t any words that are strong enough to describe how wicked and evil he is!  He has taken nine months of your life that you will never get back again.  But the best punishment you could ever give him is to be happy.  To move forward with your life.  To do exactly what you want.  Because, yes, this will probably go to trial and some kind of sentencing will be given to him and that wicked woman.  But even if that’s true, you may never feel like justice has been served or that true restitution has been made.

But you don’t need to worry about that.  At the end of the day, God is our ultimate judge.  He will make up to you every pain and loss that you have suffered.  And if it turns out that these wicked people are not punished here on Earth, it doesn’t matter.  His punishments are just.  You don’t ever have to worry.  You don’t ever have to even think about them again.”

She paused, as if the next words were the most important. “You be happy, Elizabeth.  Just be happy.  If you go and feel sorry for yourself, or if you dwell on what has happened, if you hold on to your pain that is allowing him to steal more of your life away.  So don’t you do that!  Don’t you let him!  There is no way that he deserves that.  Not one more second of your life.  You keep every second for yourself.  You keep them and be happy.  God will take care of the rest.”  It’s been ten years since my mother said those words.  The years have proven she was right.

4. Keep in mind that God is the ultimate judge.  All of us are born with an internal sense of justice.  By our very nature we believe that the good should be rewarded and the bad should be punished.  We feel that there should be a justice monitor in the universe who makes sure this happens. Oftentimes, it does not.  

My husband and I were living in Los Angeles during the OJ Simpson trial and we followed it closely.  In my heart I felt that he was guilty.  When the jury came back with a “not guilty” verdict I felt a lot of anger, primarily because two innocent people had been murdered and no one was going to pay for it.  After several day of frustration it was as if the Lord said to me, “Why are you worried?  I’ve got this under control.  If he’s innocent, he’ll go free.  If he’s guilty, he’ll one day pay for it.  You don’t need to worry about it.  I’ve got it taken care of.”  

Kevin Duncan explained it this way. “I am convinced that most of us want to forgive, but we find it very hard to do. When we have experienced an injustice, we may be quick to say, “That person did wrong. They deserve punishment. Where is the justice?” We mistakenly think that if we forgive, somehow justice will not be served and punishments will be avoided.

This simply is not the case. God will mete out a punishment that is fair, for mercy cannot rob justice (see Alma 42:25). God lovingly assures you and me: “Leave judgment alone with me, for it is mine and I will repay. [But let] peace be with you” (D&C 82:23). The Book of Mormon prophet Jacob also promised that God “will console you in your afflictions, and he will plead your cause, and send down justice upon those who seek your destruction” (Jacob 3:1).

As victims, if we are faithful, we can take great comfort in knowing that God will compensate us for every injustice we experience. Elder Joseph B. Wirthlin stated: “The Lord compensates the faithful for every loss. … Every tear today will eventually be returned a hundredfold with tears of rejoicing and gratitude.”(Ensign May 2016)

Turning judgment over to God can be pivotal in our ability to forgive. I’d like to share another excerpt from a book called Let It Go by Chris Williams.  He is a former bishop from Utah who was driving with his family when a drunk driver struck them.  His wife and three of his children were killed in the accident.  Immediately following the crash, he said, “I opened my eyes and turned to look out the driver’s side window.  I saw the car that had just hit us resting upside down on its roof about fifty feet uphill from my car.  The horrific sound ceased, as did the voices outside the car; there was suddenly an immense peace and silence that filled the inside of the vehicle, my soul, and my thoughts.

I had no idea who had just hit us, and my mind didn’t think to consider if they were all right or not, or what circumstances might have caused them to cross the median and strike us.  I simply looked at the car in silence.  My thoughts went quiet, I felt at peace, and then I heard a voice that was not my own in my mind as clearly as if it had come from someone seated next to me.  It wasn’t a peaceful, whispered voice, nor was it the still, small prompting of the Spirit; it was straightforward and filled with power, and the voice said, “Let it go!”

I didn’t turn my head toward where I perceived the voice to be coming from; I fixed my eyes on the overturned car.  I immediately felt an enabling power beyond my own, healing and enlarging my crushed and receptive soul.  I knew exactly what I had to do and exactly what those three words meant.  Regardless of whoever had been driving the other car and regardless of whatever the circumstances behind this tragedy were; this was not my burden to carry.  I was told in no uncertain terms not to try to pick it up.  I understood that this was not an invitation to let it go; this was a direct command to let it go.

My soul had just been exposed to such pain that I knew in the brief feeling of utter nothingness I had been allowed to experience that I had no power to even try to take this burden at all.  I committed as I sat in that driver’s seat – looking at the car that had just killed my wife, Michelle; our baby, William, my son Benjamin, and my daughter, Anna – to let it go, all of it, holding nothing back.  This was not my burden to carry, and I would be crushed no more.  I knew who would carry that burden; He who had already endured the soul-crushing press of the pains of all men, including this burden, so that I would not have to bear my infinitely miniscule portion of what He bore.  In that instant of grace and revelation, I knew that my Savior lived, that He was immediately present with me in my time of greatest need, with healing in His wings.”  (Let It Go by Chris Williams, pg. 28-29)    

How was Chris Williams able to forgive the drunk driver who killed four members of his family?  He explained it this way as he described seeing the young boy in court.  “We arose as the judge left the room.  As I watched Cameron escorted from the courtroom shuffling slowly through the door, I became aware of a mental process I had subconsciously been using with every thought that involved him since the night of the crash.  When Cameron passed through the doorway into the next room and the door was closed behind him, in my mind he went “back into the box,” and it too was closed.

To keep my commitment to myself, I had had to isolate Cameron as an individual in my mind.  When it was necessary to consider him or his family at the graveside, on Mother’s Day, or here in the court, I could open that box and go through those situations with heavenly assistance, but after those moments passed, all that was associated specifically with Cameron, the individual, went back into the box in my mind, and it was again shut.  I was able to move through my healing process without Cameron being a part of that process or becoming a target of the more powerful emotions I experienced.  In the midst of each grief- or pain-filled moment I endured, accompanied by a spectrum of emotions, my pleas for healing and relief were directed toward the Savior rather than at the “person who had caused this to happen” in my life. (Let it Go Pg. 98-99)

5. “One key to forgiving others is to try to see them as God sees them.” – Kevin Duncan said, “At times, God may part the curtain and bless us with the gift to see into the heart, soul, and spirit of another person who has offended us. This insight may even lead to an overwhelming love for that person.

The scriptures teach us that God’s love for His children is perfect. He knows their potential for good, regardless of their past. By all accounts, there could not have been a more aggressive or harsh enemy of the followers of Jesus Christ than Saul of Tarsus. Yet once God showed Saul light and truth, there was never a more devoted, enthusiastic, or fearless disciple of the Savior. Saul became the Apostle Paul. His life offers a wonderful example of how God sees people not only as they currently are but also as they may become. We all have, in our own lives, Saul-like individuals with Paul-like potential. Can you imagine how our families, our communities, and the world at large might change if we all tried to see each other as God sees us?

Too often we look at the offender the way we would look at an iceberg—we see only the tip and not beneath the surface. We do not know all that is going on in a person’s life. We do not know their past; we do not know their struggles; we do not know the pains they carry. Brothers and sisters, please do not misunderstand. To forgive is not to condone. We do not rationalize bad behavior or allow others to mistreat us because of their struggles, pains, or weaknesses. But we can gain greater understanding and peace when we see with a broader perspective.

Certainly those who are less spiritually mature may indeed make serious mistakes—yet none of us should be defined only by the worst thing we have ever done.” (Kevin Duncan April 2016 General Conference)

Deep down you may be thinking, “Yeah, but you don’t understand what I’ve been through.  No one comprehends my pain. No one understands my individual situation.”  And you’d be right – I probably don’t understand the pain you have felt.  But I know someone who has.  When Jesus Christ suffered in Gethsemane, he felt your pain.  The pain you are feeling in this moment.  And the ironic thing is that while he was feeling your pain – to the point that he bled from every pore – he was simultaneously paying the price for the person who hurt you. Think about that.  

I am not asking you to forgive.  He who suffered in Gethsemane and hung on the cross is asking you to forgive.  He knows that it is the only way for you to feel peace.  Not only that, but each one of us desperately needs the Atonement of Jesus Christ.  Who are we to say that His sacrifice applies to us but not to another individual?”

I recognize that sometimes it is difficult to forgive because the hurt is ongoing and the wounds are still fresh.  If you’ve been through a divorce, for example, you may have interactions with your former spouse that cause the wounds to be reopened on a regular basis.  I bear testimony to you that it is only in and through the atonement of Jesus Christ that you will ultimately find the healing you desire.

I also admit that for most of us, forgiveness does not come immediately.  It is a process that takes time.  A short while ago my cute little niece Amanda was staying with us.  We were eating dinner and I asked her if she would like some beans.  She said, “No, I don’t like beans.”  I said, “If you try them you may learn to like them.”  She replied, “But I don’t want to like beans.”  

Even if you are not able to forgive now, I hope that you at least want to forgive.  At least prepare a place in your heart so that when forgiveness comes, it has a place to go. I recognize it may be difficult to go from hating someone to loving someone.  Perhaps a more realistic goal is to first get to “neutral” and then work from there.

I bear you my solemn testimony that the Atonement of Jesus Christ is real.  There is nothing it cannot heal.  That is why it is called the infinite atonement. I know that through the Atonement each of us can find forgiveness and restore peace in our hearts. In the name of Jesus Christ. Amen.

Here are some excellent talks on forgiveness you can find on LDS.org

“Choosing to Forgive” – Benjamin F. Call, January 2014 Ensign

“The Savior Wants to Forgive” - Elder Craig A. Cardon – April 2013 Conference

“Personal Strength through the Atonement of Jesus Christ” – Richard G. Scott October 2013 Conference

“Forgiveness” Gordon B. Hinckley, Nov 2005 Ensign pg. 81

“The Healing Power of Forgiveness” James E. Faust, May 2007 Ensign pg. 67

“Nothing Shall Offend Them” David A. Bednar, November 2006 Ensign
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