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Forgiveness
Covenant Group Session, Janeane Weprin, Countryside Church UU, Palatine, IL (2009)

At the end of the previous session, or sometime before this session, give to group members the preparation page for this session (attached at the end of this document.)  
Preliminaries 

Forgiveness is a stream of water
carving out a gray rock over thousands of years.
That rock will be the sandy bottom of the stream.
That sandy bottom makes home for the algae and other plants.
These plants provide food and homes for many animals.
The water in the stream provides water
for the plants to grow and for animals to drink.
This all comes from the forgiveness of the rock and stream.

Nicholas, 5th grade
(http://www.dreampad.org/poems-forgiveness.htm)
Check-in.  

Transition Meditation

Help the group move from check-in preliminaries to silence with directed deep breathing, soft words, music, or other meditative techniques.  (See love meditation below)

Meditation: Peace
Take a moment to make sure you are comfortable

Uncross your legs and arms

Place both feet flat on the floor

Close your eyes and 

Take a deep breath in and let it go

Take another deep breath and let it go

Breathe-in slowly.  

Breathe-out gently.  

As you breathe, allow your body to just let go. 

Allow your mind to be peaceful and relaxed.

Now I am going to give you some simple instructions

Breathe in and on the out breath, 

Say silently - Peace to my thoughts

Breathe in and on the out breath, 

Say silently - Peace to my heart

So it goes like this

Breathe in

Breathe out - Peace to my thoughts

Breathe in

Breathe out - Peace to my heart

Breathe in

Breathe out - Peace to my thoughts

Breathe in

Breathe out - Peace to my heart

Breathe in

Peace to my thoughts

Breathe in

Peace to my heart

Breathe in

Peace to my thoughts

Breathe in

Peace to my heart

Now let’s simplify it

Breathe in peace

Breathe out love

Breathe in peace

Breathe out love 

Breathe in peace 

Breathe out love 

Feel peace enter and fill you completely

Feel love flow through you and from you

Become peace

Become love

Become

Breathe in

Breathe out

Take a deep breath in and let it go.

Come gently back into this room

Bringing the love and peace with you 

as you slowly open your eyes.

Meditation Reading:

On Forgiveness by Murray Kennedy
Let me say how I see it.  When one is holding a grudge; feeling victimized, and hurt, and entertaining blame, and resentment, the soul contracts.  That’s the consequence.  And who wants to go around in life with a contracted, hurt, bitter, soul?  Many people do this because they don’t know any other way.  It’s a great human tragedy.  They perpetuate and multiply some original pain. They stay victims for life.  Being for - giving; is the key to freedom from the terrible burden of what happened in the past.  But it isn’t easy.  When you are for - giving what are you giving?  You are giving up your claim to being the injured party. You are giving up your grievance. You are for - moving on.  You are saying “they are no longer in debt to me”… which means you are no longer keeping that old relationship going, you are no longer keeping them in jail.  You are no longer holding on. You are letting go.  It is a matter of what you are for.  If you are for holding on - to grievance and hurt; if you are for being right and getting revenge, you remain the prisoner of the past. That’s how it works. 
Deep Sharing/Deep Listening

We are going to share about forgiveness.  This is very open to whatever you want to share.  Here are some ideas…

· What is forgiveness?  
· What does forgiveness mean to you? 

· Should we forgive?  Is it necessary?

· Are some things unforgivable?

· What is the difference between forgiveness and reconciliation? 

· How does forgiveness happen?

· Do you have a story you want to share about forgiveness?

· Has forgiveness (or lack of forgiveness) affected your life?  In what ways? 
· Has giving or receiving forgiveness changed you? 

Check-out

Closing Reading/Extinguishing the Chalice

To pass the peace by Clarke Dewey Wells 

To pass the peace is a revolutionary act. It means to trust the outsider we fear, to wish well those who have hurt us; and to forgive at last ourselves. To offer the blessing to those around you is to love your neighbor and yourself and to be at peace with God. Pax vobiscum. Peace. Peace.

Preparation for CCUU Session:  Forgiveness
Food for Thought

· What is forgiveness?  

· What does forgiveness mean to you? 

· Should we forgive?  Is it necessary?

· Are some things unforgivable?

· What is the difference between forgiveness and reconciliation? 

· How does forgiveness happen?

· Do you have a story you want to share about forgiveness?

· Has forgiveness (or lack of forgiveness) affected your life?  In what ways? 

· Has giving or receiving forgiveness changed you? 

Reading

The Sunflower: A Unitarian Universalist Response, February 03, 2008
Sarah Schurr, Unitarian Universalist Fellowship of Corvallis, Oregon

This sermon begins with a story. It is a story from the life of Simon Wiesenthal. You may or may not have heard of Simon Wiesenthal. He was a Nazi hunter. He worked for the Jewish Historical Documentation Center, a group that brought over 1100 Nazi to trial. Simon Wiesenthal lived a long and well-celebrated life. He received many international commendations, including 16 honorary doctorates, and died at the fine age of 96. But of course, that is not where this story begins. 

Simon Wiesenthal’s life began when he was born in Eastern Europe in 1908. He was a professional architect, trained in Czechoslovakia and Poland. He was working in an architectural office in Poland when the Nazi’s invaded. The Nazi’s hated the Polish people, but hated the Jews even more. As a Jew, Wiesenthal was relocated first to the ghettos, and later to Nazi concentration camps, where he lived until 1945. It is during his interment in the concentration camp that this special story begins.

The prisoners at these camps were fed so little they barely had the energy to keep breathing. But they did more than breath, prisoners were made to work. Much of the time, Simon Wiesenthal and his fellow prisoners at the camp worked constructing the Eastern Railway. They were often assessed, or "registered" as they called it, and those too weak to be essential workers were culled out and sent to the death chambers. One day Wiesenthal was told he would not be working on the railroad. Instead, a number of them were marched into town to work at a German Army hospital. They were given the task of taking out the trash. This trash was mostly reeking basins, overflowing with blood and tissue from the surgery department. While Wiesenthal was working, a nurse approached him. She asked simply, "are you a Jew?" When he answered in the affirmative, she ordered him to come with her. He was taken to a room and told to go inside. When he looked particularly concerned, the nurse assured him that she had made arrangements and he would blamed by his guards for the absence from garbage duty. No one would bother him in this room. The orders were clear. He went inside.

Inside Simon Wiesenthal found a man, lying motionless on the bed. He was wrapped in bandages so his face was obscured. His breathing was labored. The man in the bed called to Wiesenthal, asking that he come closer, since weakness prevented him from speaking loudly. The man in the bed said, "I am dying. I know that at this moment thousands of men are dying. Death is everywhere. It is neither infrequent nor extraordinary. I am resigned to dying soon, but before that I want to talk about an experience which is tormenting me. Otherwise I cannot die in peace".

The dying man said that his name was Karl. He was brought up Catholic and had one day hoped to study theology. But in his teens he joined the Hitler Youth and turned his back on religion. Both of his parents were against his joining the Hitler Youth. His father was not in support of the Nazi’s and it pained him that their only son had joined such an organization. But in the Hitler Youth, Karl found friends and a great sense of pride. As he became more active, his parents found they had to be more and more careful what they said in his presence. When the war broke out, Karl eagerly volunteered for service and joined the SS. 

Karl told his story to Wiesenthal. Everything from his devotion to his mother to the whole story of his army career, he told to Simon Wiesenthal. He told how they hated the enemy and sought revenge for their fallen comrades. The sad and sickening story included one particularly grisly account. Karl’s unit came into an abandoned town and found that there were several families of Jews left behind. These were mostly the elderly and families with young children. The Nazi’s rounded up all the Jews and forced them into an abandoned house. They then doused the house with gasoline and threw in a live grenade. As the house erupted in flames, Karl and his fellow SS men shot any Jews that tried to escape the fire. Karl particularly remembered killing a young father as he tried to save his tiny son from the blaze. That evening the young Nazis soldiers drank and sang songs of victory. But they slept poorly, many crying out in the night. In the morning the commander, noting these young men were uncomfortable, talked about their duty to save their country from the enemy, including the Jews. It was like a pep talk. But when one young man questioned the commander, he was shot through the stomach and left to die.

The image of the burning house haunted Karl. It never left his mind or his dreams. The war waged on, with all the horrors of war. While fighting in the Crimea, Karl was badly hurt. He was moved from one military hospital to another. He just wanted to go home to his mother, but the doctors would not send him home. He was dying a slow and painful death, alone with his nightmares. Karl said, "I know what I have told you is terrible. In the long nights while I have been waiting for death, time and time again I have longed to talk about it to Jew and beg forgiveness from him… I know that what I am asking is almost too much for you, but without your answer I cannot die in peace." 

Simon Wiesenthal had listened to Karl’s story, from beginning to end. Karl had grabbed his hand for support and comfort during the most difficult moments. He did not harm to Karl, who was helpless to defend himself against any attack. Wiesenthal had even brushed a way a fly buzzing around the dirty bandages on Karl’s face. But when Karl, the SS man, asked Simon Wiesenthal, the Jew, for forgiveness Wiesenthal quietly got up and left the room, without saying a word. 

A very detailed version of the story you have just heard comprises the first half of a book by Simon Wiesenthal called, The Sunflower. It is named for the sunflowers planted on the graves of the fallen Nazi soldiers. The first half of The Sunflower ends with this passage. "You, who have just read this sad and tragic episode in my life, can mentally change places with me and ask yourself the critical question, "What would you have done?" …What would you have done? The second half of the book consists of over 50 essays from a number of great minds, with their answer to this very serious question. Each essay deals with their answer to the question of forgiveness between these two men. The answers are various, as you can imagine and touch on key issues of justice and mercy, and the nature of humanity. Today I will share kernels of wisdom from some of these responses. But I will also try to share how Unitarian Universalist theology informs an answer to this question of forgiveness. Rather than the question "What would you do", I hope to answer, "What would a UU do".

Forgiveness Meditation by Stephen Levine 

(http://www.wellnessgoods.com/forgiveness.asp)

Bring into your heart the image of someone for whom you feel much resentment. Take a moment to feel that person right there in the center of your chest. 

And in your heart, say to that person, "For anything you may have done that caused me pain, anything you did either intentionally or unintentionally, 

through your thoughts, words, or actions, I forgive you." 

Slowly allow that person to settle into your heart. No force, just opening to them at your own pace. Say to them, "I forgive you." Gently, gently open to them. If it hurts, let it hurt. Begin to relax the iron grip of your resentment, to let go of that incredible anger. Say to them "I forgive you." And allow them to be forgiven. 

Now bring into your heart the image of someone you wish to ask for forgiveness. Say to them, "For anything I may have done that caused you pain, my thoughts, my actions, my words, I ask for your forgiveness. For all those words that were said out of forgetfulness or fear or confusion, I ask your forgiveness." 

Don't allow any resentment you may hold for yourself to block your reception of that forgiveness. Let your heart soften to it. Allow yourself to be forgiven. Open to the possibility of forgiveness. Holding them in your heart, say to them, "For whatever I may have done that caused you pain, I ask your forgiveness." 

Now bring an image of yourself into your heart, floating at the center of your chest. Bring yourself into your heart, and using your own first name, say to yourself, "For all that you have done in forgetfulness and fear and confusion, for all the words and thoughts and actions that may have caused pain to anyone, I forgive you." 

Open to the possibility of self-forgiveness. Let go of all the bitterness, the hardness, the judgment of yourself. 

Make room in your heart for yourself. Say "I forgive you" to you. 
 

Forgiveness Meditation by unknown 

(http://www.davka.org/what/text/sermonics/forgivenessmeditation.html)
Reflect for a moment on that quality we call forgiveness. Bring into your mind, actually into your heart, the image of someone for whom you have much resentment.

Take a moment to feel that person right there at the center of your chest in the heart center. And in your heart say to that person: "I forgive you for anything you may have done in the past, either intentionally or unintentionally, through your thoughts, words, or actions that caused me pain. I forgive you."

Slowly allow that person to settle into your heart.

Don't judge yourself for how difficult it is.

No force, just opening slowly to them at your own pace. Say to them: "I forgive you. I forgive you for the pain you caused me in the past, intentionally or unintentionally by your thoughts your deeds, your words. I forgive you."

Gently, gently open to them. If it hurts, let it hurt. Gradually open to that person. That resentment, that incredible anger, even if it burns, ever so gently though. Forgiveness.

"I forgive you."

Let your heart open to them.

It is so painful to hold someone out of your heart.

"I forgive you."

Let your heart open just a bit more to them. Just a moment of opening, of forgiveness, letting go of resentment.

Allow them to be forgiven.

Now, opening more to forgiveness, bring into your heart the image of someone from whom you wish to ask forgiveness.

Speak to them in your heart. "I ask your forgiveness for anything I may have done in the past that caused you pain, either by my thoughts or my actions or my words. Even for those things I didn't intend to cause you pain, I ask your forgiveness."

"For all those words that were said out of forgetfulness or fear. Out of my closedness, out of my confusion. I ask your forgiveness."

Don't allow any resentment to hold yourself closed, to block your reception of that forgiveness. Let your heart soften to it. Allow yourself to be forgiven.

Let yourself be freed.

Let that unworthiness come up, that anger at yourself-let it all fall away. Let it all go.

Open to the possibility of forgiveness.

"I ask your forgiveness for whatever I may have done in the past that caused you pain. By the way I acted or spoke or thought, I ask your forgiveness."

It is so painful to hold yourself out of your heart.

Bring yourself into your heart. Say "I forgive you," to yourself. Don't reject yourself.

Using your own first name, in your heart say, "I forgive you." Open to that. Let it be. Make room in your heart for yourself.

"I forgive you."

All those resentments, the them fall away.

Open to the self-forgiveness. Let yourself have some space.

Let go of that bitterness, that hardness, that judgement of your self.

Say, "I forgive you." to you.

Let some glimmering of loving-kindness be directed toward yourself. Allow your heart to open to you. Let that light, that care for yourself, grow.

Self-forgiveness.

Watch how thoughts of unworthiness and fears of being self-indulgent try to block the possibility of once and for all letting go of that hardening.

See the freedom in self-forgiveness. How can you hold on to that pain even a moment longer?

Feel that place of love and enter into it.

Allow yourself the compassion, that care, of self-forgiveness. Let yourself float gently in the open heart of understanding, of forgiveness, and peace.

Feel how hard it is for us to love ourselves. Feel the pain in the hearts of all those caught in confusion. Forgive them. Forgive yourself. Let go gently of the pain that hides the immensity of your love.
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