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When I first began preparing this service I hadn’t realized that today would be Father’s Day.  I had chosen the dramatic cutting from King Lear for its theme of compassion and forgiveness and not because of the father/son relationship.  But how appropriate!  What challenging relationships fathers and sons can have.  Here we have Gloucester, who has been fooled by his bastard son, Edmund, into thinking that this son, Edgar, was planning to have him killed in order to assume his title—something which Edmund actually does in a scene that soon follows this one.  Gloucester banishes his son from his castle and he is left to wander penniless and vulnerable through the countryside unable even to escape Britain for France.  Gloucester has had his eyes gouged out when he is betrayed by one of Lear’s daughters and he, too, is left to wander the countryside, blind, at the mercy of the elements--vulnerable like his son.  When Edgar first encounters his brutalized father he instantly feels compassion for him in spite of what his father has done to him.  His heart is softened by his father’s despair.  Empathy leading to compassion and then to forgiveness.  Because of this he is able to help his father regain the will to live and he does this by setting up the pretend suicide.  As Edgar says, “Why I do trifle thus with his despair is done to cure it.”  And later he exclaims, “Thy life’s a miracle” before telling his father to “Think that the clearest Gods, who make them honours of men’s impossibilities have preserved thee.”   What an amazing thing to do for the person who has hurt him the most.  And Edgar never lets on who is; never reveals that he is his son.  Gloucester dies not knowing that his own son, whom he so abused, was the one who saved his life.
 Forgiveness is such a huge and important topic that I will focus on forgiving others.  Which brings up some questions: why should I forgive those who have hurt me? Why do I need to forgive someone who has wronged me?  Is it necessary for my own salvation, peace of mind or spiritual, mental and emotional well-being to forgive?
I believe it is necessary to forgive those who have harmed us in order for us to be able to be healthy in mind, body and spirit.  We need to move beyond the injustices that have been perpetrated upon us in order to be free of the hurt or the victimization because those things will continue to hurt and victimize us long after the actual event or events; long after the one doing the hurting has forgotten about them.  It is we who keep the pain alive within ourselves—something which depletes us; diminishes us and lessens our ability to be free, to be creative, to be one with the divine source. Our memories of the sins committed against us are as potent as the actual, original sin.  We can accumulate the anger and resentment caused by others for years, for a lifetime, eventually they disrupt the flow of energy of life force within us often causing disease and illness in our bodies and minds.  When there is a health problem there may also be a forgiveness problem.  
In one of his teachings, Satguru Sivaya Subramuniyaswami, writes, “Now we can see that when we resent or hold something against someone, we are actually astrally connected to them and, in fact, holding back the karma that will automatically come to them as a result of their harmful act. If we forgive the person, we release the congested energy.”  So, by holding onto our hurt we are actually keeping the person who hurt us from learning from their action, from reaping the reward of it, of the effect of it and so we are keeping them stuck in the muck.  By forgiving others not only are we freed from our entanglement with them. something which inhibits our own growth and development, but in doing so we allow the karma created by their violation of us to manifest itself in their life thereby giving them the opportunity to learn from it.  Or not. 
In the Lotus Sutra, a text of the Mahayana sect of Buddhism, it is taught that one should “..regard one’s enemy as one’s best friend, as a bodhisattva sent to help one.”  How different an attitude than that which exists in our own culture: that those who do us wrong help us to learn more about ourselves, who test us so that we can become more enlightened. Buddhist teaching also tells us that our anger, resentments and hatreds are delusions--that we feel those things are real because we live in the illusion of this world and if we would only recognize the impermanence of this earthly existence we would see that our woundedness is a delusion.  
A couple of Sundays ago I preached about death and what it might be like to come to the end of one’s life and prepare for passing.  I wonder if anyone has ever lain on their deathbed and said to themselves, “I’m so glad that I never forgave so-and-so for what he did to me.”  Or, “I’m so happy that I’ve held onto my resentments right to the end of my life.”  Do you think?  Maybe, I would hope not.  I would hope that with the passing of time that carrying around hurt, anger and resentment would be just too much to bear and that we would somehow become wise enough to unburden ourselves of it through the act of forgiveness. 
So, if forgiving others is important for our own wellbeing how do we go about it?  How do we overcome our hurt and pride in order to find it in our heart to forgive someone for hurting us—for doing us wrong?   How do we overcome the natural instinct to draw back in self-protection when we’ve been hurt? 
Well, first, I believe forgiveness is a choice.  We consciously decide whether or not to forgive someone. We are the ones who suffer most when we choose not to forgive.  I once had a wonderful mentor who, when I was struggling with a life problem or a resentment and contemplating taking an action around it, he would ask me if what I was contemplating doing would bring me closer to the Light or take me further away from the Light.  Continuing with that idea we can ask ourselves, “Will forgiving someone bring me closer to the Light?  Will not forgiving someone take me further from It?  Utilizing our Unitarian Universalist theology we could ask ourselves, “Does forgiving others help move us toward Right Relations?”
Second, as with so many other things in life, we must start from where we are: meaning that we must first forgive ourselves.  Not so easy do.  To look at our own transgressions and shortcomings and how they have affected others.  Once, again from Satguru Sivaya:

“First we must learn to forgive ourselves, to accept ourselves as we are and proceed with confidence. New energy is released for a healthy future when we forgive ourselves. Yes, forgiveness is a powerful force. We must start with ourselves, for as long as we hold self-contempt, we are unable to forgive others, because everyone else is a reflection of ourself. We react to what we see in them that we are not ready to face up to in ourselves.”    It’s an inside job. One which starts by examining what part we played in those things that have hurt us or hurt others.
Third, forgiveness is a process.  It can often take time and can be difficult and messy.  We must keep in mind that the act of forgiveness frees us.  We forgive others in order to take care of ourselves—to see to our own well-being.  In my own life I have struggled with forgiving the person who abused me and my siblings-our mother.  I long ago gave up hoping that she would ask me to forgive her for what she did to me, but I continued to find myself bound to her even though I was no longer in relation with her. I was tired of the hurt, anger and rage that would well up in me from time to time; that eroded the quality of my life and robbed me of peace of mind and serenity.  I knew that I must forgive her in order to free of her, but I just couldn’t do it. The mental images of what happened to me and my sisters and brother were so prominent in my mind that I could not push them aside. I wanted justice!  But that wasn’t possible. I couldn’t turn back the clock and change what happened. I couldn’t protect my little brother or my sister from her. It was done. The damage was done.  

One day I heard a woman talking abut her own struggle with forgiving her mother, but she was telling my story.  And she told what she did in order to free herself.  This is an example of how forgiving others is a process.  She said, “If you can’t forgive someone, then pray for the willingness to forgive them.”  Pray for the willingness…….wow…..I had never thought of that.  I knew I could not forgive my mother outright, but here was this woman telling me that if I humbled myself, opened up my heart and prayed to my Higher Power for the willingness to do so I might be able to.  So, I did that. I got down on my knees one night and I prayed for the willingness to forgive my mother, and it wasn’t just that night…..it was a number of nights. And you know what happened?  One morning I woke up and realized that I no longer needed to forgive my mother……it was as though my whole struggle with forgiveness was taken from me and it became a moot point.  She was who she was. She is who she is.  Stuff happened, bad stuff, but it no longer had to weigh me down.  It didn’t go away, but it no longer had the prominence and the power that it once had.  To me, that’s a miracle. 
I believe that forgiveness is a spiritual concern and not merely a psychological one.  There must be a reason that all the great faith traditions address this issue.  In Judaism, forgiveness is at the center of the observance of Yamin Noraim, the Days of Awe, which begin at Rosh Hashana, the Jewish new year and ends at Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement.  For ten days Jews do Teshuva, repentance.  It is the time when one asks G-d for forgiveness of one’s sins, ask others to forgive them as well as to forgive others.  Asking for forgiveness, repenting of sin and pardoning others is done individually as well as communally.  In Judaism G-d forgives individuals as well as the community as a way to demonstrate His power and His gracious and forgiving nature.
In the synoptic Gospels, which are the first three books of the Christian Bible which recount the stories and teachings of the life of Jesus, there is much written about forgiving others.    Luke 6:37;      “Do not judge, and you will not be judged; do not condemn, and you will not be condemned. Forgive, and you will be forgiven; give, and it will be given to you.”  In Christianity, God expects us to forgive others because He forgives us.  God has given us the capacity to forgive as a way to thank Her for forgiving us.  I, too am in need of forgiveness.  We, too, are in need of forgiveness.
I, too, am sinful, in that I separate myself from the divine source and live believing that I am not one with others and with all of creation.  Is it my place to judge the person who has hurt me?  By judging them I am questioning the perfection of creation, setting myself outside the right order of things.  If I do not give myself over to compassion, the empathic response where I can put myself in another’s shoes and feel what it is like to be them, I will remain standing in the shadows rather than basking in the Light. 
Forgiving others is not easy. Sometimes we must do it over and over again.  In the book of Mathew from the Gospels  18:21-22 it is written:  “Then Peter came and said to him, “Lord, if my brother sins against me, how often should I forgive?  As many as seven times?  Jesus said to him, “Not seven times, but, I tell you, seventy times seven.”   That’s 490 times.  Forgiving others takes patience and perseverance--the very act of which leads to our own salvation in the sense that we are brought closer to wholeness, to right relations.

In closing let me again read from the Satguru Sivaya:  They tell us: do not be discouraged in seeing the failings of others. Rather, let it help awaken your understanding of them as to where they are in consciousness and the suffering they must be going through.  If others harm you in thought, word or deed, do not resent it.  Rather let it awaken compassion, kindness and forgiveness.  Use it as a mirror to view your own frailties, then work diligently to bring your own thoughts, words and deeds into line with dharma. 
Once again we can see that forgiving others is a choice and a process, one that begins with forgiving oneself and one which is ongoing as well as challenging, but that rewards one magnificently with peace of mind and serenity.
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