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The Group Leader in Promoting Forgiveness: General Role

To promote forgiveness, you as group leader must understand four things. (1) People who want and need to forgive (and be forgiven); (2) your role—what it is not and what it is—as a group leader; (3) your own personal experience of applying the five steps and struggling with how to respond to transgressions, and (4) your own weaknesses, strengths, and resources.

1. Understand people who want and need to forgive.


People are unique, so generalization misses everyone’s thoughts, motives and needs in some ways. Yet these generalizations touch many people in other ways.


People who seek to forgive have been wounded. Some might suffer from those wounds acutely; for others, the suffering is chronic. Some have been hurt deeply once; others are being wounded anew daily or hourly.


Wounds are part of life. Just like dying is part of life. Yet it is anxiety producing to dwell on those certainties so we often create an irrational belief that protects us against facing the negative. We hope that our irrational belief will give us hope. It seems, on the surface, that it should. But to the contrary it undermines hope.


The belief is this: I have a right to experience a life free of pain and suffering and filled with joy. We claim that “right” because (1) We try to live justly, righteously—treating others (most of the time) with respect, (2) We are especially strong, skilled, bright, or good, (3) We are Christians and God loves us and has a plan for our lives. There is a disconnection between these beliefs, which power our daily lives, and any rational analysis of our condition in life.


When we hold these beliefs and live as if they were true, we expect no pain, no suffering, no unfair treatment, and in general a just world, (However our “just world” usually overlooks any of our own hurtful behaviors.), our expectations are thus often violated. We look for someone to blame.


Some people blame themselves. Most blame the perpetrator. Some also blame behind-the-scene people: parents, teachers, former friends or enemies, or even God.


Perpetrators certainly play a role—though they are rarely as close to “evil incarnate” as they seem when they have transgressed. Instead, as a victim, we tend to remember selectively. It’s not that we are wrong in our memory as much as that we don’t attend to our past. (Our provocation, our response that poured fuel on the fire) or on the mitigating actions of the perpetrator, our hurts, life circumstances, and stimuli to act. God can always be blamed for not keeping us from all harm, yet in Scripture we are continually promised the we will experience suffering, tribulation, persecution betrayal, pain, rejection. We are told that he will use all things—good and bad—for his good if we are called according to his purpose. Job shows that we can love God in spite of not receiving his complete protection. We can have favor with God in our suffering. We can find God in our wounds. We can see later the impact of our suffering on building hope in others.


At root, though, our faulty ideas of a “just world” that provides nothing but joy to me as a result of my flawless life must be overthrown and replaced by a picture that I will be wounded (even Jesus was), but in those wounds God can act, if I can but see it, to bring about healing for others and good for myself and others.

2. Understand the role of the facilitator—what you are and are not.


Is not:

· Therapist

· Spiritual director

· Lecturer

· Person who walks people lock-step through a workbook

Is:

· Guide through material

· Facilitator of conversation

· Model of empathy

3. Understand your own personal experience of applying the five steps and struggling with how to respond to transgressions. 

Before you begin to lead the group, try to work through the workbook. Ideally, this would involve participating in a group for group leaders at your church, or would involve going through meetings of two or more people with your pastor. By participating in the group, you can see what the experience is like, watch the way that a group leader leads the group and determine what you thought worked well and what did not work so well, and think through the issues and personal experiences you have had.

Importantly, you should identify the major transgressions you have struggled with. Regardless of how you forgave them or dealt with them, you should try to apply the five steps to each. That will let you see where the difficulties arise and will allow you to experience the Lord working through that structure.

One way to prepare, even if there is not a meeting of group leaders or the opportunity to meet with your pastor, is to read Forgiving and Reconciling: Bridges to Wholeness and Hope (Worthington, 2003, IVP). By reading the book, you’ll find numerous examples of forgiveness and you’ll be taken through a teaching on forgiving that uses the model that will be practiced in the group that you will lead.

You should work through the workbook. That will allow you to see what the people in the group will be doing.

4. Understand your own weaknesses, strengths, and resources as they relate to promoting forgiveness.

As you no doubt know, most of us act as if our experience at dealing with transgressions is the way others ought to react. We usually say that each person has a different experience. We usually can affirm intellectually that people forgive by different pathways. The problem comes about in allowing other people actually to “do” forgiveness differently than we do it.

If we struggle with conflict with our marriage partner, we often expect that others will struggle with theirs. (In fact, about a third of the happily married couples have almost zero disagreements, a third have some, and a third have a lot of disagreements.) If we have trouble forgiving our parents, we think that other people probably will have trouble forgiving theirs. If we had traumatic experiences growing up and only began to understand those later in adulthood, we expect that others who report no difficulties in growing up simply have not been able to face those yet. Assuming that others are going to have experiences that are similar to ours is common.

But people really do differ. If we experienced many wounds and often have been hurt, we must realize that many people experience few wounds and are seldom hurt. We must allow people to be different from each other and from us. Our job as a psychoeducational group leader is not to “probe” to uncover significant traumas. Rather, it is to accept people mostly at face value and let God work with them. They might really have few transgressions to deal with.

We each have different skills, experiences, and strengths at leading groups. I have led many groups, and have a recognition by now that I don’t lead groups perfectly. For instance, sometimes, I talk too much. (It’s one of the occupational hazards of being a university professor.) Sometimes I toss in too many personal anecdotes. (In these types of groups, I have found it best not to share any personal stories unless I’m asked personally to share. My focus is on promoting other people’s experience, not helping them learn through my wisdom.) Sometimes, I have too much tolerance for disagreement. (I’m used to people disagreeing. When people disagree with ideas, in a university, we encourage free debate. But in these groups, people can get distracted if they disagree too much or if they get angry and begin to express their anger. While I don’t try to stop differences of opinions, we have found that it’s best to allow people to express their differences and affirm the people, but to move on with the group as soon as a smooth transition can be arranged.)

Take an inventory about your strengths and experiences, too. If you have experience leading Sunday School, you might be tempted to conduct the classes like you would a Sunday School class—perhaps with too much lecturing. If you have personal experiences with difficult transgressions—such as, say, a painful rejection by one of your children—and another person brings up a similar transgression, you might be tempted to put your counselor hat on or try to fix the problem. Again, be sensitive to your own experiences and the way they make you think about the groups and the experiences of forgiving.

5. Understand the essentials of the group

	FAQs
	Five Steps to REACH Forgiveness

	What is Forgiveness?
	Teaches two kinds of forgiveness—decisional forgiveness and emotional forgiveness

	How Does the Group Work?
	Uses body work, art, the empty chair, standing and releasing a grudge, and talk to a partner as well as talk within the group. Thus, lots of involvement in multimodal learning is involved in forgiving.

	Why Forgive?
	Motivates decisional forgiveness by self-enhancing benefits to the self, but motivates emotional forgiveness by altruistic appeal—to give an altruistic gift to the one who hurt you

	What is the Most Important Part of the Group?
	Teaches five steps to REACH emotional forgiveness as the key to effective emotional change; REACH is reviewed at least five times throughout the group experience

	How Does Emotional Change Occur?
	Change occurs through replacing negative unforgiving emotions with positive other-oriented emotions. Emphasizes empathy (and more generically) sympathy for the one who hurt you as well as compassion and love for him or her

	What Character Traits Are Emphasized?
	Seeks to build a humble stance that we all harm each other, and if we expect grace from others, we should grant that grace to others

	For Whom Should I Change?
	People make commitments to themselves by completing certificates or letters that state in writing that they have want to forgive, have experienced decisional forgiveness, and have experienced emotional forgiveness

	Is This a Christian Group?
	Is distinctively Christian with many references, allusions, and analogies that are explicitly Christian (yet it is respectful to people who do not embrace Christian faith)

	How Does One Make a Decision to Forgive?
	Uses an exercise of holding tight to a grudge and then releasing it for decisional forgiveness

	Is This a Way to Become a More Forgiving Person or Merely to Forgive a Particular Wrong Done to Me?
	Emphasizes becoming a more forgiving person—not just forgiving a single hurt—through going through 12 steps in which people apply REACH and involve Christian imagery repeatedly; the idea is that one changes one’s personality by forgiving one transgression at a time and one person at a time.

	What Is the Balance between God’s Part and My Part?
	Motivates forgiving by describing the five steps as “forms” that are less important than God’s work within the person to promote forgiveness

	What If I Still Feel Angry with the Person after I go Through the Group?
	Describes an analogy to account for feeling angry if one sees an offender that one has already forgiven—this is the body’s way of protecting one from being hurt again, not a recurrence of unforgiveness


Recruiting Participants

People should be made fully aware of what the groups are intended to accomplish. Recruit people who "have been hurt, wounded or offended by a hard-to-handle transgression, want to forgive, have tried to forgive, but have not been able to forgive." 
The method the participant learns is aimed at forgiving one single hurt or offense. This is important regardless of whether the participant has been hurt with one big hurt, or holds unforgiveness towards a single person because that person hurt the participant many times. If that is the case, the forgiveness of the person is just a matter of picking the most damaging hurt and forgiving it, then the next most damaging hurt, and forgiving it. Then the next. That continues until the participant can forgive the person.

The same is true in becoming a more forgiving person. The participant learns to forgive individual hurts or offenses. Then the person keeps forgiving different events until the person can be forgiven.  Finally, the participant does this with every major offender and back through time. 

Thus, tell the participants that "the workshop is about becoming a more forgiving person overall, but it focuses on forgiving a single hurt and learning a method of forgiving, which they can apply to other hurts with the same person or with other people and therefore eventually become a more forgiving person."

Understand that the Program You Are About to Teach Has Worked for Many Thousands of People

In the Participant Manual, the research is listed investigating the REACH Model’s efficacy. Refer to the model for more details. Here is a listing of the major studies

Research Supporting the Effectiveness of the REACH Model at Helping People Forgive

The Five-Step Model to REACH Forgiveness has been tested and shown to be effective at Christian Colleges and Universities
John Brown University Siloam Springs, AK

Lampton, C., Oliver, G., Worthington, E.L., Jr., & Berry, J.W. (2006). Helping Christian college students become more forgiving: An intervention study to promote forgiveness as part of a program to shape Christian character. Journal of Psychology and Theology, 33, 278-290.
Asbury College in Wilmore, Kentucky.

Stratton, S. P., Dean, J. B., Nooneman, A. J., Bode, R. A., & Worthington, E. L., Jr. (2008). Forgiveness interventions as spiritual development strategies: Workshop training, expressive writing about forgiveness, and retested controls. Journal of Psychology and Christianity, 27, 347-357.

It is currently being tested in other Christian Colleges and Universities
Luther College, Decorah, IA

Indiana Wesleyan University, Marion, IN

Southwestern Baptist University, Bolivar, MO

It has been applied and found to be effective in Christian congregations in the Philippines

Worthington, E. L., Jr., Hunter, J. L., Sharp, C. B., Hook, J. N., Van Tongeren, D. R., Davis, D. E., Miller, A. J., Gingrich, F. C., Sandage, S. J., Lao, E., Bubod, L., & Monforte-Milton, M. M. (2010). A psychoeducational intervention to promote forgiveness in Christians in the Philippines. Journal of Mental Health Counseling, 32(1), 82-103.

It has been investigated and found to be effective in State Universities and Colleges
Sandage, S. J., & Worthington, E. L., Jr. (2010). Comparison of two group interventions to promote forgiveness: Empathy as a mediator of change.  Journal of Mental Health Counseling, in press.

Wade, N.G., Worthington, E.L., Jr., & Haake, S. (2009). Comparison of explicit forgiveness interventions with an alternative treatment: A randomized clinical trial. Journal of Counseling and Development, 87(1), 143-151.

McCullough, M.E., Worthington, E.L., Jr. & Rachal, K.C. (1997). Interpersonal forgiveness in close relationships. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 75, 321-326.

McCullough, M. E., & Worthington, E. L., Jr. (1995). Promoting forgiveness: A comparison of two psychoeducational group interventions with a waiting-list control.  Counseling and Values, 40, 55-68.

It has been tested and found to be effective with parents

Kiefer, R. P., Worthington, E. L., Jr., Myers, B., Kliewer, W. L., Berry, J. W., Davis, D. E., Kilgour, J., Jr., Miller, A. J., Van Tongeren, D. R., & Hunter, J. L. (2010). Training parents in forgiveness and reconciliation. American Journal of Family Therapy, in press.

It has been tested and found to be effective with couples

Burchard, G.A., Yarhouse, M.A., Worthington, E.L., Jr., Berry, J.W., Killian, M., & Canter, D.E. (2003). A study of two marital enrichment programs and couples’ quality of life. Journal of Psychology and Theology, 31, 240-252.

Ripley, J.S., & Worthington, E.L., Jr. (2002). Hope-focused and forgiveness group interventions to promote marital enrichment. Journal of Counseling and Development, 80, 452-463.

Analysis of many researchers’ interventions has shown that the five steps are the essential ingredients of people learning to forgive
Wade, N. G., & Worthington, E. L., Jr. (2005). In search of a common core: A content analysis of interventions to promote forgiveness. Psychotherapy: Theory, Research, Practice, Training, 42, 160-177.

Wade, N. G., Worthington, E. L., Jr., & Meyer, J. (2005). But do they work? A meta-analysis of group interventions to promote forgiveness. In Everett L. Worthington, Jr. (Ed.), Handbook of forgiveness (pp. 423-440). New York: Brunner-Routledge.
These are listed for participants merely to show that this is a method that they can believe in. Many thousands of people have used it in controlled clinical trials. As leader, you can trust that this program will structure experiences that will help people learn to forgive better. It doesn’t matter whether you have had much experience as a group leader. The method works.

Some Specific Guidelines for Leading the 6-session Group

“They’re not rules—they’re more like guidelines.”

--Pirates of the Caribbean
1. Have coffee and soft drinks available if you can. Snacks are always a plus. The group that breaks bread together usually shares together.

2. This is psychoeducation, not group therapy. Don’t say the word “therapy.”

3. Psychoeducation is based on providing “exercises” that allow people to experience forgiveness as they participate in the exercises. Thus, in contrast to the book-oriented group, these are experience-oriented groups. The present manual is designed to inform you of experiences you can use, as group facilitator, to structure people’s experiences. The experiences have been ordered to lead the participants through experiencing forgiveness in the group. However, you can omit a few of them without damage to the flow through the group experience. You must judge carefully which experiences you wish to omit if you want to omit them.

4. The leader wants to connect with the group emotionally. Humor helps that. Also sit in the group. Try not to lecture. Talk about “us.” Make the connection.

5. At the beginning, when people are introducing themselves, you might consider telling your own story of forgiving. (I actually don’t usually do this, but different groups differ.) But be careful to keep the focus on the group members if you share.

6. As people share, the facilitator reflects empathically. There will be times when you whip around the group and get people in the group to contribute what their experiences were during a just-completed exercise. When you do, make a brief reflection of each person’s contribution. Importantly, you want to help people know that their experience is important enough to summarize. Keep your summaries short and to the point. 

7. As people share, look at them. Be attentive. Help people feel valued.

8. Try to avoid setting things up so people might give wrong answers. For instance, in defining forgiveness, there are two working definitions that we will use. Don’t direct the group to come up with the two right answers without giving them any additional guidance. Rather, give the answers out with the list of definitions, and let them check and discuss against their ideas against the two definitions we’ll use.

9. Patience and pace. Let people experience what you want them to experience. One of the biggest mistakes of the inexperienced group leader is to try to force the participants to have the experience of forgiving. Don’t force the experiences. Don’t feel that you have to hustle through all of the exercises. Instead, let people experience each exercise. If you need to delete one exercise, that’s better than hurrying through to get all of them in. (I have denoted some exercises as “vital” and others as “optional.” A few of the exercises are marked additionally as “extremely vital.” Do not leave out those exercises. They are the most important exercises of all.)

10. Don’t fight the resistance. Affirm the difficulties people have forgiving. Don’t try to convince a person to forgive when the person is telling you how difficult it is and how much he or she is struggling. Do not get in the position of trying to convince anyone that an exercise works or the method works. Let forgiveness happen in the group; don’t try to make it happen. If a person expresses difficulty experiencing something, instead of providing other suggestions about how the person could have the experience, merely reflect on the difficulty of forgiving. Forgiveness is indeed something hard to do.
11. Subjectively, these groups ought to feel very personal. They should not feel like a “program” that they are being “run through.” Strive to be very personal. Let the members interact with each other. Don’t be so driven by the material that you prevent people from experiencing forgiveness.

12. Try not to ask questions that make people feel wrong or shamed for “missing” the “right answers.” You want people to cooperate with you. People should feel accepted and safe in participating in the group.

13. This program should be presented as “your” (as leader) program, not as “Worthington’s” program. It will come across as more personal if you feel identified with the program and the experiences you are trying to facilitate.
14. Don’t force it; don’t rush; don’t be agenda-driven; you don’t have to make people forgive.

15. Let them experience forgiveness. Let them resist, and affirm how hard forgiveness is.

16. Give clear and thorough instructions. On each exercise, every person should have a task. Tell people clearly what you want them to do. Demonstrate if you must or if you think it will be helpful.
17. Most of the discussion happens in dyads; some happens in the group. Use flip chart or just a pad of paper. Use masking tape to tape sheets around the walls.

18. Crucial time will be after the early sessions. The first aspects of the five-step method deal with hurts. Encourage people to come back. Discuss the commitment to the entire process. 

19. Even some of the middle sessions are not hugely healing. Encourage people to come back. Try saying: “I went through this and the power is in building up through all six sessions. Resolution comes at the end. That’s where you’ll see things happening.”

20. Time is more important than doing all of the exercises. If you need or want to, you can omit some exercises. Some exercises are important (Definitions, Recall, Empty Chair, Certificate, Hand was, white bear, 12 Steps). Try to stay with the logical flow. Do not omit the exercises that are marked “Extremely Vital” unless you absolutely MUST.
21. Psychoeducational leadership styles are important, but differ (energy, enthusiasm). Your style will work for you. Don’t feel like you have to lead a group like your pastor or the person who led the group in which you participated. Use your own style.

22. Lots of exercises pair people up, and then after they discuss with each other, bring their answers and stories back to the group. However, creativity is also involving. Having people draw or make paper sculptures or design symbols will involve people in a different way than does discussion.

23. Transitions between exercises need rehearsal. This is usually something leaders overlook, but moving seamlessly from exercise to exercise, with logical flow, is necessary for a good group.
24. Use post-its for reminders to guide you through each of the exercises. Read the leader’s guide for the exercise. Make any note on a post it. Then, use the portion of the book that people will be working on. Attach your post-its to each exercise. That is a much better method than trying to flip back and forth between the participants’ section and the leader’s section of the book.

25. If someone isn’t comfortable doing a particular exercise, then don’t force the person to do it.

26. What if a crisis occurs (e.g., someone cries)? Treat it as normal. Have concern but do not panic. If they are very upset, ask if they need a break and ask how you can help. When people deal with past hurts, they sometimes get emotional. That is not a cause for worry. Crying and experiencing emotion is a normal human experience. Treat it as normal, unless you can sense that the person is absolutely disturbed to such an extent that he or she cannot continue or is disrupting the group. 
27. What if a person wants to process “childhood sexual abuse” or some other extremely hurtful experience? Say “That’s really important. I know you will benefit by the group. But, as we are learning these skills, you’ll probably have more success if you pick a hurt that concerns you but isn’t quite so difficult. Later, you can apply this to the abuse [or other very serious problem].”

28. If people have extremely serious concerns, you can often detect this with the first questionnaires or with pre-group screening. 

29. If an issue is very serious and if the person’s concerns begin to dominate or become the focus of the group, you might want to suggest to the person that individual counseling might be more productive way for the person to deal with the problem. You can say something like, “This group might not be capable of providing what would best help you.” 

30. Lead discussions by making sure each person gets “floor time” if the person wants to talk. Encourage each person to talk about the ideas and share their experiences with the group. 

31. When off-the-subject questions are asked, simply suggest that you discuss them after the group or at a different time. If someone rambles frequently, privately ask the person to help draw out the more reticent group members. If you have a quiet member, ask, “              , how would you answer this question? 

32. You don’t have to be an experienced Bible teacher to lead one of these psychoeducational groups on forgiveness. First, they use structured exercises that lead people through experiences rather than serve as groups that are centered on the leader knowing how to answer specific questions arising from the group. Second, even if someone does have difficult questions, the beauty of a group is that lots of resources are available for answering questions. If you can’t answer, fine. Ask others what they think. You don’t want to set up a situation where you have to have all the answers. As leader of a psychoeducational group, you are more of a traffic director, keeping the experience moving along the marked out highways than you are a guide through a thick jungle. 

33. Anytime the group has a break that extends to a new day (or new week) be sure to review at the beginning of the session what was done previously.

34. You’ll almost certainly get a lot of fun and additional personal understanding out of convening the group. You might just make some life-long friends as well. 

35. Have courage. Even if you are a bit concerned about your ability to lead the group, just do it. Use your concern as a stimulus to pray. These groups are most dependent on the members talking to each other—often in dyads—and then sharing their learning with the larger group. Little glitches in the leadership won’t make much of a difference.

Overview of the Sessions

Session 1: Forgiving in Christian Context

	Exercise
	Name
	Minimum Time
	Maximum Time
	Optional or Vital

	Pre-group Exercise
	Pre-group Exercise

Assessments Prior to Beginning the Group
	10*
	25-30
	Vital (but might be done before the group begins)

	Leader Introduction
	Leader Introduction of the Forgiveness Group
	5
	5
	Vital

	1-1
	Personal introductions of the group members
	15
	15
	Vital

	1-6
	What Is the Benefit of This Group and This Method of Forgiving? 
	5
	5
	Extremely Vital

	1-7
	Experiencing the Scriptures
	10
	25
	Vital

	1-10
	Deciding to Try to Forgive
	5
	5
	Vital

	1-12
	Sign the Declaration of Intent
	5
	5
	Extremely Vital

	1-13
	What Did Your Get Out of This Session?
	5
	10
	Vital

	
	
	50*
	
	


*Most sessions are nominally less than an hour. You should take an hour for the session by expanding exercises rather than shortening sessions. The sessions are nominally less to allow the group to feel less like a program that must be hurried through.
Session 2: What Is Forgiveness?
	Exercise
	Name
	Minimum Time
	Maximum Time
	Optional or Vital

	2-3
	Identifying the Benefits of Forgiving
	5
	10
	Vital

	2-4
	Which Two of the Following Is Forgiveness?
	20
	30
	Extremely Vital

	2-6
	Nurturing the Hurt: Small Group Discussion
	5
	10
	Vital

	2-7
	Experiencing Decisional Forgiveness
	10
	15
	Extremely Vital

	2-8
	Pain Doesn’t Have the Last Word
	5
	20
	Vital

	2-9
	What Did Your Get Out of This Session?
	5
	10
	Vital

	
	
	50
	
	


Session 3: How to Recall the Hurt (In Helpful Ways)
	Exercise
	Name
	Minimum Time
	Maximum Time
	Optional or Vital

	3-2
	Decisional Forgiveness
	5
	5
	Extremely Vital

	3-3
	Recall the Hurt through Imagination 
	10
	10
	Vital

	3-4
	Recall the Hurt through Discussing What You Just Imagined
	5
	15
	Vital

	3-5
	Discussion of Steps R and E
	2
	2
	Vital

	3-6
	Discerning God’s Heart
	10
	15
	Vital

	3-9
	We Do Things for Reasons 
	5
	20
	Extremely Vital

	3-7
	Giving the Hurt Away This Time, To God
	5
	5
	Vital

	3-10
	A Thought to Ponder Prior to Next Session
	1
	1
	Vital

	3-11
	What Did Your Get Out of This Session?
	5
	10
	Vital

	
	
	48
	
	


Session 4: Empathy with the One Who Hurt You: The Hard Part of Experiencing Emotional Forgiveness

	Exercise
	Name
	Minimum Time
	Maximum Time
	Optional or Vital

	4-2
	We Do Things for Reasons
	5
	5
	Vital

	4-8
	Empty Chair
	20
	35
	Extremely Vital

	4-9
	Empathizing with the Heart of God
	5
	10
	Vital

	4-15
	When Did You Do Something Altruistic for Someone Else?
	5
	5
	Extremely Vital

	4-16
	We Are All Capable of Evil
	3
	5
	Extremely Vital

	4-17
	For Meditation at Home
	0
	0
	Optional

	4-18
	What Did Your Get Out of This Session?
	5
	10
	Vital

	
	
	43*
	
	


*Empathy (including feeling sympathy, compassion, or love) for the offender is THE crucial part of the REACH model. Feel free to use as much time as is needed to help the people empathize. Do NOT cut this session short.
Session 5: Giving a Humble Gift of Forgiveness: Altruism and Commitment
	Exercise
	Name
	Minimum Time
	Maximum Time
	Optional or Vital

	5-2
	When Did You Need Forgiving?
	5
	20
	Vital

	5-4
	Getting in Touch with the Gratitude We Feel for Our Forgiveness
	4
	10
	Extremely Vital

	5-5
	Reactions to Being Forgiven
	3
	5
	Extremely Vital

	5-7
	Expressing Gratitude for Having Been Forgiven
	7
	10
	Vital

	5-9
	A Crucial Question
	3
	5
	Extremely Vital

	5-11
	Completing a Certificate of Emotional Forgiveness
	3
	5
	Extremely Vital

	5-12
	Draw Your Feelings Now
	10
	10
	Extremely Vital

	5-14
	Hand Washing
	5
	10
	Extremely Vital

	5-16
	A Hypothetical Letter Expressing Forgiveness
	6
	15
	Vital

	5-17
	More Forgiveness
	4
	5
	Vital

	5-19
	What Did Your Get Out of This Session?
	5
	10
	Vital

	
	
	55
	
	


*This might be the most action-packed session
Session 6: Holding on to Forgiveness and Becoming a More Forgiving Christian

	Exercise
	Name
	Minimum Time
	Maximum Time
	Optional or Vital

	6-2
	Review of Major Concepts (5 minutes)
	5
	5
	Extremely Vital

	6-6
	Prayer for Your Offender
	3
	10
	Extremely Vital

	6-7
	Hold on to Forgiveness When You Are in the Midst of a “Reminder” Experience
	3
	10
	Vital

	6-8
	Facilitator Tells Important Example (5 minutes)


	3
	5
	Extremely Vital

	6-12
	Sculpting Your Response to the Weight of Unforgiveness
	6
	12
	Vital

	6-14
	Getting Your Mind Prepared to Become a More Forgiving Person
	4
	10
	Vital

	6-15
	Dedicate Yourself to Being a More Forgiving Christian: 12 Steps
	24
	36
	Extremely Vital

	6-18
	New Percent Emotional Forgiveness
	4
	4
	Extremely Vital

	6-20
	Processing the Whole Group Experience
	5
	30
	Vital
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*This session is what the whole group has built toward. The 12 steps give a great opportunity to have the person apply the model to other issues.
Conducting the Sessions: Session 1
Introductions

Welcome

Here is a sample text that you might use to introduce yourself and the group.

I would like to thank you all for coming, and welcome you to this group intervention to help you become a more forgiving Christian. 

As you know, you have already identified some hurt in your life that you have tried to forgive and have had difficulty forgiving. That is the hurt you’ll work with throughout the group. By focusing on that one hurt, you practice a method of forgiving hurts. You can only learn to forgive using particular times in your life when you have been hurt—even if you believe you have already forgiven that hurt. By practicing the skills, you learn to forgive faster and more thoroughly. You can forgive a person who has hurt you many times by applying the method to each of the most memorable hurts. Finally, after considering enough of the remembered hurts, you will be able to forgive the person. Then, you might be able to forgive another person. You can repeat this with any other person against whom you still feel unforgiving. And another, and another. This is the way we become a more forgiving person—one hurt at a time.
In this method, we try to invite God the Father, the Lord Jesus, and the Holy Spirit to guide and change us to make us more forgiving people, and we seek to cooperate with the Triune God in that work.

We will meet in six two-hour meetings [use the distribution your set of meetings will occur in] over the next weeks [days]. Our normal meeting day will be ____________.  

Before we start, there are some ground rules that we need to agree upon. 

· First, if you commit to the program, it is critical that you attend all sessions.  Because we are learning a program in a brief period of time, missing any exercises or components will affect your ability to succeed in becoming a more forgiving person. So, please let me know now if you see any potential problems attending any of the sessions.

· Also we are going to share about events in our lives where one person has been hurt by another. You might know some of the people who are talked about because the person attends the congregation or is familiar to you in other ways. We need to agree that these meetings are 100 percent confidential. That is, you must not use this information outside of the group. You must also agree not to share the information with anyone not in the group. This includes your spouse or other close friend, confidant or family member. Can you agree to this?

Pre-group Exercise

Assessments Prior to Beginning the Group (25-30 minutes)

Purpose of the assessments. People are going to work with one transgression throughout the group. It is important that the transgression be clearly in their minds. This assessment exercise is to help them remember the transgression clearly. Also, it will help them assess their changes when they get to the final week of the group experience.

Your choices about inclusion. Ideally, these assessments were completed prior to the beginning of the group. However, if these were not completed, time can be provided in the group at this point. (If your group sessions are 1 ½ or 2 hours, this is recommended.) 

Alternatively, if your group sessions are only an hour long, the group members can complete the first three questions now (which describes a particular transgression that will be the focus of the group work; about 5-10 minutes) and then complete the remainder of the assessments at home prior to the next group meeting (20-25 minutes). 

Exercise 1-1

Introducing Ourselves (15 minutes)

Set up the first exercise. Begin by saying that it is important, just to get everyone into the flow of the group, to have an icebreaker. So, here is what you propose.

Introductions of members: Each person will be asked: (1) introduce yourself to the group, (2) tell your favorite dessert, (3) describe the hardest thing you have ever tried to forgive and were successful at, and (4) tell what you hope to get out of the group.

Note to leader: Write down each person’s name and learn it. Use it often as you conduct the group.

Summary: At the end of the introductions, try to make some summary comments that summarize the nature of the transgressions (i.e. relationship betrayals, others who were hurt that you loved) the things people want to get out of the group (i.e., to be able to forgive at a deeper level, get over some of the pain of the transgression, be able to feel that I can be more self-sufficient). It is important to include the instruction that people are to describe the hardest thing they ever successfully forgave.
Exercise 1-6
What Is the Benefit of This Group and This Method of Forgiving? (5 minutes)
This is an absolutely crucial analogy. Do NOT omit.
Leaders will tell, in your own words, this important analogy. (You can read it or have someone else read it if you are unsure of being able to do a good job telling it.) It is extremely important.

Before we launch into trying to become a more forgiving person through learning to REACH forgiveness one step at a time, let’s reflect on the benefit of this group and of the method of forgiving that you’ll be learning over the next few sessions.
Consider this analogy. I would like to build a pillar of concrete that would support this ceiling. My strategy is this. Bring a concrete mixer in here and pour concrete onto the floor, willing it to shape itself in the shape of a pillar. What do you think of my strategy?

Right, it won’t succeed. How would I succeed at building a pillar? I would first build some wooden forms in the shape of a pillar, and then pour concrete inside the forms. Once it was full, it would harden. Then I would take down the forms and I could throw them away if I wanted, or save them for building other pillars, of course.

This is what often happens with trying to forgive. We often try to simply will forgiveness to happen. Usually, it doesn’t happen. Instead, we are going to learn to make a decision to forgive and then to follow five tried-and-true steps to REACH emotional forgiveness. The combination of deciding to forgive and then changing our emotions will yield a total forgiveness experience. Thousands of people have learned and successfully applied this method. The method itself, though, is not special. It is just wooden forms. God pours in the real substance—the concrete—that will make lasting changes in our inner experience of forgiveness. 

The forms are important. But God is the one who does the real work.

Exercise 1-7
Experiencing the Scriptures** (10 minutes/25 minutes)

Transition. You can affirm the importance of learning what Scripture says about forgiveness. Then say that because that is important, you will try to help people experience Scriptural teaching on forgiveness in several ways. The first way is based loosely on a method called lectio divina (pronounced lex’-ee-oh dee-vee’-nah), which asks people to let Scripture speak to them. You will therefore read three passages of Scripture one at a time. You will read the first and ask each person to say one word that they would like to respond to the Scripture with. Then you will read the passage a second time. Each person can respond with a phrase that captures the person’s feelings about the passage. Read a third time and ask for a thought. Encourage people to experience the Scripture visually as you read it.

Repeat by reading each of the passages three times. This takes a while, but is a powerful way of experiencing the Scripture.

**Note, use just Matt 6:12, 14-5 and Lk 15: 11-32 (read the whole thing the first time, and just the bold italicized part the second and third time) if pressed for time.
Matt 6:12, 14-5

Forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors…. For if you forgive men when they sin against you, your heavenly Father will also forgive you. But if you do not forgive men their sins, your Father will not forgive your sins. (Matt 6:12, 14-5)

· Repeat with this following passage (Read Lk 15: 11-32 the first time, and only the verse in bold italics the second and third times). 

Lk 15: 11-32

Jesus continued: “There was a man who had two sons. The younger one said to his father, ‘Father, give me my share of the estate.’ So he divided his property between them.


“Not long after that, the younger son got together all he had, set off for a distant country, and there squandered his wealth in wild living. After he had spent everything, there was a severe famine in that whole country, and he began to be in need. So he went and hired himself out to a citizen of that country, who sent him to his fields to feed pigs. He longed to fill his stomach with the pods that the pigs were eating, but no one gave him anything.


“When he came to his senses, he said, ‘How many of my father’s hired men have food to spare, and here I am starving to death! I will set out and go back to my father and say to him: Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son; make me like one of your hired men.’ So he got up and went to his father.


“But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and was filled with compassion for him; he ran to his son, threw his arms around him and kissed him.


“The son said to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son.’


“But the father said to his servants, ‘Quick! Bring the fattened calf and kill it. Let’s have a feast and celebrate. For this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.’ So they began to celebrate.


“Meanwhile, the older son was in the field. When he came near the house, he heard music and dancing. So he called one of the servants and asked him what was going on. ‘Your brother has come,’ he replied, ‘and your father has killed the fattened calf because he has him back safe and sound.’


“The older brother became angry and refused to go in. So his father went out and pleaded with him. But he answered his father, ‘Look! All these years I’ve been slaving for you and never disobeyed your orders. Yet you never gave me even a young goat so I could celebrate with my friends. But when this son of yours who has squandered your property with prostitutes comes home, you kill the fattened calf for him!’

“’My son,’ the father said, ‘you are always with me, and everything I have is yours. But we had to celebrate and be glad, because this brother of yours was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.’” (Lk 15: 11-32)
Enrichment for the Leader

The Scriptures tell a rich story about forgiveness. Just for your information and background, you should know that Matthew seems to have been concerned with a different problem than Luke. Matthew was writing mostly to Jewish Christians and seemed more concerned with forgiveness of sins—violations of law and interpersonal transgressions within the community. His emphasis, then, was decisional forgiveness. Because he was most concerned with helping people restore fellowship (with God and each other) when they sinned, he focused on more of the issues of relationship and granting forgiveness. Luke’s major contribution to the understanding of forgiveness is more aimed at forgiveness of sin. He was more concerned with overall heart change.

In addition, you might think about how forgiveness can operate differently when a stranger transgresses against us and when we are in an ongoing relationship with someone. With a stranger, we probably do not have a relationship with the individual and will likely not have a relationship in the future. For example, I might never know the person consumed by road rage who runs me off the road. I mostly would decide to forgive him or her and then work to experience emotional forgiveness.

For the family member or employer, however, things are quite different. We have a history of interactions, and I interpret the person’s acts today in light of the person’s historic acts toward me. If the person offended me regularly for years, I might legitimately interpret even a slight twitch of his face as a judgmental condemnation of me. On the other hand, if we have had a peaceful loving relationship for years, even an angry outburst might be ignored. I also expect to have a future with the person. What I do today will affect our relationship tomorrow. What he or she does today likewise affects tomorrow. Because we will likely be in relationship in the future, apologies, making restitution, expressing sincere contrition, seeking forgiveness, and accepting forgiveness all are important. Finally, in an ongoing relationship, the likelihood is that there are no transgressions that are totally one-sided. If the person offends me, I probably to some degree contributed to that transgression through a previous provocation, slight, or devaluing. Cause and effect are harder to disentangle.

These are just some thoughts for you, as leader, that the group participants will not likely be reading. They can enrich conversations that might occur within or outside of the group.

Exercise 1-10
Deciding to Try to Forgive (5 minutes)

Set up for the exercise. This requires that you think about the event you identified during the Pre-group Assessments (or earlier in the present session). Referring to that particular transgression, can you make a decision right now that you are going to try to forgive and to try to experience the freedom of emotionally forgiving over the next five sessions? 

Pitfalls. Importantly, this and the subsequent exercises refers to the transgression that was identified as the target transgression. Be sure that people realize this.

Your goal. In this exercise, we hope to motivate people to seek both to grant decisional forgiveness and experience emotional forgiveness through their experiences in the group. This is a verbal commitment to try.

Exercise 1-12
Sign the Declaration of Intent (5 minutes)

Your goal. Ask each person who is willing to sign the statement to try and have another person sign as an accountability partner. 

Pitfall. If a person does not want to sign, don’t exert pressure.

Exercise 1-12

I declare to myself that on 




 , 20____, I intend to try to use these group experiences and my work at home to try to forgive 






  for 






_____________________________________________________________________________________
 and I also want to be open to God’s work in my life to become a more forgiving person.

______________________________

Name (Signature)

Exercise 1-13
What Did Your Get Out of This Session? (5 minutes/10 minutes)
Why we do this at the end of each session. Each member of the group should state one (or more) thing that the member got out of the session. This will be the way we close each group. Ending the group by asking each person to state one bit of positive learning helps each person “own” the group experience. (Because this occurs at the end of each group, I won’t discuss the exercise again.) [Note to Leader: I usually do NOT summarize what people say they got out of each of the sessions. I let the people’s own words stand.]
Conducting the Sessions: Session 2
Leader’s Introduction to Session 2

Last session, we tried to see the Biblical context of forgiveness. Today, we begin our work at discovering how to forgive—by making a decision to forgive and by experiencing emotional forgiveness. But before we do that, we need to define what we mean by forgiveness. Forgiveness is not a simple concept. In the Scriptures, many different Greek and Hebrew words were used to convey the concept of forgiveness. It isn’t surprising that people might mean different things when they say “forgive” today. It is important, though, that we come to agree about how we will treat forgiveness for the purpose of the group. That is what we are aiming at today.

Exercise 2-3

Identifying the Benefits of Forgiving (5 minutes)
Instructions.
· Divide into four smaller groups of perhaps two or three people each. (If the group is very small, a person alone can act as a group.) 

· Assign each of the four groups a task of listing as many benefits of forgiving as they can in five minutes. Each group considers a separate area: Benefits to the physical health, mental health, relationship, spiritual life. Allow about 5 minutes of discussion and listing of benefits. Direct attention to the section of the manual entitled, “A few benefits to get you started.”

· Have each group share with the bigger group, and invite other group members to suggest additional benefits. As members share, list each benefit on newsprint.
· Note aloud that the group thought of many benefits not listed on the handout. You might point out some of the advantages that the group might not have mentioned in their discussion.
A Word-Picture of Forgiveness That the Leader Can Use

 Give this rationale. It’s good to have a positive picture of forgiveness and of a forgiving character before we start. One of the great stories of forgiveness was the novel, Les Misérables, by Victor Hugo (which was made into a great musical, Les Mis). [Note to Leader: You might or might not want to point this out: “Many of the benefits listed above in Exercise 2-3 are benefits that come about from reducing unforgiveness. This exercise gives you a positive picture of a forgiving person.”]
Tell the story of Les Misérables (Jean Valjean)—or Ask Someone who Has Read the Book, Seen a Movie, or Seen the Play to Summarize.  

· Jean Valjean had a kind personality.

· Life conspired to turn him bitter and hateful.

· He had a transformative experience that showed him the beauty of one who forgives and had him emotionally experience the joy of being forgiven.

· Life did not stop pounding on him because his personality had been transformed.

· Javert's hounding

· Javert's trap

· Forced to leave behind everything

· Forced to endanger his life at the barricade

· Forced to exact justice on Javert at the barricade

· Each transgression tested his character.

· By making loving and forgiving decisions at every point, Jean Valjean became clothed in a white robe.


Transition to Exercise 2-4.
Jean Valjean has a forgiving personality. His whole life was characterized by forgiveness. But what is forgiveness. We have used the term loosely up to now. Now, let’s try to define forgiveness. What we want to do is arrive at a working definition. There are lots of definitions of forgiveness, and there are lots of things that people confuse with forgiveness. Those confusions often act as roadblocks to our forgiving. So, in groups of no more than three, let’s look at Exercise 2-4.

Exercise 2-4

Which Two of the Following Is Forgiveness? (20 minutes/30 minutes)

Why do this exercise? This is one of the most crucial exercises within the method even though it seems like a simple task. First, we know it is important because we have analyzed our own and others’ interventions to promote forgiving and we have found that getting people to agree on a common working definition of what forgiveness is and is not predicts successful forgiving better than almost any other component. Second, we also know that by considering each one of the possibilities and seeing that each is not a form of forgiving can short-circuit misunderstandings (like “a woman should go back and reconcile with a person who is physically abusing her,” which confuses forgiving and reconciling). Finally, we know that this reinforces the idea that decisional forgiveness is different from emotionally experiencing forgiveness.

Instructions. 

· Tell people how important it is to agree on working definitions of forgiveness. 

· Describe the task as choosing the two best definitions of forgiveness from the list. 

· Tell people that it is equally important to figure out why each act on the list is not forgiveness and what it is. 

· Therefore, each group should consider each of the items on the list. 

· When they have decided what each item represents, they should check the answers.

Here are the things the participants complete:

Exercise 2-4 (in Participant Manual)

Which Two of the Following Is Forgiveness? (20 minutes/30 minutes)

Some of the following ideas have been used to describe forgiveness in the past.  Two of them are accurate definitions of forgiveness.  Some of them are not quite right, and some of them are just plain wrong.  Which are the right ones? What are the others if they are not forgiveness? Discuss each one in your group of two or three people.

1.
Telling yourself that what happened wasn't really that bad, and that you ought to just forget what happened and move on

2.
Forgetting that anything bad happened, simply pushing the event or relationship out of your memory

3.
Starting up your relationship with the person who hurt you again, as if nothing happened

4.
Opening yourself to be hurt again

5.
Accepting an excuse or explanation for what someone did or is doing to you

6.
Doing whatever you can to smooth over conflict

7.
A voluntary release of your right to condemn and get revenge on the person who hurt you because you have different feelings toward the person

8.
Tolerating negative things that someone has done or continues to do to you

9.
Accepting people despite their flaws

10.
Blaming and confronting the person who hurt you

11.
Getting someone who hurt you to believe that everything is still OK

12.
Getting even with the person who hurt you

13. 
Voluntary decision to give up the right to revenge and release a person from any interpersonal debt incurred by wronging you.

14.
Having the other person apologize, express regret, or beg forgiveness until the balance of justice has been restored.

I choose _______ and ___ as the definition(s) of forgiveness.  Here's why: (write your reasons below)

Discuss this in your group

Here are reactions to each incorrect definition of forgiveness.  Read the definition on the previous page.  Then read the reactions (on this page and the next).

1.
This is denial.  If you are hurt and you try to deny it to yourself, the denial almost never works.  The hurt keeps resurfacing and you never seem to be free of it.

2.
Forgetting is impossible.  A memory has been formed.  The memory may shift with time.  It may change.  Or the pain you associate with the memory may even diminish or disappear.  But you simply won't be able to completely forget.  The disturbing part of trying to forget is that the harder you try, the less you will succeed.

3.
Trying to start over might actually smooth out the relationship.  But smoothing out the relationship is not forgiving.  In addition, pretending that the event didn't matter might communicate to the person who hurt you that it is okay to hurt you the same way again.

4.
Opening yourself to be hurt again is possible if you continue or restart your interaction with the person who hurt you.  That decision is separate from a decision to forgive or not.  You can forgive and not restore the relationship (called reconciliation) or forgive and not restore the relationship.  Or you can not forgive but choose to interact with the person (and risk further hurts) or not forgive and not choose to interact.

5.
You can accept an excuse or explanation (whether a valid excuse or explanation or an inadequate one) and still not forgive the person for hurting you.

6.
Smoothing over conflict can be done whether or not you forgive.

7.
This is emotional forgiveness.  It acknowledges that a wrong was done but chooses not to seek revenge and not to continue to condemn the person who hurt you. It is the experience of forgiving because you experience different feelings toward the person.

8.
Tolerating negative things will generally not stop the negative, and it will generally keep you angry and unforgiving.

9.
Accepting someone (with or without acknowledging the flaws) is not forgiving.  We can accept a person and not forgive a hurtful act by the person.  Or we can forgive a hurtful act and still not accept the person.

10.
Blaming a person for hurting you certainly acknowledges the person's guilt but blame keeps the hurt "on the front burner."  Confronting the person, which is directly talking with the person about the hurt, might help the relationship (if the confrontation is done gently in love and other person talks instead of attaching or defending).  Confronting the person might also damage the relationship.  Confronting is not forgiving.

11.
Getting someone who hurt you to believe everything is OK when you feel hurt is not forgiving; it is deception.  The deception might be done for good motives (such as to spare feelings or prevent being fired by a boss).  Or the deception might have more complex or even evil motives (such as setting the person up so you can hurt him or her).

12.
Getting even is revenge, not forgiveness.

13. 
This is decisional forgiveness. It involves your pledge that your behavior will not be aimed at revenge, but that you will try to behave as if the transgression never happened.

14.
While having the person apologize, express regret, or beg forgiveness might make you willing to put the offense behind you and might allow you to feel at peace, it is more like getting justice than like forgiving.  If the other person humbles himself or herself enough to satisfy your sense of justice, often the other person will feel resentful and feel that you might have asked for too much.
Leader’s Introduction to Dealing with “Recall the Hurts”

Group leader’s “mini-lecture.” Why Do We Hurt? (This is a short mini-talk by you as facilitator. It should last no more than two or three minutes.)

A. Basic Psychological Needs:

We all have two basic needs: (1) love and (2) significance.  The ways we invest our time (in relationships and activities) are valuable because they meet these two basic needs.


1.
We long for relationships, which make us feel loved and accepted.


2.
We long for meaningful activities, which tell us that our actions make a difference and that we are worth something.

Hurtful or offending actions by others take away from our basic needs for security and significance.  The effects of their assaults on our security and significance can include 

· negative emotions, 
· a desire for retaliation or revenge, and 
· a sense that our offenders are indebted to us for what they did.

Exercise 2-6

Nurturing the Hurt: Small Group Discussion (5 minutes/20 minutes)
Why complete the exercise? It isn’t hurts or offenses per se that lead to unforgiveness. It is ruminating about the hurts and offenses. This exercise shows people that they keep themselves feeling stirred up by ruminating. 

Instructions. People look at the three stimulus questions and answer them in small-group discussions. The large group convenes and each small group shares its responses on each of the three questions.

1.
Are there any ways that you are possibly nurturing the hurt in your mind now?  Can you think of any ways that you think about the events that happened to you that may serve to continue your pain?

2.
What are some of the payoffs of nurturing your hurt?

3.
What are some of the costs of nurturing your hurt?

Group leader’s actions. Bring the big group back together. Ask for answers to question 1 and get several. Reflect back those to the group. Below are some ways that others have brought up in the experience of our past groups. In your brief summary, you might mention some if they weren’t mentioned by group members.

Possible ways of nurturing the hurt: (a) reliving the injury; (b) rehearsing the offense; (c) comparing yourself to your offender; (d) rehearsing schemes of revenge; (e) thoughts of life being unfair; (f) telling numerous people about the rotten character of the offender.

Group Leader Poses Question

Ask, If you could really be in tune with God’s heart, what do you think would be his desire for you? Hopefully, the group will bring out these two points: 

God would not want us to nurture the hurt. It brings us pain, sadness, anger, resentment, and can even lead to bitterness and hostility. 

Instead, God would want us to grant forgiveness (recall that was “decisional forgiveness” in our two definitions) and then seek a lasting peace through experiencing emotional forgiveness (our second definition). 

Exercise 2-7

Experiencing Decisional Forgiveness (10 minutes/15 minutes)
This is one of the most crucial experiential exercises in the program. It absolutely cannot be omitted.


The leader introduces the exercise by saying the following: 

If God wants us to make a decision to forgive the person that we are working to forgive during these groups, then let’s try to do so right now. Remember, a decision to forgive is a decision about how you intend to act toward the person from this point forward. (Obviously, this has some limits—such as if the person keeps hurting you. If that is the case, you might have to stop interacting with the person. You can still make this decision on the basis of how you would act if you didn’t have to be faced with being injured by him or her. You can make a decision to forgive.)

So, I’d like everyone to participate in trying your best to forgive. Try to release your anger and any desire to get back at or get even with the person. Try to commit to treating the person as a valuable person of worth in the future. Can we all try this?

It might turn out that you truly can make a decision to change your intentions about how you would act, and if so, you’ll feel relief. This might not take away all of your emotional anger, hurt, resentment, bitterness, or hostility yet. The rest of the group is aimed at trying to help you reduce those emotions. The emotions are always harder to change than it is to make a decision and to actually control our behavior after the decision.

Some of you will be able to grant decisional forgiveness. Others won’t. If you don’t, that’s okay. We are still going to work in next session and the following ones to change your negative emotions and replace them by more positive emotions. Sometimes people experience big changes in this exercise. Other times, the changes are much smaller. Just work with the experience and experience what you experience.
· Stand up.

· Hold your arms outstretched from your body, straight out. 

· Imagine that you are holding the grudge in your hands. (You can shut your eyes or leave them open, though I would encourage you to shut your eyes and feel the experiences if possible.) Squeeze your hands tightly together because you have not been able to turn loose of the grudge to this point. 

· You can feel the weight of the grudge growing.

· You want to let go of the grudge because you can feel that it is a burden to keep squeezing it and it is a heavy burden. Yet, you cannot let it go. The more that you want to let it go, the more you should squeeze it.

Note to the group leader: What you are trying to accomplish in what follows is to let the weight of all of the people’s arms get very heavy. You are creating a metaphor for the weight of carrying unforgiveness around and the burden of it. So, you are going to have to talk quite a while to allow the people’s arms to feel heavier and heavier. I usually hold my arms out with the group because that helps me feel more or less what they are feeling and helps me know about how tired they are getting.)

· (Say things like this: You feel conflicted you can feel the weight of unforgiveness. You want freedom from the weight. You know it would feel good to be free. But you don’t know what would fill the void in your life if you didn’t have this to worry about. You know that you should let go of the unforgiveness, but you find yourself squeezing it tight. You don’t really hug it to you. You try to keep the person’s transgression at arm’s length, as far from you as possible. (Leader: Keep repeating until your own arms feel very heavy.)
· You are about ready to let go of this grudge. You’ve held it long enough. It’s a great burden. You are hurting yourself, not the other person by hanging onto this burden of unforgiveness.

· If you are ready to make a decision to forgive and say you are going to try to treat the person who harmed you (as much as you can) as a valuable person that God loves and that—even if he or she made him or her your enemy for a while—if you are willing to try to love your enemy, then get ready to let go of the grudge. Don’t do it until I say so.

· Imagine that the grudge is a bird that has been kept captive. When I say “let it go,” I want you to release it. (Even if you can’t in your heart make a full commitment to decide to forgive at this moment, I want you to let it go anyway and feel the freedom that comes with making a decision to forgive.

· Okay, now let it go and let your arms fall to your side. Feel the release that comes from making that decision to forgive.

Exercise 2-8
Pain Doesn’t Have the Last Word (5 minutes/10 minutes)

The leader presents a sketch on a piece of paper of a sunrise over a mountain, with two rolling hills in the foreground. The leader says, “This is the promise of our life before the pain our offender inflicted on us.”


The leader says that the offense marks an X over the beauty of the promise. That is the pain that tries to wipe out the promise. (Draws an X through the painting.)


Then the leader says, “God redeems our life through Jesus. Pain does not have the last word. This attempt to cross out our promise becomes the cross, which redeems our life and gives our spirit wings.” (Leader draws two smaller crosses, birds flying, and clouds being blown away). 

After the leader talks about the hurt and illustrates it, the group can discuss whether there are times in their lives when pain happened but didn’t have the last word. (This can be powerful in longer groups.) Check your time. Try to do this only if there is ample time.
Exercise 2-9
What Did Your Get Out of This Session? (5 minutes/10 minutes)
[Note to Leader: I usually briefly name the exercises we did in each session and then ask for what people will carry away from the session.]

Enrichment for the Leader

In the next session, we will start people working toward emotional  forgiveness. We will take two approaches. On one hand, we will try to help people rise above their experience of negative emotions and see things more objectively—more from a higher perspective. On the other hand, we will ask people to begin to empathize and identify with the person who hurt them. God sees things from above; God also became a man (in Jesus) and identified with humans. We are following a godly prescription in our approach to forgiving. Also, psychologist Karen Horney said that people either move against others, move away from them, or move toward them. Moving against others is responding to hurts in revenge. Moving away from them is seeking to take a higher ground and get a little detachment from our involvement in emotions. Moving toward people is empathizing, sympathizing, feeling compassion for, and loving others.
Conducting the Sessions: Session 3
Leader’s Introduction to Session 3

So far, in Session 1, we looked at the way Scriptures portray forgiveness. In the second session, we looked at two ways to define forgiveness (decisional forgiveness and emotional forgiveness). We began to talk about the hurts we identified as our target transgressions at the end of last session. In this session, we explore those hurts further and get into looking at them differently than we might have in the past.

Exercise 3-2

Decisional Forgiveness (5 minutes)

Why do the exercise? This exercise, discussing with dyadic partners whether a decision to forgive has been made and what the implications of that decision are, is aimed at strengthening the decision to forgive that people (we hope) made last time. 

Exercise 3-3

Recall the Hurt through Imagination (10 minutes)
Why do the exercise? By having people engage in a relaxation exercise, this breaks up the usual form of the group and keeps things fresh and new. It also helps people think of the transgression in a new way rather than in the same way they usually thought of it. 

Instructions. Instruct people to get comfortable and relax. You can narrate a relaxing scene to help people feel calm. Sometimes scenes at the beach or in a comforting cabin in the woods or at a waterfall can stimulate mental relaxation. Have people concentrate on breathing deeply and slowly. Have them relax their muscles systematically—especially the head, neck and face. 

Then have people picture the person who hurt them and recall the experiences before, during, and after the hurtful incident. Have them remember and reenact in their minds the conversations and other experiences of events.

Exercise 3-4

Recall the Hurt through Discussing What You Just Imagined (5 minutes/15 minutes)
Why do the exercise? Discussing the recalled events in dyads helps people tell their story in a vivid and emotionally engaging way. People often get angry as they recall the events. Don’t try to stifle the emotions or control the angry expression unless someone actually seems to be losing control. If that were to happen, which it almost never does, have the person calm down and breathe slowly. If you have the person breathe out completely, it insures that they inhale deeply to refill their lungs.  

Basically, if you try to get people to recall hurts without feeling and expressing emotions, they will resist you. They will express their anger, resentment, and hurt. By allowing them to tell their story—complete with emotional expression—you will allow them to feel heard and validated. Because they are telling their story to another person who has also been hurt, the people can support each other.

People within a group, when asked to recount hurts, often elaborate more and more with each successive person. As a leader, you walk a delicate line between cutting people off or making a person who just gave an elaborate description feel “scolded” and keeping the group on track and moving at a good pace. If forced to choose, I’d say that the most important thing is to keep a good feeling in the group rather than make people think you are running a “program” on them that is mechanical and driven by deadlines. So, it’s tough. You do have practical deadlines in that people commit to a psychoeducational group for limited period. But it can’t feel that way to participants or they won’t receive maximum benefit and they will resist you.

Enrichment for the Leader

The severity and the nature of hurts seem to make a big difference in how people deal with them. Relatively minor hurts provoke a sense of injustice, but we usually take care of that sense of injustice by trying to restore justice or by simply putting aside our feelings and moving on with life. We rarely ruminate about the minor hurts, and if we do, the rumination seems to occur only when we indulge it. It doesn’t intrusively pop into our minds without our consent. We thus rarely develop much unforgiveness over small hurts and offenses.

With big hurts, or with injustices that attack our self-image or self-esteem, we seem more inclined to worry about. Rumination is often intrusive and we experience deeper mood shifts. We get depressed or very angry or anxious. Unforgiveness is common in the big hurts. This is often true at an emotional level even if we have granted decisional forgiveness and sincerely stick to our intention not to avenge ourselves or let our malice and unforgiveness show. 

For the events people in the group have been coached to select—those of moderate severity—people might or might not have developed measurable unforgiveness. After recalling the hurts imaginally, as they have just done, and after talking about the hurts, people should know more about how deep the wounds were and about how hard the battle for emotional forgiveness is likely to be.

Exercise 3-5

Discussion of Steps R and E (2 minutes)

Give this rationale. 
We aren’t going to get anywhere if we keep telling the story repeatedly. We need another, more objective story. Someone once defined insanity as doing the same thing again and again and expecting a different result. We are discussing a five-step method to REACH emotional forgiveness. The first step is R=Recall the Hurt. Up until now, you have recalled the hurt. But we want to recall it differently so that we can replace the negative unforgiving emotion with positive emotions. 

The second step is E=Empathize with the person who hurt you. (Empathy might include also sympathy, compassion, or love for the person.) That is, the step we are about to begin. The other steps are A=give an Altruistic (unselfish, other-regarding) gift of forgiveness, C=Commit to the forgiveness you experience, and H=Hold on to forgiveness when you doubt that you have forgiven. 
Enrichment for the Leader

Empathy is experienced at one of three levels. Sometimes we can only see another person’s perspective. At other times, we go deeper, seeing his or her perspective and feeling the things we imagine that he or she felt. At other times, we can identify closely with the person, almost getting into the emotional and personal experience with the other person.

We hope that people will be empathic with the one who harmed them, but we also want to encourage people to empathize with God. We should try to live so that we have a heart-to-heart intimate identificational knowledge of God. When, in the group, you encourage the person to discern God’s heart, this is not an attempt to make the person feel guilty or to manipulate the person into doing something you want them to do. You are encouraging the person to seek a close intimacy with God—one that is so close that the person’s knows what the Lord wants and can thus respond out of love and gratitude to him.

Exercise 3-6

Discerning God’s Heart (10 minutes/15 minutes)
Why do this exercise? Depending on the time, you can set this exercise up by discussing Joseph’s example. Then, people write brief answers to three questions that ask that they reflect on God’s heart and what he wants in regard to the transgression they experienced. This exercise places the transgression in a divine context rather than focusing on the personal responses of vengeance that we are prone to. Here is the way the exercise might be conducted.

How to do the exercise. [Note to Leader: Depending on time, parts 1-4 and 9-10 can be omitted. Always do parts 5-8.]
1. Ask, where was God when these things were happening to you? Where was Jesus? Where was the Holy Spirit? Let me give you just a minute to think about this. [Let people think in silence for a minute or so.]

2. Recall Joseph’s captivity. Get someone to tell the story. (Quickly)

3. Ask, where was God during this time in Joseph’s life? (Quickly)

4. Ask, are there are Scriptures that capture this lesson about Joseph’s life? (Quickly) [A couple of good ones are Gen 50:11, Rom 8:28]

5. Look at Exercise 3-6 in the participant’s manual. Each person should write a brief answer to Question 1. (Have you ever experienced some awful events and later seen God’s hand working for good in it?) [Discuss in the group.]
6. Poll the group for a story or two.

7. In Exercise 3-6, direct the group to write an answer to Question 2. (Lets’ revisit your transgression. Where was God? Can you see God’s hand at all? Where would you look for it?)

8. Have dyadic partners discuss this with each other.

9. In Exercise 10, ask each person to write an answer to Question 3 (Who comforts you during your trials? Person? God?) [no discussion]

10. Ask the group to share answers aloud (without writing them first) to Question 4 (Tell the group a lesson that you personally have gotten out of recalling the hurt in light of Scripture and in light of knowing God’s heart.)

[Note to Leader: You might summarize the lessons on newsprint or board or just note them to yourself and try to summarize some of the main lessons.]

Exercise 3-9

We Do Things for Reasons (5 minutes/20 minutes)

The instructions are these. Think of a time when you hurt someone. What did you feel, think, see, and do before, during, and after.

a. Discuss in dyads

b. Bring out in group that (1) we are capable of hurting each other yet we are not evil and (2) we usually do not intend to harm or hurt the other person, but rather we want to help. But we don’t help effectively and we end up hurting.
Draw a conclusion. We have what we think are good reasons for what we did. 

The implication: Chances are, the person who hurt you felt he or she was doing right. No one says, “I think I’ll offend someone terribly. I think I’ll ruin a relationship today.”

Exercise 3-7
Giving the Hurt Away This Time, To God (5 minutes)
Leader has the group stand. They hold out their hands (mime holding something in their hands). The leader says, 

“Imagine you are holding the hurt in your hands—as you did in the previous session, when you let it fly away like a bird being freed. Lift the hurt up to God. Open your hands and let God take it. After you release it, show by rubbing your hands together that you have given your hurt into God’s care.” 

“Last session, you simulated a decision to forgive by releasing your grudge—like a bird being freed. This time, we see that God is the one who takes our burdens and makes possible the decision to forgive. If you didn’t decide to forgive last time, can you do so now?”

Exercise 3-10
A Thought to Ponder Prior to Next Session (1 minute)
Direct the attention of group members to the concluding thought. Get someone to read it. Don’t discuss it unless there is a lot of time left in the session. 

A concluding thought to ponder this week. Someone read the following conclusion aloud:

We all do things for what we believe at the time to be good reasons. Sometimes, though, we hurt instead. Because we have all had this experience of hurting others even with the best of intentions, we can understand that the person who hurt us probably had what he or she believed to be good reasons. That person might not be as mean or evil or uncaring as we thought.
Exercise 3-11
What Did Your Get Out of This Session? (5 minutes/10 minutes)
[Note to Leader: I usually briefly name the exercises we did in each session and then ask for what people will carry away from the session.]
Conducting the Sessions: Session 4
Leader’s Introduction to Session 4
So far, in Session 1, we looked at the way Scriptures portray forgiveness. In the Session 2, we looked at two ways to define forgiveness (decisional forgiveness and emotional forgiveness). We began to talk about the hurts we identified as our target transgressions at the end of last session. In Session 3, we explored those hurts further and got into looking at them differently than we might have in the past. At the end of the session, we examined how we always seem to have good reasons or justifications (or at least excuses) if we hurt or offend someone. In the current session, Session 4, we are going to tackle the hard work of experiencing emotional forgiveness—trying to empathize, sympathize, feel compassion for, or even love the person who harmed us. That is a very hard thing to do, but we will experience peace and emotional forgiveness to the degree that we are successful at doing this.

Preparatory Note to the Group Leader

You are going to try to build a sense of empathy by each group member for the person who inflicted the harm. You want each group member to see that (1) we all do things for reasons and (2) we usually think our reasons are totally justified.

Exercise 4-2

Remember: We Do Things for Reasons (5 minutes)

Ask someone to read this aloud:

The previous session, you thought of a time when you hurt someone. We concluded this: We all do things for what we believe at the time to be good reasons. Sometimes, though, we hurt instead. Because we have all had this experience of hurting others even with the best of intentions, we can understand that the person who hurt us probably had what he or she believed to be good reasons. That person might not be as mean or evil or uncaring as we thought. 

You have thought about this since the previous session. Do you still believe this idea has merit? Why? [Discuss]
Exercise 4-8
Empty Chair (20 minutes/35 minutes)

Explain the task. “Here is another way to really understand what your offender might have been going through that led him or her to hurt you. Pair up in a dyad. Both people will actually do the exercise, but we’ll do it one person at a time. While one person is working, the other person is silently and supportively observing. The person NOT working doesn’t say anything.

Now the person who is working will be sitting in one chair. We are going to pretend that the person who hurt you is sitting directly across from the one who is working. Actually there will be an empty chair there, and you’ll just pretend to talk to the person.

That means, altogether, there will be three chairs involved. The observer sits on one and silently observes. The person who is actively working uses two chairs—one in which he or she is sitting and the other an empty chair.

After you have told the pretend-transgressor in the empty chair how you were hurt, I want you to move to the empty chair and then pretend you were the person who hurt you. Talk from that person’s point of view. Tell your side of things—what you saw, heard, thought, felt. Once you have answered from the offender’s point of view, then get back in your original chair and pretend you are you again. Keep moving back and forth having a conversation.

After a while, I’ll tell you that it is time to switch roles so that the observer can move to the role as the one working with the empty chair. Keep your conversation going until I tell you it’s time to switch.

Ask whether there are questions. 
Show them how this works by talking from your point of view, from the offender’s point of view, from your point of view again, and saying that the conversation will continue.

Ask again whether there are questions. After you’ve answered any (if any), then start them on the task.

How to direct the conversations. You probably could have them decide who is A and who is B. Have A work the empty chair first. Set the time limit for the exercise (let’s say you want five minutes of conversation from each person). As you get one minute from time limit for A, give a 1-minute warning. At the end of person A’s time, say, ok, try to finish up and if you haven’t switched, do so in the next minute. Again, give a 1-minute warning for person B.
Process the learning from the exercise. Have the group process the empty chair exercise. Ask, Did you consider person’s history? Pressures? Do you understand the person’s perspective any better? What are your reactions to having done this?

A Word to the Leader about People’s Reactions

It is not uncommon that people react strongly to this. Some cry. Don’t be concerned. Don’t feel that you must take away the tears or dry them up. Let the conversations happen.

On the other hand, it is also not uncommon at this point to have people complain that they don’t really want to empathize with the person who hurt them or they can’t empathize with the person. Do NOT try to convince them about how great this is or how necessary or how much it will help them. Rather, AFFIRM that it indeed is hard to do. AFFIRM that it is about the least desirable thing to think about doing. Instead of arguing with the person, let them know that you thought it was hard when you did it, too. Ask if others are struggling. Affirm how you appreciate their trying to do this and say that most people think this is perhaps the hardest part of trying to achieve lasting forgiveness. Say that this is particularly true if they have to keep interacting with the person and if the person has been hurtful more often than once. 

At the end of the exercise, reaffirm that you appreciate their courage in trying this very difficult task.

Exercise 4-9
Empathizing with the Heart of God (5 minutes/10 minutes)

Transition to Exercise 4-5. “You have been empathizing with the person who hurt you. You have been sincerely trying to discern his or her heart. I’d like you to shift gears just a minute and try to discern God’s heart. You have tried to think about what God would want of you several times in different contexts. Now, think about what God might want for both your offender and for you now that you have spent some time thinking about what it might have been like for the offender.

Leading the exercise. Tackle the questions one at a time. First, have group members think about, “What does God’s heart want for your offender?” Then discuss it. Then repeat with the other question, “What does God’s heart want for you?”
Closing the exercise. Paraphrase this rationale to the group members. “Remember, experiencing emotional forgiveness and peace, depends on your being able to replace negative emotions like bitterness, resentment, hostility, hatred, anger, or fear with positive emotions. You’ve been trying to feel empathy with the person—to understand the person’s reasons for doing what he or she did, to feel with the other person, or even to identify to some degree with the person. That might, if you persist in it, help you experience emotional forgiveness and peace. It’s probably too early to tell, but you are working toward replacing those negative emotions with more positive ones.”

Enrichment for the Leader

A= Give an Altruistic Gift of Forgiveness. Sometimes this can be a troublesome step for some of the people in the group. They can easily see that they should forgive because they will be happier, less burdened, less stressed, perhaps healthier, perhaps less anxious or depressed, certainly less resentful and angry, have better relationships, have a better spiritual life. But why, they ask, would they want to forgive to bless the person who hurt them. Also, they might object, they don’t intend to see the person again, so how would the person even know.

We have studied this scientifically. We know from our studies that people who forgive for unselfish altruistic reasons—because the person hurt them and they can return blessing for harm and thus bless the offender in a way that others cannot—will actually get more benefit than people who try to consciously get the benefits by forgiving. So apart from any other reason for pursuing altruistic forgiving, it turns out to be a paradox. Perhaps it is simply that God honors those who seek to act unselfishly or without self-interest. Perhaps there is something healing in sacrifice. Whatever the reason, having altruistic motives seems to be healing.

It seems more important that one forgive with altruistic motives than that one express that forgiveness to the person. Emotional forgiveness happens within the skin of the forgiver. When we express forgiveness, we are really talking about a different process—the process of reconciliation.

Because it is helpful for people to develop altruistic motives for their forgiveness, you are going to try to lead the person toward forgiving altruistically.

[At this point, we begin working on A=give an Altruistic gift to the person who hurt you]

Group Leader Gives Important Transitional Talk

In the exercises you just did (or, that we skipped), you were asked to try to sympathize with the person who harmed you, to perhaps feel compassion for the person, and to love the person (as Jesus loves us). 
You are asked to “beam a prayer of blessing at the person who hurt you” if you feel angry or sense that you are ruminating about the harm.

This step of the model to REACH forgiveness—E=Empathize with the Person who Hurt You—is the crucial step. If you can feel true empathy for the person, or true sympathy, or true compassion, or true love, then those positive feelings will gradually eat up the negative feelings of resentment, bitterness, hostility, hatred, anger, and fear of the person who hurt you and will replace any feelings of unforgiveness with feelings of forgiveness. 

Taking that step, though, of replacing the resentments you might have held onto with more positive feelings is one you can do for one of two motivations. You can give up the unforgiving emotions because you know that you will improve your health, your mood, your relationship, or your spiritual life—as we talked about early in the group. You can give up the unforgiving emotions and feel more positive emotions because you will be free of the weight of unforgiveness that makes you angry.

Or, you can forgive because you are willing to give an altruistic, unselfish gift of forgiveness to the person who hurt you—because you are willing to give a gift of agape love, like Jesus did with his enemies, to the person who harmed you.

It isn’t easy to give an altruistic gift of forgiveness. In fact, it’s one of the hardest things we might be asked to do in this life.
Exercise 4-15
When Did You Do Something Altruistic for Someone Else? (5 minutes)
Set the stage by saying: Thus far, we have experienced decisional forgiveness as we lifted our arms and let go of our grudge. Then we have covered two steps of the five step model to REACH emotional forgiveness: R=Recall the Hurt and E=Empathize with the person who hurt you. Now, we are beginning to cover A=give an Altruistic Gift to the One Who Hurt You.}

In dyads: To begin, let’s share a time when you did something altruistic for another person. Altruism is other-regarding behavior. It’s doing something nice for someone with the primary motive of helping that person. 

Describe what you did. Describe how you felt about doing it. How did you feel after you had done this altruistic act?

Exercise 4-16
We Are All Capable of Evil (10 minutes/15 minutes)
· Someone in the group, read this aloud:

Yehiel Dinur was a holocaust survivor who was a witness during the trial of the infamous Nazi war criminal, Adolf Eichmann. Dinur entered the courtroom and stared at the man behind the bulletproof glass—the man who had presided over the slaughter of millions. The court was hushed as a victim confronted a butcher of his people. Suddenly Dinur began to sob and collapsed to the floor. But not out of anger or bitterness. As he explained later in an interview, what struck him was a terrifying realization. “I was afraid about myself,” Dinur said. “I saw that I am capable to do this…Exactly like he.” In a moment of chilling clarity, Dinur saw the skull beneath the skin. “Eichmann, “he concluded, “is in all of us.”

Discuss this question: What is the point of this story? (Do you agree with it? Why or why not?) 
[Note to Leader: Summarize by saying the following:]

 We are all capable of doing evil. We really are not that different from the one who hurt us. I want you to think about this: Can we be merciful in our judgment of that person?
Exercise 4-18
What Did Your Get Out of This Session? (5 minutes/10 minutes)
[Note to Leader: I usually briefly name the exercises we did in each session and then ask for what people will carry away from the session.]

Conducting the Sessions: Session 5
Leader’s Introduction to Session 5
So far, in Session 1, we looked at the way Scriptures portray forgiveness. In the Session 2, we looked at two ways to define forgiveness (decisional forgiveness and emotional forgiveness). We began to talk about the hurts we identified as our target transgressions at the end of last session. In Session 3, we explored those hurts further and got into looking at them differently than we might have in the past. At the end of the session, we examined how we always seem to have good reasons or justifications (or at least excuses) if we hurt or offend someone. In the current session, Session 4, we tackled the hard work of experiencing emotional forgiveness—trying to empathize, sympathize, feel compassion for, or even love the person who harmed us. In Session 5, we will work on giving a gift of forgiving to the offender and committing to the emotional forgiveness we experienced.

Enrichment for the Leader

When we were forgiven by God, we might have repented of the sins we knew about and we might have renounced our life without Jesus and embraced a life with him. But, in the grand scheme of things, we know almost nothing about the total number of sins we have created. God forgave those anyway. We had little idea what it meant for us truly to turn from sin. God forgave us anyway and renews our mind. We had little idea of what costs we might encounter as a Christian. God forgave us anyway and sent the Holy Spirit to lead, empower, and comfort us. In the divine scheme, forgiveness was not earned by our repentance, our belief, and our faith. It was a divine gift of grace—unmerited favor.

At the same time, Paul appeals to us to seek the true crown and weight of glory. Jesus appeals to seek fellowship with God eternally and a place in his kingdom. There are unquestionable benefits for repentance, belief, and faith.

Our model of forgiving others, while in highly different circumstances than divine forgiveness, can profit by being informed by this grace. We thus seek to promote a forgiveness that is based on both a benefit to ourselves in forgiving and on a blessing for the one who hurt us.

Exercise 5-2

When Did You Need Forgiving? (5 minutes/20 minutes)

“Humility is the antidote to shame.” Dan Allender

Review: Say this:

We have identified two types of forgiveness—decisional forgiveness and emotional forgiveness. We have been working through a five-step model to REACH emotional forgiveness. [I sometimes playfully say something like I forgot the steps, let’s see

R = (wait for the group to name each one after you say the letter) 

· R=Recall the Hurt

· E=Empathize with the One Who Hurt You (also includes Sympathy, Compassion, and Agape Love)

· A= Give an Altruistic Gift of Forgiveness

· C=Commit to the Forgiveness You Experienced

· H=Hold on to Forgiveness When You Doubt

Why do this exercise? Our appeal to people will be that they have worked hard to empathize, sympathize, feel compassion for, or love the person who harmed them. Now, having understood the other person, wouldn’t the person like to give a gift of forgiveness—altruistically motivated because it can bless the person? To motivate the altruism, we try to help people see that when they were forgiven by a person, they were indeed blessed.
Conducting the exercise. In the first part of the exercise (5-2), people recall a time when they needed forgiveness and write answers to questions about the incident. These are to help the person focus on their feelings and emotions when they received forgiveness.
Exercise 5-4

Getting in Touch with the Gratitude We Feel for Our Forgiveness (4 minutes/10 minutes)

Why do the exercise? This exercise is yet another way to help people get in touch with the blessing of feeling gratitude for being forgiven. Again, it is to strengthen the motivation to bless the person who harmed each person.

Conducting the exercise. Each person writes notes about what kind of letter of thanksgiving they would write. Then each person tells the other what the letter would say.

Exercise 5-5

Reactions to Being Forgiven (3 minutes)

Why do the exercise? As with the method used throughout these groups. People think privately about something, then express it in a safe relationship with a dyad partner. Finally, they share it with a larger number of people in the safety of the large group. 

Conducting the discussion. Again, as with other discussions, reflect back the core of what each person says about his or her experience of being forgiven. 

Exercise 5-9

A Crucial Question (3 minutes)

Why do the exercise? You are going to ask the most important question after several people have shared what it feels like to be forgiven. Say something like this:

You have worked hard throughout this group to empathize with the person who hurt you. You have sought to discern what God’s heart might be toward the person—a heart of mercy and love. You have thought about what it means to love you enemies. 

You also have thought about how much blessing you felt when you received forgiveness.

Now—and this is an important question—are you willing to extend the gift of forgiveness to your offender? Can you declare that you have experienced complete forgiveness that matches the decisional forgiveness you have granted. Maybe you haven’t experienced complete forgiveness yet, but maybe you’ve seen a large change over the course of the group. 

Can you declare that you have experienced at least part of full forgiveness. How much forgiveness—in percent—have you experienced toward the person?

Conducting the exercise. Have people whip around the group and say what percent of the negative feelings they replaced. [This is extremely vital. Do NOT omit.]
Exercise 5-11

Completing a Certificate of Emotional Forgiveness (3 minutes)
Say, “By telling someone that you have forgiven emotionally, you commit to your experience.” We also can commit by completing a “Certificate of Emotional Forgiveness,” which you have in your manual. Can you complete it now.”
Exercise 5-11 (in Participant Workbook)

CERTIFICATE OF EMOTIONAL FORGIVENESS

I DECLARE TO MYSELF THAT AS OF THE DATE  
______
, 200
, I HAVE FORGIVEN  


 FOR 







. 

TO DATE I HAVE FORGIVEN 

PERCENT OF THE EMOTIONAL UNFORGIVENESS.

SIGNED












Leader: Say this, 

We have just begun the step of the five step model to REACH emotional forgiveness that is C=Commit to the forgiveness that you have experienced. Let’s try a couple of additional exercises to solidify this commitment.

Exercise 5-12

Draw Your Feelings Now (10 minutes)

Each person is to take a piece of paper and draw something that represents their feelings relative to the grudge they started with. The picture could be abstract, symbolic, or something concrete that represents feeling. (For example, one person drew a picture of empty chains lying on the floor. Another drew a picture of balloons floating heavenward. Another drew a picture of a knife, that he later said had been withdrawn from his heart.) These are examples.
[Note to Leader: This exercise in creativity really solidifies people’s feelings.]

Exercise 5-14
Hand Washing (5 minutes/10 minutes)
Why do the exercise? This provides a graphic example that the forgiveness experienced in this group is not complete, but by repeating it, eventually people can completely forgive. 

Conducting the exercise. Have people write a brief description of the transgression on your hand and then go to the restroom and wash it off. This will take a minute. When people return, ask whether they got it completely erased from their hand. Some will; some won’t. Draw the following lesson: 

We can move through the five-step Model to REACH Forgiveness once and it probably won’t totally erase our bad feelings about the transgression. But it will lighten the feelings. Through repeated washings, we become free of the negative, unforgiving feelings.

Exercise 5-16
A Hypothetical Letter Expressing Forgiveness (6 minutes/15 minutes)
Why conduct the exercise? Forgiving and expressing forgiveness are different. There are many times when a person might not find it possible, safe, or wise to express forgiveness. For example, a person might be working to forgive a deceased parent, a spouse who divorced them, or a friend who has moved away and with whom they have lost contact. Or for example, a person might not want to express forgiveness to an employer who still holds power over one and might fire one. Or, one might not want to express forgiveness to someone who doesn’t think he or she did anything wrong. By writing a “letter” without having to send it, the person can express the forgiveness without having to worry about negative consequences.

Conducting the exercise. Be sure to emphasize that you are not recommending that the group members send the letters.

Exercise 5-17
More Forgiveness (4 minutes)

Group members stand. “Imagine you have a box in your hand. It is your gift of forgiveness to the offender. Lift your hands and offer it as a sacred gift to God. Forgiveness of the offender was not in your strength but was from God. Give it back to him.” 


The leader pauses and invites the members to lower their heads. Then the leader says, “Now stretch your hand out in front of you, palms up. You can feel God’s blessing. Bring it to your heart to receive God’s blessing to you.”

Exercise 5-18*
Writing an Actual Letter (15 minutes/25 minutes)
(may be omitted depending on time)
This is in the workbook. As leader, you can give other or more explicit instructions. 

Write an actual letter to the person you are forgiving. However, it is not often wise to send it, especially if the other person is not likely to feel remorse and sorrow for his or her offense. Still, the act of writing the letter will serve as a commitment. This is best done as a homework assignment.

Here are things the leader can do or say.

· Instead of Exercises (above) in which the letter is imagined, the leader can direct the group members to write a short letter (which you should caution them not actually to send). After writing the letter, have the group stand and shut their eyes. 

· Direct them to imagine the person in front of them, even though they are in the safety of the group and the person is not really here. Then direct them to imagine offering the letter to the person.

· Imagine the person taking the letter and crying. (It doesn’t matter if you believe that the person might not really cry.)

· Now, imagine yourself holding the letter again. Now hold it outstretched, and offer it to God.

· Imagine that in response, Jesus comes and stands in the midst of the group.

· He just stands there. Are there things you said in the letter that you would like to change—things you left out that you would now add; things you put in that you would take out now.

· What would Jesus do if he came to stand in front of you and the rest of the group just disappeared.
· Offer the letter to the Lord.

· Pray for the person or for yourself.

· After sitting down, have each person describe what went on for them.
Exercise 5-19
What Did Your Get Out of This Session? (5 minutes/10 minutes)
Say this: We have just completed the fourth step of the five needed to  REACH emotional forgiveness. Let’s see if we can remember the steps. (Ask the group to name the steps together as you say each letter.

· R=Recall the Hurt

· E=Empathize with the One Who Hurt You (also includes Sympathy, Compassion, and Agape Love)

· A= Give an Altruistic Gift of Forgiveness

· C=Commit to the Forgiveness You Experienced

· H=Hold on to Forgiveness When You Doubt

Now, ask “What did you get out of this session?”

[Note to Leader: I usually briefly name the exercises we did in each session and then ask for what people will carry away from the session.]
Conducting the Sessions: Session 6
Leader’s Introduction to Session 6
So far, in Session 1, we looked at the way Scriptures portray forgiveness. In the Session 2, we looked at two ways to define forgiveness (decisional forgiveness and emotional forgiveness). We began to talk about the hurts we identified as our target transgressions at the end of last session. In Session 3, we explored those hurts further and got into looking at them differently than we might have in the past. At the end of the session, we examined how we always seem to have good reasons or justifications (or at least excuses) if we hurt or offend someone. In the current session, Session 4, we tackled the hard work of experiencing emotional forgiveness—trying to empathize, sympathize, feel compassion for, or even love the person who harmed us. In Session 5, we worked on giving a gift of forgiving to the offender and committing to the emotional forgiveness we experienced. This session, Session 6, is the culmination. 
We began by saying that divine forgiveness is about forgiving sins and forgiveness of our condition of sin. In the same way, we have been working on forgiving a transgression against us, but our main concern is to become a person who is more forgiving as a person. That is what we are going to try to promote in Session 6.

This is the most important session in the program. Things have been building to this session. If you have extra time, this is the place to use the extra time first.

Exercise 6-2

Review of Major Concepts (5 minutes)
Why conduct this exercise? This provides a review that allows people to get quickly back into the whole understanding of forgiveness we have been developing. Because the current session will ask people to use this system several times, it is good to begin the session by refreshing people’s memories.

Conducting the session. The group leader should conduct a brief summary (by asking group members) of (1) the five steps (name them) and (2) the two types of forgiveness (name each type), and (3) the working definition of “granting decisional forgiveness” and “experiencing emotional forgiveness.” Ask the group to recall each of these.

You might say the following:
Let’s stop a minute and take stock. Where have we been? There are five steps to forgiving. Let’s name the steps. Answer:

· R=Recall the Hurt

· E=Empathize with the One Who Hurt You (also includes Sympathy, Compassion, and Agape Love)

· A= Give an Altruistic Gift of Forgiveness

· C=Commit to the Forgiveness You Experienced

· H=Hold on to Forgiveness When You Doubt

There were two types of forgiveness. What were they? (Answer: Granting decisional forgiveness and Experiencing emotional forgiveness)

What is our working definition of emotional forgiveness? (Answer: Replacing negative unforgiving emotions by positive other-oriented emotions)

Exercise 6-6
Prayer for Your Offender (10 minutes)

This is vital.


Read: Jesus said, “Love your enemies. Do good to those who persecute you.”


Leader invites group members to have a time of silence in which people pray for their offender. 
Exercise 6-7

Hold on to Forgiveness When You Are in the Midst of a “Reminder” Experience (3 minutes/10 minutes)

Why do the exercise? People have usually developed many ways of dealing with doubts. You will want to draw out of the group a good list. 

Conducting the exercise. Ask, “How can you avoid getting back into bitterness or hatred if you are in one of those “reminder” situations?” Conduct a group discussion. (List from the groups.) Examples people might list include are (1) Get out of the situation; (2) Remind yourself that you have been forgiven; (3) Remind yourself that this situation is different than the other. [There are lots of others.]

Exercise 6-8

Group Leader Tells Important Example (3 minutes)

Use this analogy. Having memories of past harms is our God-given way to protect ourselves from doing something dangerous again. If I burn my hand on a stove eye, I feel fear and anger when my hand gets near the eye again. That isn’t “unforgiveness” against the stove eye; it’s just my body’s way of protecting me.

So, remember: The pain, anger, or fear that arises due to a memory or that comes from encountering the person who hurt us once again are NOT unforgiveness. When you see the person who hurt you and feel the negative feelings (anger, fear, sadness) pop up again, you can remind yourself: This pain, anger, and fear I’m feeling is not unforgiveness. It’s just my body’s way of protecting me so I won’t make the same mistakes I made last time.
Conducting the exercise. Have someone read the analogy and the paragraph following it (see these two paragraphs above). Ask for reactions from the group. Because this is a very important point, you’ll also summarize. “In emotionally forgiving, we are to replace the negative emotions, not the memories. We can’t (and we shouldn’t) get rid of our memories of when we’ve been harmed. Having memories of past harms is our God-given way to protect ourselves from doing something dangerous again. That isn’t “unforgiveness”; it’s just the body God created protecting me. So, remember: when you see the person who hurt you and feel the negative feelings (anger, fear, sadness) pop up again, you can remind yourself: This pain, anger, and fear I’m feeling is not unforgiveness. It’s just my body’s way of protecting me so I won’t make the same mistakes I made last time.
Exercise 6-12
Sculpting Your Response to the Weight of Unforgiveness (6 minutes/12 minutes)
One at a time, each person is called into the center of the group. (Let the first person volunteer, and then whip around the circle for the remainder.) The person places himself or herself in the position he or she felt represents what was experienced at the outset, before forgiveness. THEN the person is asked to sculpt himself or herself into a body position that represents the way he or she is feeling right now.

(Alternatively, the person can sculpt two of the other group members to represent the relationship between offender and forgiver—before and after forgiving.)

Exercise 6-14 
Getting Your Mind Prepared to Become a More Forgiving Person (4 minutes/10 minutes)
Being a more forgiving person. As you enter into this last section, start out by getting your mind set on God and what God has done to bless you. Do the following four tasks in the next five minutes.

1. If, at any point during these exercises, you detect resentment and bitterness, confess it to God at once. There is nothing to be ashamed of if you feel negative and resentful, but that is a sign that we might want to take that issue to God for God’s forgiveness of us. 

2. Pray to know God more fully. Instead of praying to have God bless you, sanctify you, or do something for you, pray that you will know God better. Pick a person that you may have some lingering negative feelings toward. Pray that God will show you what God loves about that person. Then meditate on what that tells you about God’s character. God can put that character quality in you.

3. Look for God’s surprises of grace and mercy today thus far. What has God done today already to bless you? Look for God’s surprises the rest of the day.

4. Is there a time of suffering or persecution you have gone through recently? “In all things God works good for those who love him and are called according to his purpose.” How is God working good through your suffering or persecution? What good has come from your suffering or persecution in the event you chose? Write those things.

5. You are now ready to begin the twelve steps to becoming a more forgiving person.

Exercise 6-15
Dedicate Yourself to Being a More Forgiving Christian: 12 Steps (24 minutes/30 minutes/36 minutes)
Why do the exercise? This might be the single most important exercise in the program. It allows the person, in a worshipful way, to encounter the Lord directly and consider his or her life. A bare minimum of time is 24 minutes, but 30 to 36 minutes is optimum. This helps people bridge the gap between forgiving one transgression, which is all that has thus far been considered, and being a more forgiving person. 
The rationale to explain to the group. The idea is that being a forgiving person involves being forgiving in most situations with most people. We can become unforgiving towards someone by being hurt. Usually, to hold a grudge against the person (rather than just being unforgiving about one transgression) we are hurt repeatedly. We eventually generalize and say we can’t forgive the person. To become a more forgiving person, we reverse the process. We have tried to forgive one transgression through applying the five steps to REACH forgiveness of the transgression. In this section, we consider several other transgressions and several people. By the end, we hope that the group members are more forgiving people.
Setting up the exercise. You’ll need to bring a worship CD or tape, with thoughtful, prayerful, worship songs. Sometimes it is helpful to bring a cross for meditation or even both a cross and a crucifix to emphasize the passion of Christ and the resurrection of Christ—the love and the power. 

Conducting the exercise. Music will be played: 12 songs. During each 2-minute (or 2.5-minute, or 3-minute) period, work on one of the 12 steps in the workbook, writing out the answers in each step. The leader’s role is simple. You are a time keeper. 

Concluding the exercise. At the end, you can conclude with this Scripture reading that can serve as a prayer of commitment.
 “15For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are—yet was without sin. 16Let us then approach the throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need.”  (Hebrews 4:15-16.) 
Say, “We cannot forgive in our own strength alone. We are tempted to be vengeful, full of grudges, and filled with hatred. Yet, we have a high priest—Jesus—who was tempted in every way we are. He emerged as the essence of forgiveness. Let us approach the throne of grace boldly and ask that our high priest intercede for us. I invite you to pair up with your dyadic partner and pray for each other.”

Give a few minutes for prayer.

HERE ARE THE 12 STEPS (Read each step and give two to three minutes, as the group requires to complete each.)

Exercise 6-15 (in the Participant Manual)
Dedicate Yourself to Being a More Forgiving Christian: 12 Steps (24 minutes/30 minutes/36 minutes)

Music will be played: 12 songs. During each 2-minute (or 2.5-minute, or 3-minute) period, work on one step in the following booklet, writing out the answers in each step.

Step 1: Why Forgive?

Why do you want to be a more forgiving person?  List as many reasons as you can.

Step 2: Identify the 10 greatest wounds or hurts you have experienced throughout your lifetime.

(Note: Don’t start this until the facilitator tells you to move to step 2.) List a short description (like: “Dad abandoned our family when I was young”) of about 10 of the most severe wounds you have experienced.

1. 

2. 

3. 

4.

5. 

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.

Step 3: Forgive one wound or hurt at a time.

Pick one of the wounds you listed in Step 2, write a brief description of each of the five steps to REACH emotional forgiveness as it pertains to that wound or hurt..

R= Recall the hurt (summary)

E=Empathize (from a sympathetic point of view, describe why the person did what he or she did)

A=Altruistic gift (write a reason why you might want to unselfishly grant forgiveness; you could bless this person?)

C=Commit to any forgiveness you experienced (write your intention to try someday, or soon, or when, to forgive)

H=Hold on to forgiveness (write how hard you think it would be to make this a lasting forgiveness)

Step 4: Identify your forgiveness heroes

Looking back over your life and thinking of people you know or have read or heard about, identify 2 people you think of as forgiveness heroes—people who have forgiven much and whom you admire.

1. Someone you know

2. Someone from the past (examples: Jews, Gandhi, King David, Solzhenitsyn, Martin Luther King, Jr.)

3. Someone from the present whom you don’t know personally but still is a forgiveness hero to you.

Step 5: Examine yourself

Write a prayer to the Lord expressing your heartfelt desire to be a more forgiving person.

Step 6: Try to become more virtuous

Write ways you would like to develop a more tender heart and a more virtuous character.  Specifically, how do you think you could begin moving toward more virtue?

Step 7: Change your experience with the past

You can’t change the past, but you can change the way you are going to talk about it. Pick out one of the ten events (step 2) and write how you are going to talk differently about it from now on.

Step 8: Plan your strategy for becoming more forgiving

Write below a way you are going to try from now on to discern God’s heart better.

Can you dedicate yourself to seeking God’s heart more often, following the Lord’s lead more conscientiously, and being more grateful that God talks to us?

Write something else that you really intend to do to become a more forgiving person.

Step 9: Practice forgiving under imagined conditions

Pick one of the people from your list of ten events (Step 2) whom you have NOT worked on during one of the other steps.  Imagine you are in a room with that person.  Jesus is in the room with the two of you.  What happens?

Step 10: Practicing Forgiveness day to day

Looking back at your list of 10 (see Step 2), choose the one person that you have the most negative feeling toward.  Pray for that person until time is up. Pray the Lord’s blessing on the person. (Consider this: Can you pray blessings on any other people once you leave this group.)
Step 11: Consult someone you trust

Is there anyone you trust that you could talk to about your heartfelt desire to be a more forgiving person?  Write that person, or persons, name(s) below.

Step 12: Start a campaign to love your enemies

If you took the Scripture seriously that we are to love our enemies, bless those who curse us, do good to those who despitefully use us, then write out things you would do to love one of those people you listed in Step 2.

Exercise 6-18

New Percent Emotional Forgiveness (4 minutes)

Last time you rated yourself with a certain percent emotional forgiveness. We’ve done a lot since then. What is the percent of emotional forgiveness you leave the group with?
Exercise 6-20
Processing the Whole Group Experience (10 minutes/30 minutes)

Process the group. Conduct a group discussion about what people thought were the best parts of the group, and what they got out of the group.

Complete the evaluation of the group and the evaluation of their own forgiveness.
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