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Why Is It So Hard To Forgive My Dad?

Human behavior suggests that people are “hard-wired” to retaliate when they have been hurt by another person. Our pride or self-esteem is injured. Our expectations or dreams are disappointed. We lose something very valuable to us. We want recompense for the damages. How do we hurt them back or how do we really hurt them by holding back forgiveness.  
In being a parent, we just make mistakes in raising kids.  We just do because none of us went through a special course of how to raise kids. We watched others, copied what we saw and heard.  Was it right? No. Was it the best at the time? Probably. Do we want to hurt our kids? No. Do we wake up in the morning and say we are going to hurt our daughter or son today? No. Do we say we just want to be a bad dad for the day? Of course not.

In the midst of this our kids get hurt and at the time it seems they absorb the pain or hurt  fine because after all, kids are flexible and they get over it? Really? I bet that has worked well for everyone concerned. So, what happens to the hurt and pain?  For most we find a very special and sacred hiding place in our hearts or souls and we keep it there.  For years it may have seemed to go away or disappear.  Maybe occasionally, it pokes its head and causes a moment of discontent.  Our reactions vary but I find people seem to “get quite, sull up or just get downright moody for the day.”  Does this sound familiar?  But if we are going to be healthy emotionally and spiritually (and yes, physically) we need to find it within our inner man to “touch that hurt and forgive that person who hurt us years ago.”  Perhaps it is a little boy or little girl who got hurt during a divorce?  Maybe it was a dad who didn’t understand the difference of spanking and a beating for disobedience.  Perhaps it was ugly and degrading words spoken at a time that everyone would regret later in life.  But it seems to go away until some other similar hurt “poked its head out” and that nauseating pain or feeling becomes real again.  What do we do?  Experience says to poke it back down, be mad at the person for life and minimize any further relationship with that person.  After all, it is my turn to hurt them! My motivation “not” to forgive them is to keep me, their grandkids and anyone else from a relationship with my dad.  
There are resistances which block our motivation to forgive. Automatic thoughts or beliefs impede us from forgiving others. We tell ourselves, “I won’t forgive because he never accepts responsibility for what he does” or “I would be a hypocrite if I forgave because I do not feel like forgiving” or “forgiving is only for weak people”.

Explanations for behavior can also get in the way. When someone hurts us or lets us down we tend to assign internal causes for behavior to others. We argue that it is based on personality or character traits. We tell ourselves, “he’s just so forgetful or careless” or “he doesn’t appreciate me” or “he did that purposefully”. We judge them harshly.

But when we do something wrong or hurtful/disappointing we tend to excuse our own behavior by attributing external causes. In those cases we say “my child made a mess” or “there was a car accident on the highway.” We tend to let ourselves off the hook and give ourselves permission to fail.

This is what psychologists call the “Fundamental Attribution Error”. We assign total responsibility or blame to others for their behavior while explaining away our own negative actions in terms of situational factors. In other words, it’s not our fault because…. It somehow gives us an excuse for an invalid behavioral response.
It’s important to note that understanding and accepting the error in behavior does not relieve the offending person of moral responsibility. Forgiving someone does not cancel out the consequences of their actions. The goal is to promote empathy and forgiveness and look more realistically at the hurtful events from their point of view.” This involves thinking the best of people rather than jumping to harsh conclusions about their character or intentions. That is a hard one for most of us because we are not really told to think the best of people or situations because of global TV and immediate computer connections does not re-enforce to look at the best of people or situations first.  We tend to judge very quickly. We see, we feel and we judge.
Then, because of the hurt, we develop a lack of empathy (empathy is the psychological highway to forgive others) for others can also get in the way of our ability to forgive. We can develop empathy for others by beginning to change our way of thinking. It is impossible to fully know why a person acted the way that they did. Make room for grace. Did you hear me? Make way for grace.  It is my experience over time that the mind can “play tricks” on this grace issue because we get hurt, years go by and that issue (which was played multiple times in our heads) sometimes becomes more that it ever was.  As a child we interpret the hurt one way but as we grow older we tend to add to that hurt- we don’t necessarily mean to but we do.  It is like passing around a secret in a room (remember that game?) and when it got back to you who started the secret it is so distorted.  So, the key to this is to try and lay our hurt or pain down for a moment and hear from the other person. Yes, that is a tough one to do.  
When have you been able to have empathy for someone who has hurt you? Ask yourself “do I want things bitter or better?” Forgiveness has a huge impact on our own health and feelings. Forgiveness is not so much about the other person as it is about our own hearts. Forgiveness is for our benefit, but so often things get in the way. Think of a time when you have needed forgiveness. After all, we immediately tell our kids to apologize for hitting each other barely before the last swing has occurred.
Next, don’t let resentment imprison you for life. It will destroy you and your other relationships. Lewis Smedes wrote: “To forgive is to set the prisoner free…and to discover that the prisoner was you.” Let go of the pain. Give it to God. For God alone understands more than anyone the pain and humiliation you feel. Jesus felt more pain, rejection and humiliation than any person. On the spiritual side of this conversation, I heard a minister talk about the pain Christ endured just for my sins.  So, let’s remember that this man, Christ, got beaten, speared, nails driven into hands and feet and hung on a cross for what?  To die for the forgiveness of my sins.  That is a Big concept for me because no matter how I try to get that “right in my head,” He didn’t know me but He forgave me.  Think about that a while when you make a decision that you can’t forgive someone for any thing.  Yes, anything. The ability to forgive is rooted in being forgiven ourselves.  As people we all make mistakes, not one of us can live up to the standard God set on our own. But God promises that if we accept what Jesus did for us, we can be forgiven. The slate can be wiped clean no matter what has happened in the past. God promises us strength for today and bright hope for the future. Whatever happened in your yesterdays God can take care of all of your tomorrows.

Yes, letting go of your hurts is often not an overnight experience. It takes time, but as you work toward it you’ll find that it is worth the effort. Ask God to give you the grace to forgive.  As I write this I can’t but think of the argument for those who might not believe in God or might be casual Christians. By that comment I mean those of us who come, sit, bow our heads during a prayer occasionally drawn to the thought of when this service is over, and mumble through a song and star gaze during a sermon.  We were raised in the church and it was what we did.  Now, being an adult, I can choose to participate to its fullest or not.  I guess I was one who was hot and cold.  But when I got hurt and when I hurt others, this forgiveness thing went to a whole different dimension.  I forgave one day and retaliated the next.  I loved one day and hateful the next.  I communicated one week and went silent the next month.  Sound familiar?  I don’t think I am the exception and you aren’t either.  Let’s be clear, I am not a psychologist, a shrink, a pastor or a counselor. I am just a regular guy who hurt and got hurt and got forgiven and forgives. I did a poor job of seeking out help because my pride, ego and self esteem stopped me in trying to be healed.  Let me put it another way: Will I let my man ego, my family tradition and my hurt stop me from being happy and whole. But I had to do something.  Did you get that word, “I” not my wife or my dad or whoever offended me.  
It was then I realized I didn’t trust God to heal me and my marriage and my family.  It was then I realized that I had a superficial relationship with God.  I realized my whole life of going to church that I had become numb to the living God.  He was more of a concept in my head than a relationship of heart to heart and soul to soul.  Have you been there? Are you there now? Have you let your hurt drive you into a corner of self pity and isolation?
There are many solutions to this issue of forgiveness and I would suggest an array of things to think about.  Let me give you a roadmap of suggestions:

1. Seek out a counselor (I suggest a good mix of faith base and professional).  That means find a counselor who will incorporate the healing power of Christ with the tools of psychological training. Do I suggest a local pastor at the church? Generally not.  My experience says that most will offer you the concept that you lack faith or you have not checked off the right Christian stuff or you get oil splattered on you with some hooping and hollering telling that demon of unforgiveness to come out.  Usually these folks, good meaning and all, are grossly undertrained to address the psychological and spiritual issues together. My story was a mix of all of that.

2. Seek out a solid friend who won’t necessarily agree with you but will speak with you openly and truthfully. I probably would not suggest a woman if you are a man or vice versa.  

3. Seek out your pastor for spiritual support and have close friends and family pray or your situation. Take the risk of letting those who love you truly love you.
4. I encourage both men and women to find that small support bible study or prayer group where you can sit and have identity with folks who have walked a similar path and can encourage you.

5. For non-Christians, I urge you to find that friend who can walk with you in a relationship with Christ.  I didn’t say church but eventually you need to be in a Body of Believers who can love you, support you and you can worship with other men and women who have walked in your path of being wounded and found hope and pleasure again in life.
6. Read books on forgiveness and Yes, I do suggest the Bible.  But where do I start?  I would suggest the Psalms.  It is a great place to read about King David crying out to his Father in his trails of life and his struggles.  Then I would tell you to drift into the New Testament and read the promises that were made on your behalf for a whole and fruitful life.  You will find that right place-just don’t quit on one or two efforts.
7. OK, hold on with this one: Pray.  Did I loose you on this?  I can visualize everything going through your head right now from “Are you crazy!? to I have done that and been there!”  And you would then say, “Didn’t work for me.” I do get that.  I really do and that is why I took the risk of adding this to the article and is one of the last things I have to say.  It is hard to speak out to what you might consider “nothingness, a blank sky, or to what seems just words going nowhere.” Perhaps you have been really hurt and you ask the question we all ask, “Why!!!”  There are a lot of answers to that and I can’t answer all of that here. I can say to you that there is a God of all creation who claims us as his own whether you believe it or not. In the midst of your hurt, when you call out, He will answer.  Perhaps your heart has been so hurt that you did not hear Him or want to? Whatever the hurts, you have to say Yes to somebody or something or you will die in your pain and hurt and your unforgiveness.  Why not try it?  Certainly nothing to loose. Ask someone to help you and guide you through one more time. If you don’t you will continue to experience depression, personal and family isolation, mournful events where your own kids get hurt from your hurt.  They will miss the fun times with granddads and grandmothers who were kept out of their lives because of your immaturity and meanness.  Hard words, huh? Meanness.  But true. Let me put in this way: To leave out a grandparent from the lives of a grand child is nothing but being mad and mean – how does vindictive sound? 
Here is the bottom line? Choose life or choose death.  Unforgiveness is uglier to you than it is to the person you choose not to forgive.  Don’t get me wrong – it hurts everyone but you more than any.  Good luck and just take the risk of saying Yes to forgiveness.
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