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“And if God can forgive me, why can’t you?” – Jimmy LaFave *
There are many inspirational stories about the power of forgiveness that are profound examples of our desire to love and live in grace. Forgiveness of others may well begin with learning to forgive ourselves.  When our clients come to us with lack of compassion for themselves, how can we help them find self-forgiveness? 

Take, for example, the client who has not forgiven herself for a past deed for which she says she escaped punishment and finds it leaves her unable to fully celebrate her recent career success. She sees herself as a fraud and fears exposure. She is collapsing bad behavior with being a bad person. In truth, she punishes herself by refusing to receive both the joy of work well done and the adoration of her peers and customers.
What do we gain by holding ourselves captive to our internal punisher? More importantly, what do we lose and what is the impact on those we love? Are we choosing righteousness over happiness?
Whether it is forgiving another or ourselves, the choice remains the same. We can help our clients to see that it is not the act, but the human being, that is to be forgiven. Worthiness is inherent in our birth, in our humanity. Thus, all of us are forgive-able, both as the one to receive forgiveness and the one to give it. 

Punishment is hard work. Resisting all that wants to happen naturally, like joy, love, and  happiness, takes a lot of energy. That prison of punishment wherein we serve our self-imposed sentence is impenetrable. We do not let in the kind words and deeds of others and thus, rob them of their opportunity to give to us, to connect with us, to learn from us. As we hold ourselves out of reach, we punish those around us. Now, who is suffering? 

When we don’t forgive ourselves, we are being a victim and/or martyr and at the same time the cause of our victim/martyr-hood. How weird is that?
It may be a sense of integrity that has our conscience bothered, but our sense of integrity becomes a weakness when we use it to lock ourselves up behind metaphorical bars. All strengths have the potential to become weaknesses, often by way of tyranny or rigidity. Help your client find the point where their strength becomes tyrannical. When does the strength that has them claim responsibility for what happened, lose its flexibility and become a straightjacket?
How will you know if your client is holding themselves in non-forgiveness? Listen for self-blame, feelings of unworthiness, being harsh with themselves and expressions of guilt. Notice for when they seem unable to celebrate their success and express their joy. 
Here are some questions and some tools to use to help a client begin to find self-forgiveness:

Questions:

Would you rather be right or be happy? 
How is punishing yourself impacting others?
Who would you be if you knew you were completely forgiven by yourself and by others?

If you woke up tomorrow morning completely absolved of all “sin,” how would your life be different from then on?

What are you avoiding feeling/doing by holding yourself unforgivable?

If God (goddess, the Universe, etc) can forgive you, why won’t you?
What is the impact of un-forgiveness on your life purpose?
Tools: (These are best used from a compassionately playful perspective)
Have them separate from themselves the “bad me who did the bad thing” and put it where they can witness it and play with it. For example: Watch it on an imaginary video screen together and coach from there.
Have them create a “deep democracy” conversation about their “crime” by way of interviewing all aspects within themselves for their individual input. For example: the inner child, adolescent, artist, parent, general, tyrant, spiritual seeker, etc

Have them create a collage (or two)  (or story, or song or whatever works for them) of two different lives: one in which they live fully forgiven and one in which they live under the burden of self punishment.
Have them “converse” with nature, especially trees, about self worth as a birthright and about forgiveness for one’s self. 

Have them read biographies of famous people they admire, deliberately searching for what they had to overcome, not in the form of outside obstacles, but in the form of what they had to forgive in themselves, in order to become who they became.

Have them step outside themselves and take on the role of their Guardian Angel. Then have them, as their Guardian Angel, say why they are forgivable.

These are just a few suggestions and will hopefully inspire many more in you. Bring your open heart and compassion to your calls and hold a space of grace in which your clients may relax and find self-forgiveness.
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* From the Song “Revival” on Blue Nightfall by Jimmy Lafave (Red House Records)

