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The Wisdom of Atonement

LESSON for WEEK 6:

The Wisdom of Atonement
Huston Smith, Jacob Needleman, Rabbi Michael Lerner
In preparation for this lesson, please read the Foreword, Chapters 2 and 11 in 

Beyond Forgiveness: Reflections on Atonement 

Healing the Past, Making Amends and Restoring Balance in Our Lives and World by Phil Cousineau (ISBN 978-0-470-90773-3).

QUOTE FOR CONTEMPLATION

“Use the present to repair the past, and prepare the future.”

—George Ivanovich Gurdjieff

This week we would like to explore forgiveness and atonement from the ancient perspective of repair. The idea that we can “fix” the past is an old one. It is at the heart of Jewish reconciliation, but also appears in the works of Christian mystics, and also that of the Russian philosopher Gurdjieff, as we derive from the quote for contemplation above. He believed that we human beings are essentially asleep for most of our lives. Asleep or unconscious, we often hurt ourselves, or others. 

But he equally believed, as philosopher Jacob Needleman says in his chapter in Beyond Forgiveness, that we also have the capacity to wake up and become aware again. Awake and conscious, that is, of the consequences of our actions we can learn how to fix some of the harm we have caused by our actions.

That is where atonement as repair enters the picture. The philosopher Jacob Needleman, also the author of many books on religion and philosophy, writes that atonement is the active component of the reconciliation process. While forgiveness prepares the ground, atonement does the real work of rebalancing what we have thrown out of balance. But rather do this begrudgingly, or worse, out of a fear of punishment, Needleman adds that it is a privilege to repair the past.

To honor the spirit of philosophy—literally “the love of wisdom”—we begin this week’s lesson with a host of questions:  What is the proper approach to forgiveness and remorse and atonement? What does it mean to repair the past? Can we really fix  damage wrought in the past? What do we do if our attempts to atone cause more trouble or are rebuffed? And finally, what is wise about atonement? (Please read pages 19-20 in Beyond Forgiveness for more insight into atonement as a “wisdom path,” a way to “repair the past.”)
PERSONAL REFLECTION: How can I repair a part of my own past that I have broken through my actions or even my neglect?

THE RIGHT TO FORGIVE
How many of us really possess the desire or the capacity to repair the past, especially living in a culture where the dominant push is into the future? Forget the past, the popular culture cries out! Onward into the future! We can’t go backwards, right?

Wrong, according to many philosophers such as Professor Needleman. He has devoted his life to what he calls the hard questions, such as, “Who among us the right to forgive? Can anyone forgive the Nazis?” He reminds us that in the Jewish tradition only the victim has the right to forgive. He asks, “What are the inner conditions necessary for the real feeling of forgiveness?” (Please read pages 21- 22 in Beyond Forgiveness for more insight into the question of how of whether or not it is possible to learn how to balance the knowledge of human savagery—for example, in Nazi Germany and Stalin’s Russia—with the issue of forgiveness.)

PERSONAL REFLECTION: Are their limits to my compassion, to my forgiveness? 

THE MAIN INGREDIENT
To offset the tendency for people to soften the edges, so to speak, of forgiveness and atonement, Needleman reminds us of one element of the process that we have touched upon yet in our studies. 

Sacrifice. For Needleman, forgiveness and atonement are not pie-in-the-sky concepts, but deeply grounded practices. He reminds is that atonement is action—a force of action. And what it acts on is the past so that the present and the future become more bearable.

But like all good things, it comes at a price. “This means that real forgiveness has to cost you something and so does atonement. Maybe atonement is the cost of forgiveness. But what is it that makes it cost? What do you pay when you atone?” (Please read pages 22-23 in Beyond Forgiveness for more insight into the cost of atonement, including his very moving mediation on Azim Khamisa’s work.)
PERSONAL REFLECTION: What would I be willing to sacrifice for some peace of mind?

WHAT IF THE OFFER OF ATONEMENT IS REJECTED

Although atonement is an ancient practice, there is still much for all of us to learn, such as what to do after we have tried our best but have been rejected. According to Needleman, “The Jewish tradition teaches that when you have offended another human being, the one who has committed the offense has got to go to the person who has been injured and seek forgiveness. Then he has to atone.”


However, people are complex, aren’t they? Sometimes the one who has been offended may not feel in a forgiving mood. In he Jewish tradition the offender can make a second attempt, and if rebuffed, should try a third time. If still denied, the slate is wiped clean.

So while it may seem logical or explainable to not forgive someone and relieve them of the burden, it is still, to use Needleman’s word cruel. Simply put, it’s hard to let go, harder still to let someone off the hook. (Please read pages 22 -24 in Beyond Forgiveness for more insight into the given and take of the atonement process.)                                   

PERSONAL REFLECTION: How would you respond if your most sincere efforts at making amends with someone are rejected?
THE POWER OF REMORSE

While we are concerned about our own hurts and harms, invariably we look around us and it can be overwhelming to really consider the amount of pain in the world—is there any hope when we look at inner city life in America, genocide in Rwanda, or ongoing war in the Middle East?

“Real forgiveness and atonement touch on the subject of the origin of human evil,” Needleman writes in Beyond Forgiveness. In an astonishing statement, he says, “Atonement without remorse is cheap.” He adds that “forgiveness alone is not going to bring change on any significant scale for the human race.“

So what will? Repair. Repairing the past. 
An aspect of atonement that is unique to Needleman’s worldview is that it may also be a gift. (See pages 32-35 in Beyond Forgiveness for insight into the proper response to a gift.)

PERSONAL REFLECTION: Do you believe that atonement is a path for awakening the spirit? Who in your life needs the gift of atonement? 

THE DAY OF ATONEMENT

Rabbi Michael Lerner

It is said in the Talmud that “The Day of Atonement atones not for sins of man against man, until the sinner makes his peace with his victim.”

Wise words, but when we really get right down to it, what kind of peace? Not simply that human beings are mean creatures or spiritually bereft? Rabbi Michael Lerner of the San Francisco Bay Area congregation Beyt Tikkun, and editor of Tikkun magazine, says in Beyond Forgiveness (Please read Chapter 11) that atonement is a major theme in Jewish tradition, but one that does not obsess over the negative aspects of human behavior. Instead, with remarkable grace, he says that it is rooted in the recognition that people are  “inevitable fallibility of human beings.”


Isn’t that a wonderful perspective? It seems more comforting that the guilt-laden interpretation of human weakness! Isn’t it healthier than being couched in concepts like original sin, the selfish gene, the evil strain, or the usual negative claims about human nature.

Instead, Lerner points out, “Judaism’s view is that human beings have a fundamental theotropic element—that is, we turn toward God; we turn toward the love and the kindness of the universe.”

“Theotropic!” A fancy word for a loving insight. We naturally turn toward God, or the Divine! Isn’t that beautiful? It doesn’t diminish the horrendous acts of evil and harm, but puts wrongdoing in context of human frailty and simply says that the tendencies should be “combated.”  We should fight against our lesser nature.

Consequently, he says, Judaism has built in a ten-day practice exclusively devoted to a process of repenting for the ways we have gone off course, and we try to reset our spiritual course. In these ten days of repentance we say, “OK, we have gone off course, and we need to get back on to connect to our higher being.”  (Please read pages xxx to learn about the ten days of atonement practice, and teshuva, or repentance)

PERSONAL REFLECTION: Does it help to focus our full attention on the process of inner transformation and to give ourselves over to it totally?

THE PROCESS
Lerner says, “The Talmud makes clear that the ten days of repentance (the last one of which is called Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement) are meant to provide us with a way of atoning for our sins. But this process only works for our sins in relationship to God. It doesn’t work in regard to our sins in our relationships with human beings. Jewish religious law requires us to use those ten days to actually make amends to people we may have intentionally or unintentionally harmed and ask them for forgiveness.”


What are the important spiritual issues?

Lerner has worked with the Jewish Renewal Movement and Tikkun magazine to develop a process in which we show people how to focus on one’s relationships with other human beings, with God, with social healing and transformation, and with one’s own body. The task is to work out a plan for how to change. You are then directed to recognize ways in which you have gone astray or sinned, in the original sense of the word in Hebrew that is translated as “sin”—cheyt--actually means “missing the mark.” 


 (Please read pages 162-164 to learn about the tenth Day of Atonement, the ten-day spiritual process of teshuva tradition, the repentance process and its parallels with psychotherapy.)   

PERSONAL REFLECTION: Do you have a plan, a spiritual practice that works?

A NEW WAY OF LIFE

So Yom Kippur is meant to be the beginning of a new lifestyle.

The new lifestyle is one in which you are more and more present to the spiritual reality of the universe. So atonement is at-one-ment. The process is about moving to the moment of being at one with God in a way that helps us sustain that experience and consciousness throughout the whole year. We will need tune-ups. That’s why we need to go through the process every year.

Atonement and repentance bring us to a point where the truth about that oneness is very conscious, and the tradition encourages us to hold on to that realization. The ten days of repentance are meant to be a reminder that atonement should be practiced 365 days of the year.   

For those who wonder if atonement is purely psychological or even sociological, Rabbi Lerner has a provocative response. He says that is surely a spiritual practice since it calls for being “present to oneself, to the other, and to God.” Rather than lecture and admonish each other, the goal is to “transform each other and ourselves in ways that make it possible for us to live together as a loving community.” But how can we do that without appearing superior or holier than thou? His answer is poetic: loving, generous, compassionate behavior toward each another.
PERSONAL REFLECTION: Do we truly believe that love and compassion can transform people who have caused harm?

COLLECTIVE ATONEMENT
The idea of collective atonement is very confusing for many people. Why should I  be responsible for repairing something we have done? Rabbi Lerner’s explanation is clear in his story of Yom Kippur. “The liturgy for Yom Kippur is entirely about ‘we have sinned.’ Collective atonement is something Jewish people believe we as a people need to do, but we also believe that the idea should be adopted by the rest of the world.” For Lerner, we have inherited a world of pain and harm and we haven’t done enough to change that, so we should then take communal responsibility because, “We each and all together have collective responsibility.” And then in an echo of many of the contributors in the book, he adds, “We are all one.” (Please read pages 161-165 in Beyond Forgiveness for insights into distortions in social, economic, and political institutions that shape personal behavior.)

PERSONAL REFLECTION: Have you ever considered the possibility that collective pride—in family, country, church—is intimately connected with collective responsibility, and that these are paths to feeling one with the collective spirit of life?
IS ATONEMENT A WEAKNESS?
One of the goals of the book, Beyond Forgiveness, and this course, is to provide access to different cultural assumptions, philosophies, and practices of forgiveness and atonement. Rabbi Michael Lerner reminds us frequently that we have a great deal to learn from the rest of the world. He suggests that America attempt to make a kind of collective atonement, “in the spirit of humility.” He recalls that the Dalai Lama once described America as a third-world country spiritually and a first-world country economically. No, he insists, atonement is not a sign of weakness. It’s a sign of strength when one is able to apologize. (Please read pages 169-170 in Beyond Forgiveness for his analysis of atonement and how public apologies strengthen us in the world.)

THE WISDOM OF HUSTON SMITH
Dr. Huston Smith is one of the most beloved scholars in the world. As a historian of religion he has observed the central role that compassion and forgiveness has played in human spiritual life, and lately has been fascinated with the role of atonement. In his Foreword to Beyond Forgiveness, Dr. Smith writes, “Being persuaded to repent doesn’t mean simply to feel sorry. It requires backing up—full speed astern—to reverse the human tendency to go one’s own way.”

One of his favorite contemporary examples of someone who has learned, through his own ancient tradition to move in the direction of the community is his former student, Douglas George-Kanentiio (Week 5). Dr. Smith credits his association with Douglas George-Kanentiio and his introduction to Native American culture, as well as several other indigenous groups, with his introduction to the revival of traditional forms of restorative justice.

“To bring together people who need reconciliation requires a recognition and acceptance of our own shortcomings,” Smith writes, “our flaws, our imperfections. At the heart of atonement, which has at its root the idea of reconciliation, is the recovery of our wholeness.”

In one of the crowning moments of the book Beyond Forgiveness, he reminds us of one of the central teachings in the perennial philosophy, which is that our sense of ourselves as separate is an illusion. Instead, the goal of the spiritual and social life, linked together, is to remind us that we are “at one,” we are united, side-by-side, and together. 

PERSONAL REFLECTION: How important is it to regularly remind ourselves that our separateness, our isolation, our aloneness, is an illusion, that we are already living in at-one-ment?

PRACTICE, IN REVIEW

Let’s review our course work. Every week of our course we review the Seven Practices of Atonement, which are based on the life work of the fifteen contributors to the companion book to this study series, Beyond Forgiveness: Reflections on Atonement. Together, they can lead to a genuine change of heart, and can lead to a more compassionate life for everyone who practices them: 

Seven Practices of Atonement
1) Acknowledge the hurt, the harm, the wrong
2) Offer apologies, ask for forgiveness
3) Try to make amends commensurate with the harm done
4) Help to clear the conscience of the offender 
5) Relieve the anger and shame of the victim 
6) Practice compassion for victim and perpetrator alike 
7) Establish a spiritual practice of prayer or meditation
 

   Together, these practices reveal the journey-like quality of the work that links forgiveness with atonement and healing. 

PERSONAL REFLECTION: Are there other possible steps we might take if we are to comprehend the immense implications of using the action of atonement to help us heal from even severe trauma?

THE NEXT LEVEL

Let’s keep exploring the mysterious process of moving through and then beyond forgiveness, which is so often a temporary fix for our disputes, our arguments, even our battles, to the next stage, the next level of compassion-centered reconciliation. Our first stop again is a series of questions for discussion, with a specific reminder from Professor Needleman: But sometimes just living with a real question makes you more human than getting an answer. When you really live with a great question, it opens your heart; it opens your mind. We’re most human when we’re in question. Man does not suffer from his questions but from his answers.
QUESTIONS FOR GROUP DISCUSSION       
1.
Do you believe we can truly repair parts of our past? 

2.
Should there be limits on our forgiveness-for war crimes, for instance?

3.
Can we rectify the past through public restitution, such as a “Global Marshall Plan”?

4.  Did you ever do something for another person that really cost you something, and you never let it be known that you did it?

5.
What kind of sacrifices are you willing to make?

6.
Do you agree that it is cruel not to allow someone to repay a debt, to atone? 

7.
Is it true that there’s no atonement without forgiveness from both sides?

8.
What is wise, deeply and timelessly true, about atonement?

9.
Can we ever repair the past? 

10. 
Are there ever any occasions when it is morally justified not to forgive someone?
AFFIRMATIONS

Select those that resonate
· I affirm that atonement is a wisdom path.

· I affirm the need to commit to a daily plan of reconciliation.

· I accept the gift of atonement.

· I accept responsibility for the grief of the world that has come down to me.

· I accept the inevitable fallibility of people everywhere.

· I am learning the loving, generous, compassionate behavior toward each another.

· I affirm that atonement is not an act of weakness but of strength.
RESOLUTIONS
· I resolve to make the necessary sacrifices for atonement.
· I resolve to repair the past whenever it is within my power.

· I resolve to learn what I can from other traditions about forgiveness and atonement.

· I will be compassionate and forgiving even while living in a culture that emphasizes vengeance and retribution.

· I will try to change the world through one act at a time, with acts of love and care and generosity.

· I will always ask myself, what is the next step in healing and reconciliation, and then I will take it.

· I resolve to emphasize my connectedness, my at-one-ment with others, rather than dwell on my isolation.

SUGGESTED VIDEOS

· For more on Gurdjieff, Meetings with Remarkable Men is a film about G.I. Gurdjieff, his travels, his encounters, and his search for truth and inner growth: http://video.google.com/videoplay?docid=-3813872527827778135#
· How do you judge the horrors of the Nazis? Can everyone be forgiven? Who has the right to forgive? Judgment at Nuremberg, set in 1948, an American court in occupied Germany tries four Nazi judges for war crimes in the 1961 film and stars Burt Lancaster http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GagXIYvnY1s
· The Wisdom of Faith, with Huston Smith and Bill Moyers. The program on “A Personal Philosophy” is recommended. 

· http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SAy4ug6PMM8&p=632450C6AD01D530
NOTE: These study course materials were prepared by Phil Cousineau, and were created to be used hand-in-hand with the book, Beyond Forgiveness: Reflections on Atonement, with permission of the book’s publisher, Jossey-Bass, a Wiley Imprint, Copyright © 2011 by Phil Cousineau and Richard J. Meyer.
