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The Wisdom of Atonement

LESSON for WEEK 3:

My Offer of Forgiveness and Atonement
Azim Khamisa
In preparation for this lesson, please read Chapter 10 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)


In the worst of all possible worlds, what would be the absolute worst thing to happen to a parent? Most people would say the death of one of their children. Worse than that, many would add, would be their death by senseless murder.


That is exactly what happened to Azim Khamisa, an Iranian-American banker living in Southern California. In the early 1990s, while delivering a pizza, his twenty-year-old son, Tariq, was murdered by a thirteen-year-old trying to earn his way into an East Los Angeles gang. (Refer to pages 135-138 in Beyond Forgiveness.)


Where Azim Khamisa’s tragic story diverges from the rash of arbitrary street killings is in his response. Not only did he overcome the urge to exact some form of revenge, but also he also forgave Tony, his son’s killer, and then offered him a chance to redeem himself. Azim told Tony that when he is paroled from prison he could atone for what he had done by working to help other kids avoid making the same mistakes. (Read pages 145-153 from Beyond Forgiveness for more on Tony’s atonement.)


In his powerful story, Azim Khamisa shows true humility when he explains where his nearly unfathomably compassionate response comes from. He calmly explains that it comes from his spiritual background as a Sufi. By learning how to forgive and then go beyond forgiving his son’s murderer and offering him a chance at atonement, Azim Khamisa was eventually able to resume his own life. The alternative was being stuck in grief and bitterness for the rest of his days.

PERSONAL REFLECTION: What would your response be to the violent loss of a child? Could you forgive and forget, or at least forgive and offer the assailant a chance for redemption?


In Beyond Forgiveness, this story stands halfway between the first stages of forgiveness, as outlined in Michael Bernard Beckwith’s interview (Chapter 1 of Beyond Forgiveness; Lesson for Week 1), and Arun Gandhi’s work (Chapter 8 of Beyond Forgiveness, Lesson for Week 2), which is explained as a kind of atonement for a youth spent in rage over the racism he faced as a child. For Azim Khamisa, the spiritual teachings came to their ultimate test with the loss of his son, and he was compelled to move, hard as it was, beyond forgiveness in his dealings with his son’s killer. Ordinary forgiveness, often abstract or notional, was given its severest test. The breakthrough is emblematic of this book’s message: there are always two victims in any crime. What allowed Azim Khamisa to see this echoes Michael Beckwith’s realization of the importance of “walking a mile in someone else’s moccasins,” in other words, seeing life through their eyes. This is compassion of Gandhian proportions. It is extending the circle as wide as humanly possible. 

PERSONAL REFLECTION: In your review of the opening pages of Azim Khamisa’s chapter in Beyond Forgiveness, what did you read that helped you understand what make his breakthrough possible? What do you think Azim Khamisa means by “going beyond the mind to the soul?”

THE TARIQ KHAMISA FOUNDATION

Every complex story is more than it appears. In Azim Khamisa’s case there is another level that makes the story even more uplifting. Soon after he swore off revenge, Mr. Khamisa approached the grandfather of his son’s murderer, a man named Ples Felix, to team up with him and build an organization to stop kids from murdering other kids. Working together since 1995, they have reached an estimated eight million school kids with their mentoring and nonviolence curriculum, by extensive outreach, and through their powerful presentations in schools, where they inspire change by telling their own powerful stories and asking kids to share theirs. 


Stories are the oldest known form of healing, a universal response to conflicts that threaten to bring life to a standstill. To share one’s story is the beginning of a journey to the end of isolation—the first step on the path toward forgiveness, atonement and reconciliation.  As Maya Angelou once said, “There is no greater agony than bearing an untold story inside you.” 

PERSONAL REFLECTION: Have you been inspired by someone else’s powerful personal story? Are you inspired to share your own story or reflections with your group? We invite you to share your own story or reflections on forgiveness and atonement online. 

AZIM KHAMISA’S OWN ATONEMENT
A further extraordinary dimension of Azim Khamisa’s story is his realization that he was forced by circumstances to humbly and painfully admit to his own role and Ples’s role in the tragedy. (Read pages 142-145 of Beyond Forgiveness). By doing the good work in his son’s name he was able to atone for his own shortcomings, a powerfully humble admission by any stretch of the imagination. 

PERSONAL REFLECTION: How do you feel about this aspect of the story? How was Azim Khamisa able to reach out across the void of pain to reach his son’s assailant, and that boy’s grandfather? What qualities and what practice allowed him to do this?
THE RESTORATIVE JUSTICE MOVEMENT
In the final portion of the interview Azim Khamisa puts his story into the context of the entire restorative justice movement. His conclusion is that punitive justice is pointless, only punitive; instead, the goal of restorative justice is to make the victim whole, and then attempt to bring the perpetrator back to society as a contributing member. And the last step, he points out, is turning your grief into positive action. (Please read 153-156 in Beyond Forgiveness).

PERSONAL REFLECTION: How do you feel about Azim Khamisa’s conclusion that by linking atonement to happiness we can live at a “higher vibratory emotion? 

FORGIVENESS PRACTICES
Make a list of the people who have wronged you. Go through the list, one by one, and think deeply about each person and each incident, each story. Take as much time as you need. After reflection and meditation, say aloud to yourself, or write in a note to yourself after each name, “I forgive you and I let you go. My forgiveness is absolute and now we are both released.” Reflect again. How do you feel? 

IN PRACTICE, A REVIEW


Let’s review our course work.  Every week of our course we will review the Seven Practices of Atonement, which are based on the life work of the fifteen contributors to the book, Beyond Forgiveness: Reflections on Atonement. Together, they can lead to a genuine change of heart, and can lead to a more compassionate life for all those involved: 

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
 

 No one practice, no single belief system will produce lasting change or unleash the kind of transformation that is called for in our often-troubled lives. Together, these practices reveal the journey-like quality of the work that links forgiveness with atonement and healing.

    Sometimes we think everything in life should come easily or it’s not “natural,” and so there is often a resistance to practice or ritual, as if they are artificial devices. 

PERSONAL REFLECTION: Are you feeling resistant or are you embracing these practices? Where are you in this process? Are there other possible steps we might take if we are to comprehend the immense implications of what Mohandas Gandhi describes, in the epigraph to this chapter of Beyond Forgiveness, “Anger and intolerance are the enemies of understanding”? 
THE NEXT LEVEL
Let’s keep going on our atonement journey, exploring the mysterious process of moving through and then beyond forgiveness, the next level of compassion-centered reconciliation.
QUESTIONS FOR GROUP DISCUSSION
1.   Do you believe everyone who has committed a serious crime can be redeemed?

2.    Do you feel that there are solid alternatives to being stuck in grief and bitterness?
3.   Have you ever teamed up with others to bring about change, as Azim Khamisa did with Ples?

4.   What do you believe Azim Khamisa means when he said that he knew he couldn’t “think” his way out of his depression and anger, and had to move from this mind to his soul?

5.  Were Azim and Ples brave to seek their own role in their son’s tragedies? Do their actions inspire you to take action in your own life? 

7.    How do you interpret the rise of the “Restorative Justice” movement in America, Canada, New Zealand, and other countries, in which redemption and atonement are offered as alternatives to long incarceration?

AFFIRMATIONS

Select those that resonate 

· I forgive people who have harmed me or my loved ones because I do not wish to live in bitterness and anger.

· I swear off any desire to exact revenge, either physically or emotionally.

· I vow to reach young people whenever possible by listening to their stories. 

· I rejoice in the possibly of a return to a world of Restorative Justice. 

· I am a healing force in my community.

· I cast a loving gaze over the world.

QUOTE FOR CONTEMPLATION

“Be kind to everyone you meet because he or she is also enduring a great struggle.”

—Philo of Alexandria, first century

RESOLUTIONS 
· I will take responsibility as an elder and will be a strong role model for the young people around me.

· I will look upon the news of the world with compassionate eyes and use each example as an opportunity to consider it in the light of atonement.

· I will look at all harmful acts and violence in the light of the Restorative Justice Movement, asking myself, how can this person or these persons be restored, rebalanced, reintegrated into society?

SUGGESTED VIDEO CLIPS & MORE RESOURCES
· The Power of Forgiveness video is highly recommended. 

· View “Learning How to Forgive and Heal Oneself,” featuring a five minute video clip of Phil Cousineau’s Global Spirit’s Forgiveness and Healing program with Ed Tick and Kate Dahlstedt (Lesson for Week 5) and Azim Khamisa on Link TV. See full clip of Global Spirit Forgiveness and Healing show here (55 minutes). 

· Azim Khamisa says, “There’s no reconciliation without a complete healing process.” and explains his requirements for reconciliation in a story on the Beyond Forgiveness site.   

· Learn more about Azim Khamisa and the important work of the Tariq Khamisa Foundation.
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.
