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The Wisdom of Atonement

LESSON for WEEK 1:

The Spiritual Liberation of Forgiveness and Atonement

Michael Bernard Beckwith
In preparation for this lesson, 

please read the Preface, Introduction and Chapter 1 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)
Throughout human history, the practice of forgiveness has been championed by religious, social, and political leaders, from the Buddha to Christ, Mother Teresa to Martin Luther King, Jr. Traditionally, forgiveness has referred to the act of excusing a perceived mistake, pardoning an offense, canceling a debt, or a dispute in order to dissolve anger and let go of resentment. Typically, forgiveness is not automatically granted simply because someone deserves it; instead, it is bestowed as an act infused with love, faith, trust, mercy, and grace.

So forgiveness is no simple matter; it is simply the heart of the compassionate life.

And yet, how many of you believe that forgiveness is enough? How long has it lasted in your own life? Has it actually healed your relationships with the people you’ve been in a dispute with or with those you have harmed? Have you ever wondered if there is anything beyond forgiveness that could help in your attempts at reconciliation in your own difficult relationships or those in the world at large?

Fortunately, there are a few visionaries in our time who have looked at reconciliation as a long journey with many stages, a journey that links forgiveness with atonement to create a longer lasting and deeper healing.

In our time, leaders such as Mohandas Gandhi and Archbishop Desmond Tutu have promoted the dual practice of forgiveness and atonement, or as some refer to it, restitution, or compensation. While not a new idea, since indigenous peoples around the world have practiced different forms of ritual atonement for centuries, in modern times we are witnessing movements around the world that advocate restorative and redemptive justice. What these various movements share in common is the belief that the most effective forgiveness is rooted in the compassion of forgiving ourselves and others, especially if it allows room for acts of restitution, restoration, or making amends.

In other words, atonement, the effort of becoming at-one again.

THE ROOTS OF ATONEMENT
If you look up the word atonement you will come across a startling etymology that reveals the very movement in our hearts from a state of separateness to a state of at-one-ment, which is the true meaning of reconciliation. True reconciliation is impossible as long as we are separate from other people. For the purposes of discussion, our definition of atonement is that it is an act that rights a wrong, makes amends, repairs harm, offers restitution, attempts compensation, clears the conscience of the offender, relieves the anger of the victim, and serves as a work of restorative justice by providing a sacrifice commensurate with the harm that has been done.

So, at its core, in its heart, the word and the lesson says, we need to become “one” with those we have hurt, but also with those who have hurt us, as we forgive them and allow them to make amends to us.
IN PRACTICE

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 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. No one practice, no one belief system will produce lasting change or unleash the kind of transformation that is called for in our often troubled lives.

    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: Do you agree that it can help to have a spiritual practice? Do we all need a practice, or just those who are in real trouble? 

These are the kind of questions that are at the core teachings of one of the great spiritual teachers of our time, Michael Bernard Beckwith. His vision of forgiveness is one of the clearest and boldest that is being expressed today, and his work is a powerful place for us to begin our course studies.

FORGIVENESS AND ATONEMENT 

AS SPIRITUAL LIBERATORS

Michael Bernard Beckwith is a world leader and teacher in the New Thought-Ancient Wisdom tradition of spirituality, and founder of the Agape International Spiritual Center, In Los Angeles. He has dedicated his life to issues of the soul, spirit, and social justice, and emphasizes in his sermons, teaching, and books, and sermons, that people learn to liberate their own inner spiritual life.

In the book, Beyond Forgiveness, Michael Bernard Beckwith speaks with writer Phil Cousineau about the ways in which forgiveness and atonement are both forms of spiritual liberation. 

“To me, real forgiveness takes place,” Dr. Beckwith says, “not only when amends are made—when that real sense of atonement has happened—but when I can see from the other person’s perspective.” (Refer to pages 3-5 of Beyond Forgiveness: Reflections on Atonement by Phil Cousineau, Jossey-Bass: ISBN-13: 9780470907733)

A story from Dr. Beckwith’s boyhood plays out like a parable to the power of seeing life from someone else’s point of view. He tells of the time that he and a friend saved a sleeping man from a burning building, only to suffer the indignity of racial slurs from a firefighter who arrived on the scene later. 

What possibly could have motivated a firefighter to swear at two young boys? Is there ever any excuse for this kind of cruelty?  Only after years of deliberation on the painful memory did Dr. Beckwith realize that the firefighter had actually been worried about the safety of the two boys. 


For Dr. Beckwith, forgiveness is powerful, but other steps are needed for what he calls our “well-being.” To his chagrin, he had failed to realize — until just recently — how dangerous the situation was from the point of view of the firefighter.


“It’s very powerful when something happens and you are willing to see things from the other person’s point of view, and your perception expands. That’s the birth of compassion: to walk a mile in the other person’s moccasins.” (Refer to page 5 in Beyond Forgiveness.)

PERSONAL REFLECTION:
What keeps us from taking this next step going beyond resentment, anger, and sometimes the desire for retaliation, to compassion? 
Dr. Beckwith uses a Christian analogy that can help us deal with our perceived slights and deeper disputes: “You should turn the cheek if someone smites you; you should turn the other cheek if they wrong you.” Turning the other cheek, he concludes, means you’re giving back another form of energy. If someone gives you negative energy, you give back positive, affirmative energy—such as compassion and forgiveness, which might end up being purely theoretical in someone’s life, unless you commit to a practice. For Beckwith, the practice of forgiveness means that you are at least getting into the healthy habit of self-examination and attempting to do something life-affirming to lift your spirit. If no practice is in place, you can’t activate your “soul force,” as he says (Refer to page 12 in Beyond Forgiveness which requires a high state of consciousness. 

Otherwise—and here is the key to our work in this lesson—we may revert to a negative impulse when we perceive that we’ve been wronged, and try to strike back, retaliate, exact revenge. This is the birth of revenge in the human heart, which can deteriorate into endless cycles of resentment, or worse, of violence. On the spiritual level, in Beckwith’s beautiful words, these negative feelings  “separate us from the divine.” If you rise to the occasion and find it in your heart to forgive you can step into “real spiritual power.” (Refer to page 15)

PERSONAL REFLECTION: How do we move through the “heart of compassion to spiritual perspective” in life? 

Let’s keep exploring the mysterious process of moving beyond forgiveness, which is so often a temporary fix for our misunderstandings, our arguments, even our battles, to the next stage, the next level of compassion-centered reconciliation.

AT-ONE-MENT
One of the main points of Beyond Forgiveness that we are studying in this course, is that the experience of atonement is simply but elegantly the realization of at-one-ment. This can be described as the astonishing experience that reveals to us that we have never actually been separated or cut off from other people. Instead, we were caught up in a delusion of isolation, which comes from, as Dr. Beckwith says, “a matter of perception.” (Refer to page 15). Atonement work—actually making amends, for instance—can help people see that they are already at-one with themselves and others, but only if they work at it. Often, it is a matter of moving from a misperception of “unforgiveness” to “forgiveness,” from being at-odds to being at-one.

PERSONAL REFLECTION: What can we actually do to make ourselves feel more connected, more at-one with ourselves and with the world?

THE GIVING WITHIN “FOR-GIVE-NESS”
Some of this work can seem pie-in-the-sky, idealistic, or romantic. After all, who has the energy to spend their lives constantly monitoring their behavior? Why not just live and let live? And who hasn’t secretly wished that others make the first move to heal a broken relationship?

But here Michael Bernard Beckwith has some practical advice. He recommends that we look at forgiveness as an act of affirmative energy, and that forgiving and being forgiven is a kind of gift to both the victim and the offender, a gift that brings a true change of consciousness (Read pages 7-8 in Beyond Forgiveness.)
That’s easy for you to say, right? 

Well, Dr. Beckwith suggests that forgiveness isn’t an act of weakness as much of a move towards a higher consciousness. For him, the practice is practical, so to speak. He recommends that every night before bed people go over their day and scan their behavior to see if anything needs to be addressed. He suggests we simply ask ourselves if we made any serious mistakes that day, or if there are amends that can be made, or if it is time to weigh our conscience. If the answer is yes to any of these questions we put to ourselves, we must have the courage to take the next step and act upon them as soon as possible.

To strengthen his case, Dr. Beckwith suggests that people look at their lives as a journey, a journey of transformation, of learning from our mistakes, of seeing the world with new eyes, as a spiritual place, a place where harmony could reign if we lived with more compassion. If we lived life as a constant journey of growth, we could more readily recognize our challenges as “spiritual liberators.” And if we say our lives as journeys it becomes easier to see every experience with forgiveness and atonement as being a journey within a journey (See the diagram of The Journey of Forgiveness and Atonement)

PERSONAL REFLECTION: Does the image of your life as a journey help you  appreciate the stages of forgiveness and atonement? 
NIGHTLY PRAYER PRACTICES
One of the constants in a well-examined life is the belief that there is no time to wait, no time to put off the deeper questions of the soul. Michael Bernard Beckwith recommends (refer to page 8) actually, he invites people to look at themselves each night before they go to bed, to simply ask: 

PERSONAL REFLECTION: Are there amends to be made in your life? 
With these simple but provocative and potentially cleansing questions and practices in mind it is far more possible to enjoy a good night’s sleep and a clean conscience. Eventually, with practice, forgiveness can become a way of life, and not allow anger and resentment to fester and become a kind of soul rust, and it can set the stage for the atonement work that can help prove the forgiveness that has been offered.
CONCLUSION

With these inspiring thoughts and practices offered to us by Dr. Beckwith, we are now face to face with a deceptively simple question: Are we ready to change our lives? We are all on a journey in which we are trying to live the good and honest loving life, but inevitably we will confront hurt and harm. At that point we have a decision to make—to live in pain and resentment, or make an honest attempt to reconcile the misunderstandings and disputes of life. The burning question for all of us is this:  How far are we willing to go to amend our lives–and are we willing to commit to change, which means to open the door to our spiritual transformation?


Let’s take a moment to affirm our commitment to living the change, to actually be the change we want to see in the world, as Gandhi challenged us to do. If you choose to commit today, we ask you to regularly re-confirm your commitment to going beyond forgiveness toward acts of atonement. If you do, you will feel the blessing of the gift of compassion infusing your life and, ideally, the lives of those around you. You will sense the joy and celebration of living in a community that also embraces deep reconciliation. 

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION AND CONTEMPLATION
1. How often do we miss the teaching moment or the hard lesson of our experiences due to anger or self- righteousness? 

2. How could a spiritually sophisticated man like Dr. Beckwith miss the compassion point when reflecting—through most of his adult life—on the childhood incident with the firefighter? 

3. Is there a practice that could help us become more self-aware of similar incidents in our own lives when we made assumptions that caused us to be stuck in resentment or anger? 

4. What do you think happens when we, like Dr. Beckwith, think we’ve forgiven someone, but really haven’t?  

5. What mistakes have you made recently that you can learn from in the new light of forgiveness and atonement?

6. What could be “spiritually liberating” for you about consciously practicing forgiveness and atonement?

7. What do you think of the remarkable story of the roots of the word atonement?

8. How do you feel about Dr. Beckwith’s powerful statement that someone else cannot determine your destiny; only your perception can determine it: “When I forgive you, I take my power back. When I give you back affirmative energy for something you may have done, I own my power—and now I own my destiny, then I can go forward with my journey.”

9.  How can forgiveness and atonement heal you in your painful and unresolved relationships?

10.  Will you vow to review your actions of the day before drifting off to sleep at night?

AFFIRMATIONS

Select those that resonate for you

· May I have the courage to forgive and the compassion to allow those who have hurt me to make amends for what they’ve done.

· I affirm that I will work towards being at-one with myself and one with the world, and acknowledge that not being at-one, being separate, at-odds, is self-defeating.

· May I develop the discipline to regularly check in with myself at night to ensure that I am not harboring any resentments, and have not forgiven someone I should have.

· May I have the vision to turn what is unforgiving in me into something that allows me to be forgiving.

· May I have the courage to transform my perceptions of life’s inevitable obstacles as problems to challenges, which can help liberate my spirit.
· Can it help us clarify our spiritual perception?
SUGGESTED VIDEO CLIPS

· “Its A New Day” performed by Will.i.am and the Agape International
Choir as featured in the new PBS special MICHAEL BERNARD BECKWITH
THE ANSWER IS YOU. Uplifting video! http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n13OdjMZIHU
· Video of Michael Bernard Beckwith talking about Azim Khamisa, whose work is coming up in Week 6: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9ZWlNrr0bSs
· Explore whether group members have read the book, Atonement by Ian McEwan, or have seen the film? Here is an Atonement movie clip: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YHwZk_0x2j0&NR=1
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.
