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The Practice of Forgiveness 

Forgiveness is one of the key arts of a spiritual practice because it allows us to release the 

past and start anew in life. Without forgiveness it's always the Hatfields and the McCoys 

- the Bosnians and the Croats and the Serbs - repeating the cycle over and over. 

After the great holocaust in Cambodia in 1979, I was there with one of my teachers in a 

refugee camp. Even though he was warned by the Kymer Rouge not to do so, he set up a 

Buddhist temple in the midst of the camp. All the refugees were told that if they came to 

this temple, they might be killed. Nevertheless, on the day he rang the bell to open the 

temple, 25,000 people gathered around. My teacher began the ancient chanting that had 

informed everyone's spiritual life in Cambodia before the revolution. And people sat 

down and began to weep. 

All he did was recite a simple phrase from the time of the Buddha, which goes: " Hatred 

never ceases by hatred, but by love alone is healed. This is the ancient and eternal 

law." He recited it over and over in Cambodian and Sanskrit, and as people heard it, they 

began to chant with him. Those people knew as much about pain and injustice as anyone 

I have seen on the earth. But somehow, as they chanted, you could feel the truth in their 

words was even greater than their sorrow. 

Forgiveness is available to each of us through a traditional Buddhist meditation. 

There are three parts to learn, all of which use traditional and ancient phrases. In 

the first part, we ask forgiveness for having hurt others. In the second, for how we 

have hurt ourselves. And thirdly, we forgive others who have hurt us. 

Sit and become aware of the natural breath. When you center yourself, breathing in and 

out of your heart, the forgiveness meditation begins. Feel the meaning and intent of 

each word. 

In part one, you say: "There are many ways that I have hurt and harmed others 

knowingly and unknowingly in this life, many times that I have caused sorrow, 

betrayed, or abandoned others. I remember these now. I feel these. In the many I 

have hurt and harmed others out of fear, out of my pain or confusion.  I ask their 

forgiveness. May I be forgiven." 

The second part of this meditation is toward ourselves. We're so hard on ourselves. To sit 

in this way is to extend great mercy and compassion for the struggles of our own lives. 

You say: "There are many ways I harm myself, knowingly and unknowingly, 

abandon or betray myself, cause myself pain. I remember these now. I picture and 

feel   the sorrows I have caused myself. And in many ways have hurt or harmed 

myself out of my confusion, out of fear and pain. I offer myself forgiveness. May I be 

forgiven." 



Finally, we direct forgiveness toward those who have harmed us. There are many times 

each of us has been betrayed or hurt by others. We each have our measure of sorrows in 

this life. Let yourself feel the ways others have harmed you. 

You say: "In the many ways others have hurt me, abandoned or betrayed me, 

knowingly or unknowingly, out of their confusion, out of their anger and pain, out 

of their fear and ignorance, I see these now and feel what I have carried. And to the 

extent that I am ready, I offer forgiveness. I release you. I release my hatred and 

anger if I am ready. I will not put you out of my heart." 

After the practice of forgiveness, let yourself feel the breath gently in your heart. Again, 

as if you could breathe easily in and out of your chest. 

I hope that you can use this practice little by little in your life. It can help you find that 

place of calm and centeredness and compassion and peace that is the birthright of every 

human being. 

 


