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To my father.

I’m strong today because I had to be.

You’ll never know it, but I forgive you.
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  Free Companion Workbook


My publisher was kind enough to produce a companion workbook for my book and would like to offer it to my readers for free (without requiring an email signup, as is typical today). You can access it immediately through the link below. Just scroll down the page and click on the image with the workbook. 
Get the free companion workbook here
It’s a downloadable PDF that distills the concepts laid out in each chapter. You can use it digitally as-is or print it out and physically write in it. Some prompts or exercises include:
	Confronting feelings of anger, sadness, and fear

	Writing a letter to your younger self

	Setting each of the seven types of boundaries

	Discovering your ikigai



Often, we tend to consume information without ever putting it into practice. This workbook helps bridge the gap between knowledge and action, and I urge you to grab it now while it’s free.






  
  Introduction


If you can’t forgive your parents for something they did or didn’t do, I don’t blame you. Why should you forgive anyone who has done you wrong, caused you pain, or had such a negative influence on your life? Forgiving them would be like letting them get away with everything, right? 
You might even be waiting for some kind of heart-felt apology from them before you decide to try to forgive them—a teary-eyed admission that they failed you terribly as they beg for your mercy. Surely, all your problems would be solved if that happened. You would feel vindicated and victorious, finally seeing the very same people who ruined your life squirm in a pool of regret and remorse. 
If only things were that straightforward. The raw truth is that not allowing yourself to forgive has more of a harmful effect on your well-being than you probably realize. While the “perpetrator” may be oblivious or not even care about the damage they caused you, you’re left struggling with toxic feelings and thoughts. And as for an apology, what if it never comes? Where does that leave you?
The idea of forgiveness is such a sore point when it comes to parents—the ones who were supposed to protect you from harm and shield you from pain. If they, or at least one of them, didn’t live up to that role or were abusive, violent, neglectful, or even absent while you were growing up, they certainly failed you. Not being given the proper care and love that every child deserves could have severely impacted your sense of worth and created damaging thought patterns that have followed you into adult life. 
Blaming your bad parent(s) for all of your anger issues, emotional lows and relationship problems might make sense because they are the ones who messed you up in the first place. Perhaps you have even created a narrative in your mind that says it’s their fault you can’t manage your emotions, have such a low opinion of yourself, or often treat others badly. It’s due to them that you can’t find a partner, hold down a job, handle money correctly, suffer from low self-esteem and self-doubt, or whatever else it is that creates misery in your life. In any of these situations, these narratives likely hold some truth. But is holding onto this type of narrative benefiting your life? 
Now is the time to take back your control. Only you are responsible for your actions, feelings, behavior, and emotional health. While it may seem easier to blame everything on your parents, this thought process gives them the power. 
To understand how the mindset of forgiveness (or lack thereof) affects you, try this quick exercise. Say out loud, “I can’t forgive my parents,” and take a few moments to observe the feelings that arise. You may notice anything from bitterness and regret to rage and hate. These are not very healthy emotions to be carrying around with you, are they? Consider how these feelings affect your outlook on life and how you see your partner, friends, colleagues, or your own children.
Now, think back to a time when you chose to forgive someone for letting you down, disappointing you, or hurting you. Are you able to recall what it felt like to actively move past the hurt and enter a state of forgiveness?
Holding onto painful past experiences isn’t doing yourself any favors. Instead, by choosing not to forgive—or by being unable to bring yourself to do so—you keep yourself stuck in a victim mindset that holds you back from enjoying a fulfilling life. By learning and choosing to forgive, you become liberated and free to move forward on your own terms.
Forgiveness is the key to freedom; it releases you from overwhelming emotions like anger, despair, and bitterness—replacing them with more positive ones such as confidence, greater self-esteem, and a sense of pride. It allows you to live life on your terms instead of being defined by how someone else treats you. And it helps you to move forward to a liberated future instead of being trapped in a painful past. 
Perhaps you’ve been trying to forgive your mom, dad, or other parental figure for the way they treated you but haven’t been able to bring yourself to fully do so. Maybe it feels like the hurt is just too deep, or your relationship with them is so strained that you no longer have any contact. The channels of communication might be completely blocked, or your current relationship with them may perpetuate the consistent hurt you’ve felt within that family dynamic. Perhaps one or both of your parents have already passed away, leaving you without the opportunity to confront them and receive closure. The good news is that forgiveness is an internal decision. Regardless of the state of your relationship with your parents, you always have the power to forgive.
I personally understand how difficult forgiveness can be. I couldn’t forgive my own abusive, alcoholic father for over thirty years. In my eyes, he didn’t deserve forgiveness after all the trauma he put me, my siblings, and my mother through. In fact, I didn’t see him as a father at all. He was a monster, a beast, the devil himself! How could I possibly forgive someone like that?  
Throughout the book, I will share the strategies I used to finally forgive him, as well as anecdotes from the lives of other people who eventually managed to do what they once thought was unthinkable: forgive and move on. Your story is unique to you, but I hope you will find some useful pointers within these examples to guide you as you begin your own healing process.
If you genuinely want to move to a place of forgiveness, this book will help you get there. It will walk through the advantages of forgiveness, discuss how to view others with greater empathy and understanding, and offer strategies to deal with the often-painful path to forgiveness. I can’t promise that it is going to be easy, but one thing is certain: once you understand why it is essential to forgive and begin to cultivate it in your life, you will never look back. 
We’ll begin by exploring the impact of your childhood experiences to gain an understanding of how emotional baggage is weighing you down. Then, we’ll dive into the benefits of being able to forgive and the differences between forgiving and reconciliation and between forgiving and forgetting. Facing painful emotions you’ve long-buried can be challenging, but this book will aim to provide you with a safety net that allows you to let go.
Next, we’ll discuss strategies for practicing empathy and compassion. Once you reach a place where you can put yourself in their shoes—while it doesn’t negate or excuse how they’ve treated you—you will find the power to forgive without forgetting. We’ll also look at the importance of setting healthy boundaries as you move forward. Should severing relations with your parent(s) be a decision you make, you’ll find advice on how to handle this transition without causing yourself greater pain in the process.
By the end of the book, you’ll discover how to work through the forgiveness process to reach a place of true empowerment. We’ll explore how to nurture healthier relationships, rebuild broken ones, and communicate your feelings more effectively. Lastly, you’ll find steps to break the cycle of negative behavior you may find yourself repeating with your own children or others in your life.
As you begin, you may be feeling unsure about your ability to reach forgiveness. Am I brave enough? Can I really forgive? Do they deserve my forgiveness? Forgiving the parent(s) who caused you pain may be one of the biggest challenges of your life, but you have the capacity to heal yourself once you realize that the power lies with you. To move past the moments of rage, resentment, and bitterness, the only place you can begin is within yourself. 
Forgive not for the sake of those who hurt you, but for the sake of your own peace of mind and happiness. 
Forgive for yourself first. The positive ripple effect on your life and loved ones will surely follow.
Note: While every person’s experience is unique, this book will refer to “parents” for the sake of simplicity. You are encouraged to apply these principles to forgive any parent, guardian, or caregiver, as applicable.   






  
  Chapter 1
Understanding The Weight of Childhood Experiences


“Your past is just a story. And once you realize this, it has no power over you.”—Chuck Palahniuk

If you’ve found yourself unable or unwilling to forgive your parents for the way they treated you in the past, you likely associate blame with their actions. They did something that caused you to feel bad—whether through being abusive, neglectful, mean, unsupportive, controlling, absent, hateful, cruel, indifferent, or any combination of negative actions. You blame them for the way you feel now and may never get over the treatment you suffered at their hands. 
Maybe it’s your parents’ fault you have trust issues, feel insecure, have low self-esteem, avoid commitment, or cannot control your emotions. You may even believe that all of your life’s failures are due to them. Perhaps you can’t find it in your heart to forgive until they apologize, admit their wrongdoing, and change their ways. 
These types of feelings are understandable. It’s often claimed that a child’s most crucial milestones happen before the age of seven. This idea goes back to the days of Aristotle, who once said, “Give me a child until he is seven and I will show you the man.” In this sense, if your early childhood was scarred by trauma, a lack of love and care, or any other damaging parental behavior, it’s no wonder you have so many problems today. Of course, parents can also hurt us long after the age of seven and can continue to treat us poorly into adulthood. 
Suffering at the hands of a parent from an early age certainly doesn’t contribute to a healthy start. Children have a robust set of needs that must be met during their formative years to give them the best chances of growing into well-balanced adults. This chapter will explore the impact that early experiences have on us as we grow older.
Recognizing emotional baggage
We are all products of our past, and our early childhood experience can have a lasting impact on our well-being. Every childhood experience (the good and the bad) has shaped your life. As an adult, many of these experiences will continue to influence the ways in which you think and behave. If you were neglected, for example, you may experience attachment issues as an adult. Although your parents’ behavior may have been subtle—scolding you unnecessarily or expecting you to be perfect all the time—everything they did or didn’t do ties into your psychological, emotional, and physical development. 
The following list highlights some long-term impacts that can result from childhood experiences. 
	Emotional well-being:
	Positive experiences, such as being given love and emotional support, help to create feelings of secure attachment.

	Negative experiences, such as trauma, abuse, or neglect, can contribute to emotional challenges such as anxiety, depression, or difficulties forming healthy relationships.




	Cognitive development:
	Stimulation, interaction, and a supportive environment in early years contribute to healthy cognitive development.

	Lack of stimulation may lead to learning difficulties or failure to achieve academically. 




	Social skills and relationships:
	Positive social interactions during childhood help develop social skills and the ability to form healthy relationships.

	Negative experiences, such as social isolation or exposure to violence, may seriously impact ability to trust others and form positive connections.




	Behavioral patterns:
	Childhood experiences can influence coping mechanisms.

	Being exposed to trauma or adverse conditions can lead to maladaptive behaviors, including aggression, withdrawal, and substance abuse.




	Physical health:
	Negative childhood experiences may affect long-term physical health, with higher risk of chronic illnesses, cardiovascular issues, and a weakened immune system.




	Self-esteem and identity:
	Positive experiences enjoyed as a child help to build levels of healthy self-esteem and positive self-concept.

	Negative experiences, such as being criticized or rejected, may lead to low self-esteem and identity issues.




	Long-term mental health:
	Undergoing traumatic experiences as a child may lead to conditions like post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), depression, or other mental health disorders.




	Educational attainment:
	Positive early learning experiences can contribute to academic achievements and broader career opportunities.

	Lacking educational support during early years—due to factors like poverty or lack of parental input—may hinder academic progress throughout life. 






Setting blame aside, it’s important to pinpoint the early experiences that have stayed with you throughout your life. This is the first step before you can begin to deconstruct unhealthy thought patterns and behaviors. Try answering the following questions, striving to come up with as many examples as possible.
	What emotional support did you get from your parents?

	Did you undergo any traumatic experiences?

	How engaged were your parents in your learning experiences?

	Were you given enough help with your schoolwork?

	What positive social interactions did you experience with family and friends?

	Did you experience violent or abusive interactions?

	How did you react when your parents treated you badly?

	Do you suffer from any kind of chronic illness, or do you get sick easily?

	Did you feel valued and respected as a child?

	Were you often criticized for your behavior?

	Do you often feel triggered by things that happen in your life today?

	Which achievements are you proud of?



As you recall past events, linked emotions may also come to the surface. You may suddenly feel angry, sad, frustrated, bitter, confused, or overwhelmed. Here are three important things to remember:
	The emotions triggered now are connected to how you felt long ago. 

	Your past experiences are events that happened to you, but they do not have to define who you are. 

	You did not cause, encourage, or deserve your painful experiences. 



While you may blame your parents for many of your negative childhood experiences, it’s possible that you may also blame yourself in some ways. Maybe you ask yourself if you could have tried harder, done something different, or been a more loveable child. Perhaps you even feel that everything you went through was your fault. 
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