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REVIEWS OF STEPHANIE DOWRICK’S 
Forgiveness and Other Acts of Love 

‘In an era of inauthenticity, Dowrick is a godsend. Her gift is the ability to write in a manner that genuinely enriches and changes lives.’ 
Nigel Marsh, writer and CEO 

‘Stephanie Dowrick has emerged as onve of the most interesting Australian voices in the serious but popular genres . . . Her greatest asset is her own very distinctive voice, a clarity and directness of address which creates an immediate empathy with the reader.’ 
Amanda Lohrey, Australian 

‘A book for the times: a bridge between the rational and intuitive, the psychoanalytical and the spiritual, the personal and the social.’ 
Miriam Cosic, Australian Magazine 

‘Dowrick is the consummate intellectual explorer . . . a woman of our times who has emerged from her own experiences and battles with a very definite sense of purpose.’ 
Christopher Moore, The Press 

‘This is indeed a book which I would hold in my hands in a time of trouble, just to let its wisdom and reassurance seep into my bones; to remind me what is possible; to encourage me to stand firm for my own values; to retrieve order from chaos and to restore me to calm.’ 
Caroline Jones, Sydney Morning Herald 

‘An intelligent mixture of personal insight and scholarship. Dowrick furnishes new seekers as well as seasoned believers with a refreshing approach to contemporary spirituality … Through  thoughtful observations and compelling stories, Dowrick models for the reader an effective way to consider the journey toward love of others and of self.’ 
Publishers Weekly 

‘Forgiveness and Other Acts of Love is an affirmation of what is best and necessary and most enduring in all our cultures. It is a powerful and moving book by a wise woman.’ 
Michael King, Metro 

‘Reading Forgiveness is like listening to a wise older sister . . . Like the great sages, Dowrick is aware that the progress from denial to understanding is a lengthy one, and that true wisdom comes from experiencing all that life can bring, and reflecting deeply upon it.’  
Anne French, The Listener 

‘In a beautifully crafted book written with clarity and humour but with admirable objectivity, Stephanie Dowrick shows us what it means to learn with love in our hearts.’ 
Joolz Saunders, The Friend 

‘Its message is one of unconditional love, which is such a simple term and so difficult to put into practice, yet so rewarding when achieved in adversity . . . Highly recommended.’ 
Dawn Salter, Just Women 

‘An original, powerful mind . . . she challenges people to have an interior life and to be introspective. And she does it in a thoroughly non-sentimental, pro-active fashion.’ 
Geraldine Doogue, presenter of ‘Life Matters’ 

‘Stephanie Dowrick is a lilting genius of the inner worlds.’ 
Sark, author of Succulent Wild Women 
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Cultivate Virtue in your own person, 

And it becomes a genuine part of you.

Cultivate it in the family, 

And it will abide.

Cultivate it in the community, 

And it will live and grow.

Cultivate it in the state, 

And it will flourish abundantly.

Cultivate it in the world, 

And it will become universal.

TAO TEH CHING
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The one thing that a writer should never be short of is words. Yet when it comes to explaining how I had the temerity to write about six of the greatest qualities humankind has ever named—and to try to make sense of their personal and social meaning at this point in our shared history—I find myself searching for something beyond words.

First some facts. In the mid-1990s I was diagnosed with breast cancer. That experience, which finds many silent echoes within this book, has been life-changing. Yet it took me months even to be able to speak of it beyond my group of closest friends. I was not filled with courage or fortitude in the wake of the diagnosis. What arose in me was devastating fear that my children would be left, as I had been, without a mother.

Then there was more. Only months later I was faced with a court case I had been dreading and hoping to avoid for three years. Negotiations to find a settlement had failed. The time had arrived when the matter would go to trial.

I had to find whatever strength it would take to endure that. A bone weariness that seemed to have settled within me and aged me twice over was my constant companion.

It was in this extreme situation that I remembered what I had learned twenty years before when I first encountered Psychosynthesis, an approach to psychotherapy that is as attentive to spiritual and social concerns as it is to personal awareness and healing. It was Psychosynthesis founder Roberto Assagioli’s view that there are qualities that we can call on, almost like entities. He also taught that what we pay attention to, reverberates in our lives.

I had spent three years paying attention to a legal case, having to return repeatedly and in debilitating detail to the past. During that time I was also writing, occasionally teaching, seeing clients, enjoying my friends and loving and being loved by my children. Yet I felt the case was also always present: or perhaps what was present was my anxiety about its emotional and physical costs, which seemed all too gruesomely mirrored by the financial costs.

It was at that time of grim uncertainty that I suggested to Geraldine Doogue, presenter of ‘Life Matters’ on the Australian Broadcasting Corporation’s Radio National, that I would like to embark on a series of fortnightly talks with her on what I was then calling ‘the humane virtues’. I chose the word ‘humane’ for its silken, civilising quality; for its promise of kindness, decency, truthfulness and order; and because it is through our ‘humanity’ that we recognise our connections with one another. And I chose these six virtues for what they could teach me about honour, strength, humility, steadfastness and endurance and, above all, for what they could teach me about love: that sublime ideal that comes to life only when it moves from intention to action.

For a year, Geraldine and I had been talking to each other on radio each fortnight. In the strange, refracted intimacy of those public broadcasts, we had covered a whole range of topics of concern to people trying to make sense of their lives and to live them with increasing awareness, self-responsibility and choice. With a breadth of social, psychological and spiritual concerns established between us, we ‘took on’ the virtues.

The court proceedings lasted for five days but those days were spread over several months. Throughout that time, I worked closely and intensely on the virtues, meeting each of them—courage, fidelity, restraint, generosity, tolerance and forgiveness—in turn, and experiencing how each did, indeed, endow me with its unique grace and blessing.

ROBERTO ASSAGIOLI HAS not been the only psychological or spiritual teacher to know that one’s circumstances are in part created by the quality of one’s attention to meaning. Each of the world’s major religions has taught its followers to pay as close attention to the companions within their minds— their own thoughts—as they would to their companions in the world outside.

From his knowledge of Hindu philosophy and Western science, endocrinologist and writer Deepak Chopra explains the process in more detail: ‘You can consciously change the energy and informational content of your own quantum mechanical body, and therefore influence the energy and informational content of your extended body—your environment, your world—and cause things to manifest in it.

‘This conscious change is brought about by the two qualities inherent in consciousness: attention and intention. Attention energizes, and intention transforms. Whatever you put your attention on will grow stronger in your life [my italics]. Whatever you take your attention away from will wither, disintegrate, and disappear. Intention, on the other hand, triggers transformation of energy and information. Intention organizes its own fulfilment.’

THE ACUTE PHASE of my crisis passed. But aftershocks remained, and I continued to need the virtues. The more I had come to know them, the more convinced I had become that these ancient ‘entities’—which are among the most profound expressions of compassionate love known to humankind offer something that is surely as urgently and universally needed now as at any other time in human history.

We have never been more deluged with information about how to live. We have never been richer or better educated. Yet there is despair everywhere. How do we meet that? How do we salvage wisdom, resilience and even meaning out of meaningless suffering? How do we cultivate love in a climate of selfishness, petulance and greed? How do we remain alert to what we share with people whose rage and negativity cost us our homes, our happiness and perhaps our lives? How should we meet the blindness and arrogance that threaten the planet on which we depend for our most transformative experiences of wonder and beauty, as well as for our very existence?

Individual solutions have come to seem increasingly hollow. No matter how sincere or hard won, personal insight or even spiritual enlightenment that has no roots in a commitment to social responsibility and planetary justice offers paltry salvation. But experience has taught us that we should equally be extremely wary of any attempts to save the outer world that fail also to look at the relationships closest to home; that fail to develop subtle, constant self-responsibility, maturity, awareness and compassion.

The brilliance of the humane virtues is that they are big enough to embrace all the spheres of human existence: inner and outer; personal and social; psychological and spiritual. They are humble as well as awe-inspiring. They can teach us as much about beauty as survival; and as much through silence as through words.

It has been exceptionally moving to discover time and again, sitting in my office in a wooden house in an ordinary street in suburban Australia, that many of our most urgent questions about how to live, how to love, how to endure and relieve suffering, were answered thousands of years ago. And to discover how, in cultures as diverse as those of India, China, Tibet, Persia, Greece and the Middle East, we are returned repeatedly to the unifying principles of love, as well as to a sobering gratitude for life itself.

One of the most stunning privileges of late-twentieth-century life is that we do now have Eastern spiritual and psychological teachings easily available to us, as well as the freshly reclaimed teachings of Christian mysticism. In writing this book, I have plucked jewels as freely from the East as from the West, gathering as I went psychological insight, wisdom and inspiration, as well as moments of awesome splendour and relieving hilarity.

Yet what I learned from the virtues returns me to the limitation of words. There are words in this book that can readily inspire fresh thinking and action, but for these ideas to become tools for transformation and healing, they need to reach into an opened heart, perhaps even a cracked heart. From five thousand years ago, this voice calls to us from The Egyptian Book of the Dead:

My heart, my mother; 
my heart, my mother! 
My heart of transformations.

Listening through the heart is not something you must learn to do. It is something you need only reclaim, and remember.
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