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STEPS TO EMOTIONAL HEALTH

When my dad turned ninety, I began to notice a difference in his health. He wasn’t necessarily sick, nor did he have a terminal disease such as cancer. He just started losing weight and got very frail; everything seemed to be a real effort for him. I know he felt miserable about that because he had always been so active. By the end of 2001, when he was ninety-three, he seemed to have deteriorated further each time I saw him. At the traditional Christmas dinner at our home, he said he didn’t want any pumpkin pie, so I knew something was really wrong then. Dad never would have missed his favorite dessert. He had to leave the celebration immediately after dinner because he was so exhausted.

Two weeks later he got up at 6:30 in the morning, fixed a bowl of cereal, and went back down to his little terrace apartment in my sister’s home. Just before my brother-in-law, Louis, left for work at 10:30 A.M., he heard the radio playing in Dad’s room. When Louis came home about 3:30 that afternoon, Dad was not upstairs, which was unusual since he was always out and about during the afternoon. Louis went to check on Dad and found him in bed, just as if he were sleeping. The radio was off, so Dad had obviously gone back to bed because he wasn’t feeling well.

We held a private family funeral for him—just my sister, Susie; her husband and her three children, Stephanie, Derek, and Matt; and Michael and me and our children, Christopher and Amanda. As we sat in a circle, each one telling a favorite memory of Dad, I realized that I had become completely at peace with my past. I had forgiven my mother for things she had said and done to me over the years and my dad for things he hadn’t done to protect me from a mentally ill mother. I had peace with my relationship with my parents. It reminded me that emotional health can be achieved. We are all locked up in some way in our lives, but Jesus has the keys to let us out.

What Is Emotional Health?

Many people look upon their emotional state with resignation: “This is just the way I am.” Others believe that one has to be either very spiritual to become more emotionally healthy on their own or very wealthy to be able to afford the best professional help. “Emotional health,” one girl told me, “is a remote ideal that many people want but very few people achieve.”

My definition of emotional health is having total peace about who you are, what you’re doing, and where you’re going, both individually and in relationship to those around you. It’s feeling totally at peace about the past, the present, and the future of your life. It’s knowing that you’re in line with God’s ultimate purpose for you—and being fulfilled in that.

How about you? In the space below list the moments in your past that give you peace and well-being when remembering them:

Now think about the moments in your past that make you feel agitated and uneasy. List those moments below:

Next look at your present. List the moments that give you a feeling of peace and well-being:

Now look at the moments in the present that make you feel agitated and uneasy. List those moments below:

Finally, think about the future. What events in the future might make you happy and at peace? List them below:

What events in the future might make you afraid and uneasy? List them below.

Looking at the lists above, note the two most important events (the ones that made you feel afraid and uneasy) in the past, present, and future that you need to deal with as you read this book:

Past:

1.

2.

Present:

1.

2.

Future:

1.

2.

In contrast to what many people think, emotional health is just as practical and attainable as physical health. If you don’t feed your body the right food, you will become ill and die. Spiritually, emotionally, and mentally, you have to be fed and cared for properly, or that part of you gets sick and dies a slow death.

I know. I’ve come a long way since I was a child, living with a mother who was physically and verbally abusive.

My mother constantly told me, “You’re worthless, and you’ll never amount to anything.” Worse yet, she locked me in a little closet underneath the stairs when I did anything to disturb her.

I had to stay in that closet until she remembered I was there, or when my father returned from work and then she would let me out.

During my growing-up years, my mother’s extremely erratic behavior left me with feelings of futility, hopelessness, helplessness, and deep emotional pain. So much so that by the time I was a young woman, I was still locked in a closet—except the boundaries were emotional rather than physical.

I threw myself into anything I thought would help me get free of all that—Eastern religions, occult practices, psychotherapy, unhealthy relationships, and a short, ill-fated marriage. When it became obvious that each of these things fell far short of meeting my desperate needs, I sank deeper into depression. I turned to drugs and alcohol with dangerous frequency in hopes of momentarily transcending this chronic emotional torture.

I wrote about these experiences in my autobiography, Stormie. After its publication I was deluged with letters from people telling me of their own emotionally traumatic circumstances.

Many women said, “I just want to be whole. You’ve shown me for the first time that is possible to be free of emotional pain. But now that I know there is hope for my life, what steps can I take to experience the same healing you’ve found?”

I knew I needed to put all the information I had on the subject in a book, so I wrote Lord, I Want to Be Whole. Now I am adding this workbook and journal so that women can individually—or in a Bible study or Sunday school class—work through their own personal struggles. In this book you will be guiding the experience, and I will only be a companion to the process.

We will go through the seven steps to emotional health that I related in Lord, I Want to Be Whole, but this time you will be continually assessing your own experience. These steps led to my own healing over thirty years ago—and have kept me emotionally healthy ever since.

Seven Steps to Emotional Health

Your mind and emotions need to be freed from stress, fed properly, exercised, cleansed, nurtured, retrained, exposed to freshness and light, and given rest. Here are the seven steps that helped me to do this in my own life and will lead to emotional and spiritual well-being in your life.

Step One: Release the Past 

Confess to God the times you have failed and, by moving in full forgiveness, release the times others have failed you.

Step Two: Live in Obedience 

Understand that God’s rules are for your benefit and try to the best of your knowledge to live His ways, knowing that every step of obedience brings you closer to total wholeness.

Step Three: Find Deliverance 

Recognize who your enemy is and remove yourself from anything that separates you from God or keeps you from becoming all He made you to be.

Step Four: Seek Total Restoration 

Refuse to accept less than all God has for you and remember that finding wholeness is an ongoing process.

Step Five: Receive God’s Gifts 

Acknowledge the gifts God has given you and take the steps necessary to receive them.

Step Six: Reject the Pitfalls 

Avoid or get free of the negative traps and deceptions that rob you of life.

Step Seven: Stand Strong 

Believe that as long as you stand with God and don’t give up, you win.

These seven steps are really natural laws that work for our benefit when we live in harmony with them.

You will be able to do the initial work on each of these steps in a week or so, but making them a permanent part of your life takes longer.

However, understanding them with your mind will influence the state of your heart, which will affect your emotions and ultimately your entire life.

I have tested this plan repeatedly over the past thirty-plus years, and I have seen these steps operate successfully in my life and the lives of countless others. The plan will be as reliable and consistent as you are in following it.

Right now, agree to set aside twenty minutes a day, five days a week to interact with this workbook. Some women will want to spend even more time as they take these important steps toward emotional and spiritual wholeness.

What You Should Expect in the Next Few Months

Some of the information in the following chapters will seem familiar, almost obvious, but don’t be deceived by that. The familiar and obvious are often overlooked for just that reason.

Other information will be unfamiliar. You’ve never heard it before. Or if you have heard it, you haven’t applied it to your own life.

Still other information will be uncomfortable. You may react to it by closing the book or neglecting to work through the workbook process.

Believe me, I understand how hard certain steps are, and how difficult their accomplishment seems. But I would be less than helpful if I did not present you with the whole truth. If I left out some of the pieces, you would have an incomplete plan for emotional restoration, and you’d live in frustration trying to find the missing piece. So I’m going to tell it to you as straight as I know how, and it’s up to you to choose to accept it.

Remember that you do the choosing. God working in you, as you allow Him entrance, makes it happen in your life.

The healing and restoration I found is there for you too. Whether your hurt is from scars from as far back as early childhood or from this week’s untimely severing of a precious relationship, you can be whole spiritually and emotionally.

But once you are healed, don’t be misled into thinking you will never have a problem again. It just isn’t so. Problems are a part of life in this world. You can be devastated by them, or you can meet them head-on and make them work for you.

As I close this chapter I want you to take a second look at your life from a different perspective. Let’s go back to my definition of emotional health: having total peace about who you are, what you’re doing, and where you’re going, both individually and in relationship to those around you.

Think about who you are. Write a description of yourself in the space below. (Be sure to include who you are spiritually and emotionally.)

Do you have total peace about who you are? _____ yes; _____ no.

If not, mention below the ways you might want to change:

Now think about who you are in relationship to those around you. Write that description in the space below:

Are you at peace with who you are in relationship to others?

_____ yes; ____ no.

If not, mention below the ways you might want to change in relationship to others:

Think about what you’re doing. Look back at the past week and month and year. Mention the activities that seem to consume most of your time in the space below:

In the past week . . .

In the past month . . .

In the past year . . .

Are you at peace with what you are doing? _____ yes; _____ no.

If not, mention below the ways you might want to change what you are doing in the future:

Now think about what you are doing and how it affects those around you. Write that description in the space below:

Are you at peace with the way you affect those around you? _____ yes; ____ no.

If not, mention below the ways you might want to change the way you affect others:

Finally, think about where you are going. Write a description below of what you anticipate your future to be:

Are you at peace with where you seem to be going? _____ yes; _____ no.

If not, mention below the ways you would like to make changes that would affect your future:

Now think about where you are going in relationship to those around you. How does it affect them? Write a description in the space below:

Are you at peace with where you are going in relationship to others?

_____ yes; _____ no.

If not, mention in the space below how you might want to change that:

Throughout our journey together the Bible will be our constant companion. During some steps you will look up passages and interact with them.

When you get to Step Six—Reject the Pitfalls—the Bible passages will be there for you so you can copy them onto an index card or Xerox that page and then put the Scriptures on a mirror or place them in your purse for personal reference.

You will also be journaling your prayers and life experiences throughout this process. (There are some blank journal pages at the end of this book so you can begin the process in the days ahead.) And you will be observing the lives of some familiar people in the Bible. Many of these people had the same faults—and suffered the same problems—we do. The way the Lord guided them will be a path you can follow in your journey to emotional and spiritual well-being.

Finally, do not forget that emotional and spiritual wholeness is a process that involves changing habits of thinking, feeling, or acting. These seven steps are not a quick fix, but a permanent way to transform your inner being.



God’s Promises of Healing

Look up the following Scriptures and write them in the spaces below.

Deuteronomy 32:39

God promises that ___________________________. 
 Jeremiah 3:22

God promises that ___________________________. 
 Jeremiah 30:17

God promises that __________________________. 
 Luke 4:18

Jesus promises that ___________________________. 
 James 5:13-15

This passage promises that _____________________.

It directs me to _______________________________.



Step 1 
 Release the Past

Confess to God the times you have failed and, 
 by moving in full forgiveness, release the times 
 others have failed you.
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THE FOUNDATION OF CONFESSION

When I was feeling desperate about my emotional health, I called to make an appointment with a psychologist. The assistant who answered my request asked, “What is the nature of the problem?”

When I said I’d rather talk with the doctor, she persisted. “I preview all cases,” she said. “I can’t make an appointment for you unless I know the nature of your problem.”

I told her about my depression, which I felt was caused by being raised by an abusive mother.

Her answer astonished me. “It is our policy that we do not accept the story of child abuse.”

I was devastated. Where could I go for help? I was suicidal. Thankfully, a friend who knew I was emotionally spent took me to meet her pastor, Jack Hayford, at The Church on the Way. He told me about the wholeness and peace I could find by receiving Jesus into my life.

This “Jesus thing” sounded like a long shot, but with suicide as the only alternative I could see, I had nothing to lose. And if Pastor Jack was right, I had everything to gain.

After I made this commitment to accept Christ as Savior, I felt hope for the first time I could remember. As it turned out, this was the beginning point of my healing. I started attending The Church on the Way, reading the Bible, and praying every day. I even found the man I would marry sitting behind me in church one Sunday morning.

If you haven’t made a similar commitment yourself, just say, “Jesus, I acknowledge You this day. I believe You are the Son of God as You say You are. Although it’s hard to comprehend a love so great, I believe You laid down your life for me so that I might have life eternally and abundantly now. I ask You to forgive me for not living Your way. I need You to help me become all You created me to be. Come into my life and fill me with Your Holy Spirit. Let all the death in me be crowded out by the power of Your presence and this day turn my life into a new beginning.”

If you don’t feel comfortable with this prayer, then talk to Jesus as you would to a good friend. Confess you’ve made some mistakes. Tell Him you can’t live without Him. Ask Him to forgive you and come into your heart.

Tell Him you receive Him as Lord, and thank Him for His eternal life and forgiveness.

After Michael Omartian and I were married, I felt safe enough to tell him about my early childhood. He insisted that I see a counselor at The Church on the Way. Mary Anne would become God’s instrument to help me release my past.

The Foundation of Confession

When Mary Anne and I met together, I admitted, “I have these depressions that happen frequently, like emotional blackouts that last as long as two weeks at a time.”

Without my mentioning my past, Mary Anne immediately asked, “Tell me about your childhood, Stormie.”

After the response I’d received from that psychologist’s office, I was truly blessed to hear Mary Anne confront the problem I knew was causing me distress. In the next half hour I told her more about my past than I had ever related to anyone. I revealed my anger toward my mother.

Then Mary Anne said very directly, “You have bondage, Stormie, and you need deliverance.”

I have what? I need what? I wondered.

Mary Anne must have read my expression, because she quickly added, “It’s nothing to be afraid of. Bondage is the oppression that comes upon us when we don’t live the way we’re supposed to. Deliverance breaks that oppression.”

She told me to go home and write down every sin God brought to my mind. “Ask God to help you remember each incident, and as you write it down say, ‘God, I confess this before You and ask Your forgiveness.’”

I was confused. “I thought I was forgiven of all my sins when I received Jesus,” I said politely.

Mary Anne explained that Jesus took all that we had coming to us, which is death, and in return He gave us all that He had coming to Him, which is eternal life. Receiving Him meant being free from this death grip.

However, the bondage that accompanied each of our sins must be severed through confession.

I knew that the word sin is an old archery term, meaning “to miss the bull’s-eye.” Anything off the center of God’s best and perfect will for our lives is sin. In fact, 1 John 5:17 says “All unrighteousness is sin.” That takes in a lot of territory!

The Weight of Unconfessed Sin Chuck Colson knew the pain of unconfessed sin—and repenting of these sins turned his life around. I met Chuck about fifteen years ago when he asked me to be a part of the Prison Fellowship team that was going into a California prison. As I was speaking to the women that day, one woman began running up and down the aisle handing pieces of toilet paper to different women. At first Colson said he couldn’t understand what this woman was doing. Then he realized that she was passing tissues to the women who were crying.

This was really touching for me since I was talking about God’s restoration and His plan for emotional healing, the same material in this book.

I have always admired Chuck Colson for what he has done through his Prison Fellowship ministry for people who are incarcerated. He helps prisoners realize that there is hope for their lives—and that has always been my goal too. Chuck has come a long way from the days when he was known as President Richard Nixon’s “hatchet man.”

This change began one night when he visited the home of Tom Phillips.

Tom knew the pressure Colson was under at the time: the Watergate scandal had broken and although Chuck Colson had not yet been indicted, he knew this was a possibility.

At this meeting Tom shared his belief in Christ as Savior, and then he read excerpts from Mere Christianity by C. S. Lewis to Colson. “There is one vice of which no man in the world is free . . . and of which hardly any people, except Christians, ever imagine they are guilty . . . The vice I am talking of is Pride or Self-Conceit.”

Colson felt naked and unclean as Tom read these words. He felt the weight of unconfessed sin. “I was exposed, unprotected, for Lewis’s words were describing me.

“Just as a man about to die is supposed to see flash before him, sequence by sequence, the high points of his life, so, as Tom’s voice read on that August evening, key events in my life paraded before me as if projected on a screen. Things I hadn’t thought about in years—my graduation speech at prep school—being ‘good enough’ for the Marines—my first marriage, into the ‘right’ family—sitting on the Jaycees’ dais while civic leader after civic leader praised me as the outstanding young man of Boston—then to the White House—the clawing and straining for status and position—‘Mr. Colson, the President is calling—Mr. Colson, the President wants to see you right away.’

“Now, sitting there on the dimly lit porch, my self-centered past was washing over me in waves. It was painful. Agony. Desperately I tried to defend myself. What about my sacrifices for government service, the giving up of a big income, putting my stocks into a blind trust? The truth, I saw in an instant, was that I’d wanted the position in the White House more than I’d wanted money. There was no sacrifice . . .

“In those brief moments while Tom read, I saw myself as I never had before. And the picture was ugly.”1 Colson was feeling the weight of unconfessed sin.

As he left Tom Phillips’s home that night, Colson’s eyes began to fill with tears. At first he was angry with himself. “What kind of weakness is this?” he said to nobody. Then he gave into his sorrow. “I forgot about machismo, about pretenses, about fears of being weak. And as I did, I began to experience a wonderful feeling of being released. Then came the strange sensation that water was not only running down my cheeks, but surging through my whole body as well, cleansing and cooling as it went.

They weren’t tears of sadness and remorse, nor of joy—but somehow, tears of relief.”2

Chuck Colson’s feeling of relief was God’s way of establishing a relationship with him. And it’s God’s way of establishing a relationship with us as well.

When sin is left unconfessed, a wall goes up between you and God. Even though the sin may have stopped, it will still weigh you down. As I followed Mary Anne’s instructions and listed my sins, I realized that unconfessed sin is like carrying around heavy bags of garbage. The heavier they get, the weaker we become—until we are crippled under the weight of it all. When I confessed my sins, I actually felt the weight being lifted.

Often we fail to see ourselves as responsible for certain actions. These are the hidden sins. For example, while it’s not your fault that someone abused you, your reaction to it now is your responsibility. I was justified in my anger toward my mother, but I still had to confess it because it missed the mark of what God had for me.

Take a moment to do this type of introspection. Look back into your childhood and then your youth, as Chuck Colson did. Think about the years after that time. Take several days to do this, adding to the list when the Holy Spirit brings something to mind.

To begin the process, you may want to check below the areas in which you might have sinned. These are some of the pitfalls I will discuss in Step Six. Have you been guilty of falling into any of these sins?

____ Anger 
 ____ Criticism 
 ____ Envy 
 ____ Lust 
 ____ Lying 
 ____ Pride 
 ____ Rebellion against God

Be specific about any ways you have sinned in these or other areas during your childhood, your youth, and your adulthood. If you need extra space, use the journal pages at the back of this book.

Moments in my childhood:

Moments in my youth:

Moments in adulthood:

Look back over this list and as you do so, say, “God, I confess this before You and ask Your forgiveness.”

Now think again. Ask God to reveal any hidden sins to you. List them in the space below and as you do so say, “God, I confess this before You and ask Your forgiveness.”

Finally, write a prayer in the space below, asking God to forgive you for all the sins He has brought to your mind.

Then hear Him speak these words back to you:

“Though your sins are like scarlet, 
 They shall be as white as snow; 
 Though they are red like crimson, 
 They shall be as wool.” (Isa. 1:18)

Now tear these pages out of the workbook and burn them. Your sins have been forgiven.

For confession to work, repentance must go along with it.

Turning Your Back on These Sins 

Repentance literally means “a change of mind.” It means that we turn our backs on these sins, walk away, and vow never to do these things again.

As we confess and repent we are saying, “This is my fault. I’m sorry about it, and I’m not going to do it anymore.”

After Chuck Colson recognized his sins and repented of them, he turned his life around. Sometime following his conversion, he agreed to speak at an annual prayer breakfast in a small Michigan community.

Toward the end of his talk, he decided to mention the indictments the Watergate prosecutors had entered against him so the people at the prayer breakfast could know the truth of his innocence and better accept his testimony.

“I know in my own heart,” he said, “that I am innocent of many of the charges . . .”

Colson stopped for a moment as he realized he had said the word many, not all; thankfully, reporters at the occasion didn’t pick up on his slip since he quickly corrected himself.

But Chuck felt this slip of the tongue might be God’s voice: “Many, but not all the charges, Chuck!”3 In the next days Chuck Colson decided he would plead guilty to the charge of disseminating derogatory information to the press about Daniel Ellsberg, the man who had leaked the Pentagon Papers to the media.

Some people thought Colson’s sentence would be minimal. After all, an offense of this nature had never been considered a crime before. Yet

Judge Gerhard Gesell pronounced a sentence of one to three years and a fine of five thousand dollars.4 Colson turned his back on his sins—and took responsibility for his actions, which is what we must do. We will talk further about how to avoid these sins in Step Six, Reject the Pitfalls. Right now, determine that you will not go back there again.

How do you know if you have turned your back on these sins?

Chuck Colson found that he reacted differently to situations and to people whom he had previously disliked—like John Dean, who had told the inside story of the Watergate cover-up to the authorities. “Remarkable things were happening inside me,” he said. “I felt less of the old animosity and bitterness toward my adversaries. At a dinner party in October with old White House friends, I found myself suddenly uncomfortable when the others began to attack John Dean.

“‘He’s got to live with himself,’ I responded mildly.”5 Look for what God is going to do for you in the days ahead, now that you have been relieved of the burden of unconfessed sin.

Confession

Look up the Scriptures below as you think about your sins and confess them to God.

Proverbs 28:13

1 John 1:9-10

Psalm 32:1-5

James 5:16

Mark 4:12

2 Corinthians 2:10

1 John 2:12

As you think about your sins, you might adopt the attitude of King David when he went before the Lord: “For I will declare my iniquity; I will be in anguish over my sin” (Psalm 38:18).
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THE FOUNDATION OF ONGOING FORGIVENESS

Forgiveness is a two-way street. God forgives you for the sins you admitted in the last chapter—and you, in turn, forgive others (and yourself, which is sometimes the hardest). For me, that meant forgiving my mother.

Mary Anne told me that I didn’t have to feel forgiveness for my mother. “Forgiveness is something you do out of obedience to the Lord because He has forgiven you.”

I soon learned, however, that unforgiveness as deeply rooted as mine toward my mother must be unraveled, one layer at a time. This was especially true for me, since my mother’s verbal abuse only continued to increase in intensity as the years went by. I had to learn to take charge of my will and deliberately say, “Lord, my desire is to forgive my mother. Help me to forgive her completely.”

During the next years, I did this more often than I can begin to count. One day as I was again asking God to give me a forgiving heart, I felt led to pray, “Lord, help me to have a heart like Yours for my mother.”

Almost immediately I had a vision of her I had never seen before. She was a beautiful, fun-loving, gifted woman who bore no resemblance to the person I knew. That’s the way God had made her.

Unfortunately, the pieces of her past had destroyed that vision: the tragic and sudden death of her mother when she was eleven; the suicide of her beloved uncle and foster father a few years later; her feelings of abandonment, guilt, bitterness, and unforgiveness, which contributed to her emotional and mental illness. Suddenly I no longer hated my mother. I felt sorry for her instead—and I forgave her.

Stairway to Wholeness

Once we are forgiven and released from everything we’ve ever done wrong, how can we refuse to obey God when He asks us to forgive others?

Easy! We focus our thoughts on the person who has wronged us rather than on the God who makes all things right.

Take a moment now to focus on God, your Heavenly Father, by praising God as the psalmist does:

The LORD is my rock and my fortress and my deliverer; 
 My God, my strength, in whom I will trust; 
 My shield and the horn of my salvation, my stronghold. 
 I will call upon the LORD, who is worthy to be praised; 
 So shall I be saved from my enemies . . . 
 The LORD lives! 
 Blessed be my Rock! 
 Let the God of my salvation be exalted. (Ps. 18:2-3,46)

The God of your salvation will help you forgive those who have harmed you. He has the grace and the power to do so. The most important thing to remember about forgiveness is that forgiveness doesn’t make the other person right; it makes you free.

Scripture makes this very important point: “He who loves his brother abides in the light, and there is no cause for stumbling in him. But he who hates his brother is in darkness and walks in darkness, and does not know where he is going, because the darkness has blinded his eyes” (1 John 2:10-11).

Pastor Jack Hayford said something that affected me profoundly: “When you hate your parents, you grow up to hate yourself, because what you see of them in yourself, you will despise.”

If you have a grudge against one of your parents, fill in the appropriate space below:

“My _________ hit me when I did something wrong—and sometimes when I didn’t. His/her anger was abusive.”

“My _______ was always criticizing me. I never seemed to do anything right.”

“My _______ never showed any affection for me.”

Now think about yourself. Do you have a tendency to be like your mother or father in this way, or do you repeat any other offense your parent committed toward you? If so, mention it below.

Now write a prayer, asking God for forgiveness for this sin.

Finally, think about those who have harmed you. List any persons in the space below and mention what they have done to you.

I can’t forgive ____________________ because . . .

1.

2.

3.

As you think about these people, hear God speaking to you through the Scriptures. Place your name in the blank below:

Let all bitterness, wrath, anger, clamor, and evil speaking be put away from you, __________________, with all malice. And be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, even as God in Christ forgave you, ___________________. (Eph. 4:31-32)

For me, forgiving others meant forgiving my mother. For Chuck Colson, it meant forgiving those who were witnesses for the United States government in the Watergate scandal: John Dean and Jeb Magruder.

Both of these men would join Chuck Colson as residents of Holabird Prison. And Chuck had reason to resent them: “During the first days of the Ervin hearings, anger would boil up inside me at the mention of his [John Dean’s] name.”

Colson wondered if he would still feel that way when he first saw Dean in prison. “As I grappled with Christ’s admonition not only to forgive but love my enemies, the anger inside me seemed to leave. The forgiveness part was not too difficult. In fact, I became aware of a gut-level admiration of John’s courage in pitting himself against the awesome power of the presidency. But to love John, that was not so easy.”1 John Dean arrived at Holabird Prison one night, surrounded by marshals. He was supposed to be sequestered in his room at all times.

When one of the inmates declared, “He’ll go bananas!” Colson felt his last barrier against John Dean break down.

Later that night when he came face to face with Dean, Colson stuck out his hand and said, “Whatever’s happened in the past, John, let’s forget it. If there’s any way I can help you, let me know.”

Although the federal marshal quickly separated the two inmates, some old wounds were healed in that moment. And Colson later learned that Dean’s belief in God had been strengthened by Watergate, just as Colson’s had. This was the beginning of a new relationship.2 Jeb Magruder had also found a new faith. On Christmas Eve of 1974, four Watergate prisoners—the two government witnesses, Dean and Magruder, and the two presidential defenders, Colson and Herb

Kalmbach—met together to read the Scriptures about the birth of Christ.

These men, who had been archenemies in the past, had become Christian brothers who had truly forgiven each other.

In my own experience I’ve found that the best way to turn anger, bitterness, hatred, and resentment for someone into love is to pray for that person. God softens your heart when you do. Take each person on your list and pray the prayer I prayed:

“Lord, my desire is to forgive _____________________. Help me to forgive him (or her) completely.”

Then ask God to help you see this person as He sees him or her. Pray, “Lord, help me to have a heart like Yours for _______________________.”

Go through this exercise for everyone on your list on page 25. Think of how God might see each person. Envision that in your mind and write about it below.

1.

2.

3.

Learn what you can about each person’s past, which might help you to understand his or her current behavior.

A friend of mine experienced an epiphany about her alcoholic father, who also suffered from manic depression. She was working with a psychiatrist on a mental health project, and they were talking about bipolar disorder (another name for manic depression). The psychiatrist said, “Years ago when there was no Librium, people with bipolar disorder tried to medicate themselves with alcohol.”

My friend was heartsick as she thought of her poor dad trying to overcome a genetic disorder over which he had no control. She was quickly able to forgive him for all the pain his alcoholism had caused her, her mom, and her sister.

Write a prayer below, asking God to help you completely forgive the people you mentioned above.

Remember, God is the only one who knows the whole story of their lives, and therefore we never have the right to judge. Scripture says, “Judge not, that you be not judged” (Matt. 7:1).

You will know that the work of forgiveness is complete when you can honestly say you want God’s best for everyone on your list.

Finally, you need to work through this same procedure with two others in mind: yourself and God.

Forgiving Yourself and God 

Some of us feel guilty about not being what we think we should be.

Instead of beating ourselves up for that, we need to be merciful.

Write a prayer below, asking God to help you forgive yourself for not being perfect. And thank God that He is making you into all that He created you to be.

Now ask God to help you see yourself as He sees you. Pray, “Lord, help me to have a heart like Yours for myself.”

Think of how God might see you. Envision that in your mind and describe it below:

Then think about your past. What events have contributed to the person you are today? (This is not a time to cast blame on persons you forgave in the exercise above. Instead, it’s a moment to better understand your own behavior and help you to forgive yourself.) List those events in the space below:

With those events in mind say, “I forgive you, ___________ [inserting your name in the blank space]. You have done the best you can. Now, with God’s help, you will do even better.”

Then write a prayer in the space below, asking God to walk with you in the days ahead, guiding you so that you can avoid making these mistakes in the future.

Besides forgiving others and yourself, you must also check to see if you need to forgive God. If you sense that you are mad at Him, say so:

“God, I’ve been upset with You ever since ___________________.”

Be honest. For instance, “I’ve been upset with You ever since my husband died” or “I’ve been upset with You ever since we learned that my son (daughter) has a drug problem.”

Release the hurt and let yourself cry. Tears are freeing and healing. Then write a prayer below, confessing your anger and asking God to forgive you.

Finally, tell Him that you no longer hold that offense against Him.

Without forgiveness we cannot release the past. Don’t let unforgiveness keep you from the healing, joy, and restoration God has for you.

And remember that our God is a God of the miraculous. Chuck Colson received a special blessing after the other three Watergate conspirators— Dean, Magruder, and Kalmbach—were released from prison and Colson was still behind bars.

On Tuesday, January 28, 1975, Representative Al Quie called. He told Colson that he and others had signed a letter to President Gerald Ford, appealing for mercy. Then he said, “There’s an old statute someone told me about. I’m going to ask the president if I can serve the rest of your term for you.”

Colson was amazed. Quie was the sixth-ranking Republican in the House of Representatives and one of the most respected public figures in Washington. And three other men—Doug Coe, Graham Purcell, and Harold Hughes—were also going to make the same statement.

“It was almost more than I imagined possible,” Chuck Colson said, “this love of one man for another.

“It was that night in the quiet of my room that I made the total surrender, completing what had begun in Tom Phillips’s driveway eighteen long months before: ‘Lord, if this is what it is all about,’ I said, ‘then I thank You. I praise You for leaving me in prison, for letting them take away my license to practice law . . . I praise You for giving me Your love through these men, for being God, for just letting me walk with Jesus.’”3 Just three days after his friends’ remarkable offer and Colson’s complete surrender of his situation to God, the judge ordered an early release for Colson because of family problems that had arisen.

Without forgiveness we can’t release the past. Don’t let unforgiveness keep you from the healing, joy, and restoration God has for you.

God’s Heart for Forgiveness

Look up the following Scriptures to find God’s desire for forgiveness. Write that desire in the spaces below.

2 Corinthians 2:5-7

Ephesians 4:32

Colossians 3:12-13

Psalm 130:3-4

2 Corinthians 2:10
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