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PUBLISHER’S NOTE: This book is not 
intended to replace a one-on-one relationship 
with a qualified healthcare professional, but as 
a sharing of knowledge and information from 
the research and experience of the author. 

You are advised and encouraged to consult 
with your healthcare professional in all 
matters relating to your health and the health 
of your family. The publisher and author 
disclaim any liability arising directly or 
indirectly from the use of this book.

Forgive to Live® Workbook

Copyright © 2016 Dick Tibbits

Forgive to Live is a registered trademark of 
Adventist Health System/Sunbelt, Inc.

This eBook is an adapted version of the 
original Forgive to Live book and workbook, 
and is distributed by Adventist Media and 
Hope Channel, with the permission of the 
original authors.
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Foundat i on

TEN PRINCIPLES OF FORGIVENESS

Forgiveness begins when you ...

1. Accept that life is not fair and that others may play by a different set of rules than you do.

2. Stop blaming others for your circumstances.

3. Understand that you cannot change the person who hurt you; 
you can change only yourself.

4. Acknowledge the anger and hurt that some unpleasant event is causing you.

5. Re-frame your story of hurt—your “grievance story”—by placing the hurtful events in a 
broader context than your current point of view.

6. Recognise that only you can make the choice to forgive.

7. Shift your view of the offender as the one with all the power to seeing that person as weak 
and acting out of their own unresolved hurts and struggles.

8. Intentionally move from victim to victor as you begin to tap into your inner strengths and 
abilities.

9. Understand that forgiveness will take time and cannot be rushed.

10. Take responsibility for your life and your future.

If you want to live, at some point you must choose to forgive.
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LIVING RENT-FREE 
IN YOUR HEAD

The price of your 
grievance story
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C A S E  S T U D Y

  J i l l s ’ s  Story

Jill married Tom the week after her high 
school graduation. Her then 27 year-old 
husband, Tom, held a minimum-wage job, 
and he had been married once before. Jill’s 
parents had advised her to wait until after 
university before getting married. They were 
not too fond of Tom and doubted their little 
girl was mature enough to tie the knot. But, as 
they say, love is blind.

Shortly after the wedding, Jill discovered 
Tom had a drinking problem, which is why 
he could never hold a job. Money issues soon 
overwhelmed the couple. They suffered under 
a mounting pile of debt and always seemed 
on the verge of being evicted from their 
apartment. And then, to top off everything, 
Jill became pregnant.

The couple’s fighting increased, and with no 
solution in sight to any of their problems, 
they simply argued more often and more 
viciously. 

Always one to avoid conflict, Tom started 
spending more time away from home and 
at the bar. Before long, Jill suspected he was 
seeing someone else—a suspicion that proved 
accurate when she discovered notes from 
Tom’s girlfriend and some compromising 
pictures on his cell phone.

Jill filed for divorce. With no job, no 
marketable skills, and a baby daughter to care 
for, she considered her life a total shambles. 
Ten years later, Jill is still scraping by. If you 
talk to her, you’ll soon hear the whole sordid 
story about how Tom ruined her life.
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Forgiveness does not wipe out your 
memory, nor is it a delete key 
for reality. The test of genuine 
forgiveness is not whether you 

remember the event, 
but how you remember it.

Our lives are largely the result of the stories 
we tell ourselves. If, for example, you 
continually tell yourself that someone has 
ruined your life, then you will probably allow 
that story to totally destroy you. Not only 
the stories, but even the language we use to 
describe them affect us.

 WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW
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A grievance story develops when you:

• Suffer some kind of wrong

• Attach a specific—and heavily 
negative—interpretation to the event

• Frequently retell the story to yourself 
and to others

Telling and retelling your grievance 
story does not heal your injury. In fact, it 
constantly reopens old wounds, often making 
them worse.  Grievance stories fuel grudges, 
which consume your life, depleting the energy 
you could better spend on more important 
activities. They also cause you to feel the old 
pain with ever greater intensity. If you’re like 
most people, you tell and retell your grievance 
story, fantasising that somehow by doing so, 
you are punishing the one who hurt you. But 
almost always the one who suffers most by its 
retelling is not the offender, but you, your 
family, and your friends.

If you are always talking about how busy you 
are, for example, you will feel constantly tired 
from all the work you have to do. But if you 
do the same amount of work, and instead 
of telling others how busy you are, you talk 
about how much you enjoy your work, at the 
end of the day you will not feel as exhausted. 
In so many ways, our body reacts to what is 
going on in our mind more than to what is 
going on in reality.

When something hurtful happens to you 
and you stew over the problem more than 
necessary, you are creating your personal 
grievance story. This tale of helplessness 
explains your inability to improve your life. It 
also causes you to spend more time thinking 
about what is wrong with your life than about 
what you could do to improve it. In short, you 
hand over a ton of energy and a tremendous 
amount of mental real estate to someone you 
don’t even like.
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If you want to move from a bitter life toward 
a better life, you need to understand that 
the past exists only in your memory. It exists 
nowhere else. It has power over your life 
only so long as you keep the memory alive. 
Whenever you recall the memory, you feel all 
the painful feelings anew, and that’s why you 
live as if the hurtful event were a present-day 
reality. In short, you hurt yourself over and 
over again with each memory recall.

Consider two more problems with your 
grievance story. First, while you see its 
account of what happened in your life as 
reality, your story actually distorts the true 
and larger picture. In fact, this distortion 
is key to its power to imprison you. That 
doesn’t mean your memory is wrong, just that 
it is distorted by what you want to believe 
about the past. Second, the offender in your 
story is the one who controls the action; you 
cast yourself as little more than a powerless 
victim. So as long as you repeat your grievance 
story, you’re telling yourself a distorted story 
that leaves you feeling helpless to make any 
changes for the better.

So what are your options? One is to keep 
repeating the story, but you already know 
where that leads you. The other option is to 
forgive so you can become free of the story’s 
compelling power and move beyond that 
frame of reference toward a more hopeful 
future.

If you are distressed by anything external, the pain is not due 
to the thing itself, but to your estimate of it; and this you have 
the power to revoke at any moment.  
— Marcus Antonius

While we all know we should forgive, the 
truth is we often do not want to forgive. It’s 
not easy to let go of deep hurts. After all, why 
should I forgive? I am not the one who did 
anything wrong! The other person should be 
punished. Why should I let the offender off 
the hook so he or she can get away with his 
actions toward me . . . and risk that he or she 
may do it again?

The sad truth is that when I do not forgive, I 
am the one left with the pain and misery. In 
fact, when I do not forgive, I am, in effect, 
handcuffing myself to spend the day with 
the very person I do not like. For when you 
constantly think about someone, you are in 
effect spending your day with that person. 
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Your mind works in funny ways. The truth is, 
your day will be affected more by the person 
you think about than the person you are with.

No wonder you had a bad day—look who 
you thought about all day! My mother always 
told me to be careful about the people I hung 
out with, for I’d be overly influenced by the 
company I kept. I never applied that to the 
one I was unwilling to forgive, but it fits. If 
you spend your day thinking about the person 
who made your life miserable, you will have 
a miserable day. Why do that to yourself? 
While forgiving the person may not seem fair, 
holding on to a grievance against someone 

who has offended you will not make things 
better, nor will it make things right. In fact, 
the opposite is true—holding on makes things 
worse. And here is the real irony: while you 
are seeking to punish the other person, the 
only one suffering is you. How do I know this 
is true? Because you are the only one who is 
still hurting.

Truth be known, the other person has gone on 
with life; he or she may no longer even think 
about you. While forgiveness does not make 
life fair, it will keep your past from destroying 
your future. Don’t live a miserable life because 
of what someone else has done to you! 
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A PERSONAL JOURNEY

I have experienced the pain of another’s 
unwanted actions toward me. I got fired from 
my job where I had worked faithfully for more 
than ten years. I put my all and my best into 
my work each day and largely succeeded with 
each project I undertook. When the company 
decided to re-engineer the workplace, my job 
got eliminated. Just like that, I had no pay 
cheque and nowhere to go the next day. You 
can imagine the difficult conversation that 
evening when I had to inform my family that 
I would no longer be the breadwinner.

As a result of that experience, I felt hesitant 
to reinvest in another job, so I remained 
unemployed for some time. The longer I 
held on to my hurt, the longer I suffered. Of 
course, economic realities eventually required 
that I accept another job. I had a hard time 
investing deeply in my work because I doubted 
I could trust those in leadership. The story of 
what previously happened to me kept playing 
in my head, with no relief.

I developed a well-rehearsed grievance story, 
a story of an injustice I had suffered at the 
hands of someone else. As long as I held on to 

my story, it ate away at my insides, ultimately 
leaving me with high blood pressure and ulcer 
problems. The story of how others ruined my 
life had become my excuse for a miserable 
life. The problem with that thinking was that 
it placed the other person in control of my 
happiness. So long as I held that belief, I could 
do nothing to improve my life, which all but 
guaranteed my inability to achieve happiness 
ever again. Something had to change, and it 
would have to be me.
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A friend who had known me for a long time 
observed my transition from an outgoing and 
energetic guy to a withdrawn and depressed 
individual. He believed he needed to do 
something, so he counselled me to “get over 
it.” As much as he wanted to help, that advice 
didn’t work because I had no idea of how to 
get over it. I was stuck in my despair with no 
clear way out, and it was killing me.

If I were ever to improve my life, I had to 
learn how to forgive. I had to learn how to 
place my past in the past, where it belonged, 
and not let my hurt and anger live in the 
present, where it was destroying me.

I discovered that forgiveness helped me work 
through my hurt feelings. It was not easy, but 
it worked. I learned that forgiveness is not 
only something I need to ask for when I have 
done something wrong, but forgiveness is also 
something I need to offer when someone else 
has wronged me. I had to live “my life” no 
matter what others had done to me.

Pain is inevitable... misery is optional.

Never repeat old grievances, they were 
bad enough the first time.
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SEVEN LIFE LESSONS 

As a result of facing my grievance story and 
practicing forgiveness, I learned the following 
seven lessons: 

1. Life is not fair; don’t try to make life 
fair. Simply treat others fairly.

2. I cannot control what others do to me; I 
can control only what I do to others.

3. I cannot change others; I can change 
only myself.

4. When I refuse to forgive, I am the one 
left with misery; when I forgive, I am 
the one set free.

5. Vengeance creates a bitter spirit within 
me; forgiveness helps me to have a better 
view of life.

6. You cannot avoid hurts, but you do not 
have to give hurts a home to live in.

7. The essential question of forgiveness is 
not who did what; the essential question 
of forgiveness is whether I will let this 
event ruin my life or enrich it.

Now that you realise the price you pay when 
you don’t forgive, I trust you will find 
sufficient motivation to forgive the wrongs 
others have done to you. Forgiveness is for 
your own good. When you forgive, you get 
your life back.

Here’s the deal: you are not chained to your 
past, nor is your future determined by your 
past. Save your energy and best thoughts for 
people who help you, encourage you, and lift 
you up. Don’t give precious mental real estate 
over to distorted memories of individuals who 
have the power to bring you down! 

You simply cannot swallow a poison 
pill and hope the other person dies. 
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Two former American POWs met at the 
Vietnam Memorial in Washington, DC. They 
both had spent what felt like their best years 
in the infamous Hanoi Hilton, where they 
were kept caged for days on end. One soldier 
asked the other, “Have you forgiven your 
captors yet?” The other soldier responded in a 
voice full of anger, “No, I will never forgive 
them for what they did to me.” With that, 
the first soldier responded, “Then I guess they 
still have you prisoner, don’t they?”

ARE YOU STILL A PRISONER OF 
YOUR PAST EXPERIENCES, OR 
WILL YOU SET YOURSELF FREE BY 
PRACTICING FORGIVENESS?



Living rent free in your head • The high price of your grievance story

FORGIVE TO LIVE  |   14

There are lots of people who 
mistake their imagination for 

their memory. — Josh Billings

 REVIEWING WHAT YOU HAVE LEARNED

While no one would question that Tom’s 
irresponsible and selfish actions deeply hurt 
Jill, neither would anyone question that her 
ten years of telling and retelling her sad story 
have done nothing but keep her resentful, 
bitter, and chained to a painful past. She may 
have been telling the story to anyone who 
would listen in order to elicit sympathy for 
her plight or to try to punish Tom by hoping 
to ruin his reputation. Chances are, however, 
that he moved on long ago. Jill’s anger and 
her stabs at vengeance hurt no one but herself 
and her family.
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1. Who is being hurt more by Jill’s keeping her grievance story alive—Jill or Tom? Explain 
your answer.

2. Would you coach Jill to spend the majority of her time thinking about what Tom did or to 
spend time with friends who can build her up? Explain your choice.

3. If you know a Jill, what consequences have you noticed in her life that are an unhealthy by-
product of her grievance story? Consider the following areas:

Poor health

Negative attitude

Fewer friends

Loss of hope for the future

4. In what ways is Jill’s grievance story keeping her handcuffed to Tom? What ideas do you 
have to help her let go?

5. With all the negative consequences of holding on to a grievance story, why do you think Jill 
still holds on to hers?
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Throughout this topic, you’ve had the 
opportunity to reflect on a specific case study 
and consider the power that our words and 
memories have to shape our present - and our 
future. 

In Jill’s story, we can see the impact a decade 
of disappointment has had - her past hurts 
paralysing her and spoiling her chances at 
future happiness.

Do you have a grievance story of your own 
that keeps you a prisoner to a hurtful past? 
Most of us do. 

Through the accompanying workbook, you 
will now have the chance to reflect on your 
own story and consider how you can find a 
new perspective and reframe your story for a 
brighter future.

The workbook is for your own personal use - and 
we encourage you to use it in order to get the 
most benefit from this series.

FURTHER REFLECTION

Thanks for completing these Review questions in Part 2 of the Forgive to Live booklet.

If you would like to discuss your Review answers with one of our Hope Channel Community 
Managers and/or continue your forgiveness journey by receiving Part 3, please email  
discover@hopechannel.com or call 1300 300 389.
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PART 3:  CHOOSING 
FORGIVENESS

Forgiveness doesn’t happen by chance. It’s 
an active choice - a decision you make. 
Learn how to be in control of your own 

emotions and actions in Part 3 of the 
Forgive to Live series. Email or call Hope 
Channel to receive your copy of the next 
booklet so that you can continue in your 

forgiveness journey. 

     /hopedigital

   @hopechannel

    /adventistmedia

   discover@hopechannel.com

    1300 300 389

    hopechannel.com/learn

http://www.adventisthealth.org.au/
https://www.facebook.com/HopeDigital/
https://twitter.com/hopechannel
http://youtube.com/adventistmedia
mailto:discover%40hopechannel.com?subject=Forgive%20to%20Live%20Enquiry
https://www.hopechannel.com/au
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