
9/22/13 Look to This Day for Forgiveness  

“Why!?” she said to me. And in that instant, I understood.  

My mother had never felt loved. Never. Not as a child and not as an adult.  

She carried a legacy, as so many of us do, of pain. Pain coming from a broken 
family - broken in so many ways.  

We were saying goodbye to each, for what turned out to be, although we didn’t 
know it at the time, the last time that we would ever speak to each other. I was 
43 years old, she was 68. (That was 4 years ago, in case you are wondering.) 

 My mother had been struggling with lung cancer for about 5 years. She was a 
heavy smoker all of her adult life. The cancer had finally gotten the best of her.  

Despite her desire to see one more Christmas, despite the fact that all of the 
pictures in her apartment were not hung.  

My mother died with her to do list undone. She would not have liked that too 
much. My Mom was of the opinion that one had to be busy all of the time.  

But I am getting ahead of myself. Let me back up and explain.   

 

 

It was a Sunday in December. December 13, to be exact at about 5 o’clock in the 
afternoon. My husband, my two children and I were at my mother and 
stepfather’s home in Pennsylvania.  

We had arrived on Friday night. The time had come for us to head back to 
Connecticut. All of us knew that this was the end of my mother’s life. But she was 
a feisty one, and we weren’t quite sure exactly how long she had left.  

At this point, I am telling my Mom that I will be back again on Wednesday, 3 days 
later, to be with her.  

“I love you Mom. I’m going home to Ct. I’ll be back to see you on Wednesday.”  

“Why” she retorted – Angry. Confused.  Clearly afraid. That one word, “Why?” 
combined with the look upon her face, opened my heart. In an instant, I was filled 
with compassion for her that I had never known before in my entire life.   
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“Because I love you, Mom. That’s why.” I answered calmly.  

“Oh.” She replied. She looked out of the window at the birdfeeder.  

 

With that one word, “Why?” On one December day, I understood. Compassion 
and forgiveness had taken hold. We were both free. Years of misunderstanding 
and pain healed in an instant. 

My mother died 2 ½ days later. I didn’t make it back to see her.  

 

Now this may sound like a romantic or even idyllic story. But rest assured, it’s not. 
Remember my mother came from a family legacy of pain. She carried that pain 
into her parenting. She carried that pain into all of her relationships and into her 
whole life.  

For the longest time I thought that there was something wrong with me, 
something that I could have done differently. Should have done differently, to 
make her love me.  

In reality my mother and I were estranged for years. She battled not only cancer, 
but another deadly disease. Alcoholism. When I became a mother myself, I knew 
that I couldn’t expose my children to the same environment that I had grown up 
in. 

So they didn’t know their grandmother very well. She didn’t see them much after 
their toddler years.  

 

How I longed for the story that we read earlier in the service to the children (Love 
You Forever), to be true for me. All of my life I had wondered what it would be 
like to live in a “normal family.” Little did know then, that there really is no such 
thing. I felt alone and different all of my childhood and into my teenage years.  

I also felt angry. Incredibly angry.  

Why? Why didn’t’ she love me? Why?  

That was my proverbial question for years.  
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That question and my anger, among other things, held me hostage. Kept me a 
prisoner for many years. And yes, I acted out on that pain. But the spirit of life and 
of love was stronger. Thank God.  

Over time and a lot of work I had come to peace with my past. I had come to 
realize that I could create a different tomorrow.  

As our reading (Look to This Day) put it so well, “Today well lived, makes every 
yesterday a dream of happiness and every tomorrow a vision of hope.”  

At some point, my desire for peace, love and connection in my life became 
stronger than the ties of anger and asking “why”.  

I began to ask instead, “How?” How, can I create happiness? Find peace? Be who I 
am meant to be? How can I break this legacy of pain and anger?  

 And when I staring asking, “How?” the answers came.  

They came with a lot of hard work. It required me to be willing to let go, among 
other things. To heal. To find a way to make each day, a day of happiness.  

And so I worked, I worked on forgiveness. I worked on compassion. I worked on 
love.  

 

I came to understand that forgiveness does not mean that we condone what has 
been done. It does mean however that we stop perpetuating the hurt that the 
original action or actions caused. We become agents of peace.  

I explain it to my kids this way – hurt people, hurt people. And we are all hurt 
people. There is not one of us who has not hurt, and not one of us who has not 
been hurt.  
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My experience with forgives is that it requires two things from us. First it requires 
willingness and second that we see our part. 

There can be no forgiveness without willingness. We hold that power. The power 
to even consider forgiveness. We have to become willing for the story that we tell 
ourselves to change. We must be willing quite honestly to be set free.  

The second thing that forgiveness requires is an honest appraisal of our part in 
the situation. And we always have a part. Always.  

 

 

Initially it can feel very threatening to even contemplate that we have a part in 
whatever the resentment is. But we do. And our part may have nothing to do with 
the original situation. We may not have caused it or created it, but are we 
carrying it? 

For me with my mother, my part was that I was unable to accept what was and I 
was filled with fear. I gave an incredible amount of power to the pain that came 
out of that relationship. I so desperately wanted it to be different than it was.  

I realized that I had to become willing to change that.  

My mother wasn’t going to change and my resentment wasn’t going to make 
things any different than they were.  

 

It didn’t happen overnight, in matter of fact, it took several years of hard work. 
But, all that work, paid off. I was different in many ways.  

 But I was not yet, on that December day, completely free.  

It was only in that moment, with its penetrating “Why?” that I could connect with 
compassion.  Genuine compassion for my mother and in doing so experience 
forgiveness.  

It was a gift.  
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Martin Luther King Jr., describes forgiveness as a constant attitude. Not an 
occasional act. I agree.  

 

Forgiveness in my experience does not come, usually, all at once.   

It comes sometimes when we least expect it.  

However, if we want to be able to receive the gift of forgiveness when it does 
come, we must be willing and we have to see our part. 

These attitudes, what I call the attitudes of forgiveness, make way for our 
yesterdays to be dreams of happiness and our tomorrows to be visions of hope. If 
we do not, I promise that nothing will change.  

 

Lewis Smedes, ethicist and theologian wrote; “To forgive is to set a prisoner free 
and discover that the prisoner was you.” 

That is my experience with forgiveness. Forgiveness heals. It heals us as much, 
and in fact usually more, than the other person or persons involved. 

 

I will close by sharing another story from that same trip to visit my Mom.   

This happened a few days before the day I left.  

We were sitting by the sliding glass doors in her living room. She was in her 
favorite chair. I was sitting by her feet 

“Mom.” I said looking up at her, I’m going back to school.”  

“What are you doing that for?” she asked.  

“I’m studying to be a minister Mom.”  

She looked at me and then back out of the glass. She was quiet.  

Finally she responded. “Well. That sounds expensive.”  

I laughed!  
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I wouldn’t have laughed a few years before.  

A few years before that same response from her would have been just one more 
validation of how she didn’t understand me. One more indication that she didn’t 
love me.  

But instead, I laughed.  

Of course she would think about the money. She always thought about money.  

That was just my Mom. It had nothing to do with whether or not she loved me.  

 

 

My wish for you and for me, for everyone, is a wish for forgiveness. A wish that 
we may be willing, that we may do our part, our hard work, sometimes, many 
times. So that when the opportunities comes for forgiveness we are able to be set 
free.  

I dedicate this sermon to you, Mom. I love you.  

 

 

Amen and blessed be.  

  

Rebecca Bryan  

9/22/13 
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