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Rules Inventory: A Path to Forgiveness



By Andrew M. Leon, RN, MS 




Certified Hypnotherapist 

Master Alignment Practitioner

Our conscious life begins without any awareness of information.  At birth we must learn the skill of breathing and upon that success, we begin to learn the importance of warmth, satisfaction of hunger and thirst and our need to be held and welcomed by our species; in essence, our need to belong.  These lessons are learned, experientially, long before we have the body, equipped to go and find them ourselves.  Fortunately, our learning ability develops much faster than our neuromuscular ability and we learn to cope by sending, receiving and interpreting signals.  That process begins with our first cry and expands to the little motions our bodies can make, at first unconsciously and later, intentionally.  As our signals go out to the other humans and environment around us and we receive pleasurable, neutral or painful responses, we begin to establish a code of rules of survival.  We learn, very early in our lives, that certain sounds, gestures and actions bring certain responses from the giants who are our caretakers.  We also learn that we can be safe among the giants if we become skillful in the use or suppression of these rules.  How do we learn these rules?  We learn them from the giants, of course.  Are they not experts in survival?  Do they not have superior strength and knowledge to our own?  Do they not hold our survival in their hands?  They are also the distributors of love and provide us with a sense of belonging in the present moment.  It will not be for several years that we will begin to question if what they "know" is really the whole truth.  In the meantime we will continue to absorb "truth" after "truth" in our quest for the survival tools we will need to also become giants.  In infancy, we have not yet learned the skills of conscious analysis and discrimination in acquiring information.

Initially, we begin our learning at the hands of the people who raise us from infancy, usually our parents and/or their surrogates.  In most cases, parents come into their roles with the best of intentions.  One of those intentions is to give their child the best possible information they can provide.  It is a gift of love, given in the hopes that this child will be able to have an easier or safer life than they did.  But suppose that the information they offer the child is incomplete or flawed in some way that escaped the previous owners.  If the information is passed on with the belief that it is infallible, then neither the recipient nor the giver will know the difference and will continue to live life according to that rule.  Imagine learning that one plus one is three or that black is red.  One can see that the information would lead to major consequences as that child grows up and begins to try to implement that knowledge in the greater society.  This phenomenon does occur but usually with more subtle differences, e.g. the rule that "men don't cry" ( but sometimes they have to…then what? ) or that girls cannot do certain feats of intellect or strength.  

Is the skill and power of a Black Belt in martial art any less in possession by a female?

A wise old teacher once said that in taking multiple choice tests, the only choices that were most likely to be wrong were those that gave "always" or "never" as a condition of the answer.  Yet, many of the rules that we live by are stated in absolute terms without basis.  In general, as we get older and begin to take in information from diverse sources, our natural curiosity encourages the development of discernment and discrimination.  We begin to weigh the evidence and make judgments.  However, what we also do is to make judgments based on the early rules that we learned in our infancy and childhood before we knew that there were differences.  What happens if, in learning those rules, we also were given an accompanying and covert rule that forbids re-examination of the rule?  This essentially marks the rule as sacred and dogma, therefore not open to discussion or interpretation.  Vague and severe sanctions may be threatened for violating the rule.  Many of our moral and ethical traditions fall into this category.  “We do it this way because that is how it has always been done” and it is implied that to change will bring dire, but always undescribed consequences.  One may be criticized, ostracized, shunned or even banished or killed.  This is the type of rule that societies often have to maintain traditions and customs, even after the rationale for those customs is obsolete. 

           

For centuries, a tribe has lived in the jungle.  Its village is 



built in a circle.  Children learn from infancy that they must



never go out of the circle until they are young adults.  A boy 



grows into a hunter and warrior and seeing his people have 



run out of food, leaves the village to hunt meat.  All hunters


 
have learned that beyond a certain landmark in the jungle, no 



protection exists and “terrible things” can happen to anyone who



dares to pass that point.  The hunter has searched everywhere 



for food.  Suddenly, he sees an animal large enough to feed 



his entire village. The problem quickly presents itself.  The



animal is just past the taboo boundary of safety.  To kill it, he must cross 



into unknown and forbidden territory.  If he does not kill it, the


tribe will starve. If he crosses the imaginary line, he incurs the 

wrath of powerful, mysterious forces; perhaps even loss of his

 life or his soul.  He is a hunter and the villagers’ survival depends on his success.  But who knows what, really, will be the penalty for crossing the boundary to get the food. He is trapped between two rules.

At any time in life we can find ourselves in the same position as the young hunter.  Our ability to resolve the matter is going to be determined by the way that we learned our codes of conduct.  So what can we do when we find ourselves in the hunter's quandary, a position "between a rock and a hard place"?  We can begin to prepare for such an occasion by routinely performing a Rules Inventory.

Imagine a very long table upon which we can place all the rules that we live by.  At one end of the table, picture a jumbled pile of rules, which we can spread out so that every rule is a separate item. Everything that we know to do in life is based on a rule.  Some of the rules are so ingrained in us that that they are almost unrecognizable as a rules, such as speaking our native language.  When the rules are laid out so that each rule is separate from the other, pick one up and completely study and observe it.  Turn it around so that every aspect of it is exposed to you.  Notice that on the bottom of each rule is a price tag, only, instead of dollars, the currency is energy.  Each rule requires a certain amount of energy to operate it.  On some rules, one may find a second tag that says: "Do not lift this tag! Terrible things may happen!"  If one does lift the tag, what may be found underneath, may say that the rule is incomplete or obsolete.  The rest of the truth must be found elsewhere.  How long has the tag been there?  Just how old is this rule? Most important, is the question: “Does this rule serve me?”

The old tendency in psychotherapy was, once; to blame the parents or parent surrogates for the ills of the child.  Many patients, who may have left therapy too soon, went on to hate their parents for sabotaging their lives.  That too, was a rule.  It was based on the rule that parents were supposed to be infallible and omnipotent, unlike “ordinary people”.

It is a rare circumstance when parents plan, at the moment of conception, that their child would grow up to be plagued by mental illness, become an addict, fail in marriage or wreck its life in any number of ways.  Most often conception occurs because of love and there is a sincere desire to pass on the best one has to the child.  The paradox is that the best that we have is not necessarily the best that there is.  The reason is simple.  Our knowledge came to us from others and in a different time.  Time has a way of eroding or making obsolete what was relevant in the moment of origination. 



Og, the cave man is out seeking food for his family.  Along



The way, he finds a large stick.  It is thick and might make a 

good fire tonight.  He takes it and proceeds on his quest when a large, wild animal confronts him.  Without thinking he swings the stick



and kills the animal.  Realizing that the animal is edible, he



decides to carry it home.  On the way, he meets a strange cave



man, who demands the carcass and launches an attack.  Og,



again swings the stick and incapacitates the stranger.  When he 



arrives at the cave, his family praises him for bringing food.  



After dinner, he reflects on his day with the stick and resolves 



that when his children are big enough, he will teach them to 



use the stick for protection and food.  Thus the ritual of the 

stick begins and every generation, since, learns the skill and 

tradition of the stick.

Og's legacy was a gift to his children, one that would better and lengthen their lives.  However, as the centuries have gone by, hunting has evolved into a more efficient operation and is seldom used for survival in more complex societies.  Certainly, the use of the stick to settle disputes can prove dangerous to the user, who may be removed to prison for its use.  Og's rule of the stick may have required a large percentage of energy to operate, especially being tied to the rules of loyalty, vigilance and justice.  The rule had become a tradition, without basis in the present day.  Its owner, today, may well be in a dilemma unless he or she can find a way to honor the ancestors who carried the rule forward and still retire or alter the rule to more socially acceptable behavior.  Perhaps the stick could be mounted in a display box and given a place of honor in the home.  The legend of the stick could be told to all who see it, thus bringing respect and honor to its founder.  However, it will no longer require the huge amount of energy that was needed to remain vigilant, quick and strong for its successful implementation.

That is energy that can now be retired to our reserve, ready to be used, when necessary, for more positive endeavors.

It would appear that we are given a fixed amount of energy with which to run our lives.  Sometimes, an inordinate amount of that energy is allocated to rules that do not serve us well and, in fact, may cause us harm.  So, as we stand at that long table sorting out our rules, it is important to ask: "Does this rule serve me?"  If the answer is no, then a decision must be made to retire or discard the rule and retrieve the energy.  Once the energy is retrieved it becomes available for reallocation to new opportunities in life.  


Our attachment to these old rules may be very profound and while we may see the need to rid ourselves of the rule, our emotional attachment may interfere.  After all it has been around for such a long time.  Even if we recognize that the rule does not serve us, we can be tantalized into keeping it because we are familiar with its operation and learning a replacement behavior can be so tedious, even scary. Then, of course, there is the issue of dealing with the rules of Loyalty toTradition and the sanctions for violating that. 

Anger at the originator or giver of the rule may surface as we experience the discomfort of having to act on our judgement of the rule and thus, risk violating a taboo.  Now is a good time to recognize the gift that the rule once was; an act of love and good intention.  In the course of events, we have assumed responsibility for the flawed rule, as if we were its authors.  In essence, we have taken something that is not rightfully ours.  We own the rule because it was a gift to us, a legacy.  The authorship and responsibility for the rule belong to someone else.  In its time, it was beneficial… and this is a different time.  We can choose to honor the rule in a different way.  We can choose to allocate energy to its maintenance in a different way.  It is not a call for regret.  It is a call for reorganization of priorities.  We can forgive ourselves for our misjudgment in assuming responsibility for creation of the rule and retrieve the energy used to feed guilt, shame, anxiety, fear, anger and a host of other negative emotions.  We continue down the table, retrieving energy from other incomplete or obsolete rules and placing it in reserve for the things that we do choose to give importance in our lifetime.  It is in making the choice that possession and responsibility become legitimately ours.
Forgiveness does not mean that we are going to excuse or forget a wrong.  Forgiveness simply releases energy that has been restricted. It allows us to move on.  It allows us to learn from our experience and continue to grow and become wiser.  Sometimes, even with forgiveness of others or ourselves, the damage done, remains irreparable.  We cannot put back that which is destroyed.  What we can do is not repeat our mistake or carry on the tradition that has been a burden or brought pain to so many generations before us.  In accepting forgiveness, we bring relief and purpose to the lives of our ancestors who struggled, in their lifetimes, trying to understand what was going wrong for them.  Even the ancestor, who failed to notice that values change with time and failed to adjust the rule, can revel in our forgiveness because they still did the best they could with the information they had at the time.  We, too, will do the best we can with what we have in this lifetime.

The Rules Inventory is not a one-time event that guarantees that our lives will be perfect after it is completed.  It is an ongoing process, a maintenance operation for our life.  We can be vigilant for signs that an old rule exists and is dominating our behavior, when we hear ourselves using command words and phrases such as “ I have to… I should have…I can’t…I shouldn’t…etc.”  The presence of any of these phrases is indicative that another force is present and dominating the situation for us.  It may be the memory of a situation or a person associated with our learning or creating that rule on which we are acting.  To comply, requires extra energy to do the task that is perceived as forced because part of our energy must be devoted to resentment, hurt or anger at the originator of the command.  How much easier can the task be accomplished if it is initiated by the phrase, “I choose to…”or “I want to do this”?  The task becomes even easier if we hear the rest of the message that says, “ I am going to do this because it will serve me or give me pleasure.”  The task, ultimately, becomes most do-able when the words, I Will, become part of the decision to act.  The body hears these words and activates all necessary systems to carry them out.  I will, is a statement of truth.  We cannot bear to consciously lie to ourselves.  As a result, the command, to will, triggers the imagination and increases motivation to find solutions and act.  

We must beware of phrases such as, I will try or I will do my best.  These are conditional and finite sentences with the possibility of excusable failure built in.  There are many forms of these conditional sentences that are traps to prevent success in our mission.  People say I WILL when there is no other outcome that is acceptable.

There is one more factor that one must take into consideration in using the forgiveness process.  We are not “in charge”.  We have free will and therefore we can be in charge of responsibility for our choices and actions.  However, we cannot control the universe or even the world…or even another person.  Consequently, our choices may not yield the outcomes that we desired, at least on the first try.  Extrinsic factors, not within our control or influence, may be activated and alter our desired outcome.  Disappointment may ensue and we will be wiser if we realize that, rather than take responsibility for failure.  A missed variable is not grounds for fault if we never knew how to find it.  If we have survived the experience we can be grateful for the increased inventory of knowledge gained by the experience.  With a wiser attitude, we can see that variable as a gift that causes us to become wiser and stronger.  We can come to see our lives as part of a greater order and come to enjoy the role we play in that order. 
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