
Forgiveness, a profound state of letting go, is experienced as the
freedom of deep relaxation and comfort in the body.

Borysenko, 1993

WHAT FORGIVENESS IS AND WHAT IT IS NOT
Chapter 3

If you can imagine living in a world where everyone accuses everyone

else and excuses themselves, then you can imagine what a world would be

where the inhabitants hadn’t evolved the psychological organs (a term

borrowed from Tooby & Cosmides, 1992) to forgive.  Vengeful people are

unforgiving, remorseless, ruthless and inflexible.  They make rough

neighbors.  They make worse spouses.  They bring new hell into the world

when they are parents.

But here the picture gets muddy.  Are we saying that we’re supposed

to just give in and let people walk all over us?  Nope!  So, let’s look at

what’s most important about understanding forgiveness.

It is not reconciling

It is not condoning

It is not excusing 

It is not forgetting

It is not indifference

It is not pardoning
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Here are a few notable quotes from the experts on forgiveness in the field of

psychology:

It is a struggle to release the other while you are still feeling angry.
Enright, 1989 

Seeking justice is not incompatible with forgiveness. 
Smede, 1984

Forgiveness is a release, a release from a whole spectrum of negative
emotions like fear, anger, suspicion, loneliness, alienation, mistrust

Augsburger, 1981

It is forgiveness, not the seeking of retribution, that has been labeled
sublime (Morrow, 1984) humanizing, (Calian, 1981), courageous
(Cunningham, 1984) healthy (Droll, 1984) and restorative (Murphy,
1982) 

all qtd. in Enright, 1989

It is forgiveness that can free us from the gripping control of past
events 

Fitzgibbons, 1986

It is forgiveness that can lessen fear, guilt and anxiety.
Fitzgibbons, 1986

It is forgiveness that can halt the escalation of revenge and lead to
both interpersonal and intrapersonal peace. 

Enright, 1989

What does pseudo forgiveness look like?  In other words, how do you

know if you’ve really forgiven?  

We have to remember at all times that forgiving takes a very long

time.  Marietta Jaeger, whose story appears in Chapter 9, said in a video

taped interview, 
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We need to give ourselves the time it takes [to forgive].  The human
spirit has an astounding amount of resiliency, but we are exquisitely
fragile, and we need to explore our spirits and feelings with a
gentleness and an unhurriedness.

        Jaeger, 1988

That’s beautiful.  But how do we know for sure that we’ve gotten

there if we haven’t been there before?  Is it sufficient to say that if you’re

outwardly saying you’ve forgiven but inwardly still resentful, you’re

experiencing pseudo forgiveness?  Is it clear enough from the discussion so

far that forgiving isn’t as much about what happens outside as it is about

what is being experienced inside?

If you are tolerating someone, you have not forgiven.  Tolerating

someone may be expedient, and that’s not necessarily a bad thing.  It’s just

that you aren’t going to experience the freedom that comes with forgiving

while you’re simply tolerating someone.

Another way to demonstrate pseudo forgiveness, described well by

Augsburger (1981) and Cunningham (1985),  is by power-seeking.  In this

situation, the offended carries an attitude of “you owe me one”, and feels

superior because ‘I have forgiven lowly you.’  This is really a self-righteous

weapon for punishment, and is not an act of release.  My oldest brother is

dead by his own hand at the age of 49 as a result of the unresolved pain

that culminates from living this lie.
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Augsburger (1981) brings to light another more subtle form of pseudo

forgiveness.  In this situation, following an unsuccessful attempt at

forgiveness – or maybe just a first crack at it –  both parties in a conflict

become more psychologically distant from each other because they fear

risking further hurt.  

Instead of continuing to pursue forgiving the other, they redefine their

boundaries.  Many therapists promote this.  And it’s fine to redefine your

boundaries.  My point is that forgiving still has to take place for there to be

healing.  Neither party in that situation is genuinely offering forgiveness or is

genuinely ready to open to the other in love.  If you do this in a relationship

long enough, often enough, you’ll be false and artificial with each other. 

And your sex life will be terribly unsatisfying because there will be no real

intimacy.  

Murphy (1982) discusses the situation where there is a “too-ready”

tendency to forgive.  This occurs when you don’t allow enough time to be

angry.  This is my personal favorite, and one I must be watchful of in

myself.  Suppression of anger is happening here.  “Murphy believes this is

not true forgiveness, but instead a symptom of low self-respect.  In true

forgiveness the person does not ignore the anger” (Enright, 1989)
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The biggest, most obvious clue in determining whether or not you

have forgiven is this one defined by Hunter (1978):  “most pseudo forgivers

have a certain smug quality about them.”  So, if you’re smug, you’ve not

forgiven.  Forgiveness doesn’t include smug.

There are two New Testament Greek words that bring the right light

to defining forgiveness.  They are:  aphiemi and agape (Enright, 1989).  

Agape we’ve heard a lot; it usually translates as “love” and suggests

a drawing together of people.  It has subtleties such as creative and

redeeming love, but also includes “forgiving love”.  

Aphiemi, though,  is the most frequently occurring New Testament

Greek word that we translate in our language with the verb, “to forgive”.  It

means “to send away, to let go” (Enright, 1989).  I considered continuing

the balance of this discussion using the word, aphiemi simply to remove the

stigmatism the word “forgiveness” carries.  But I didn’t.  So, while you

read, and ponder forgiving, hear “aphiemi” in your heart.  Because it is

about sending away the pain, letting go of the bondage to the person who

hurt you, and freeing yourself to live happy, joyous and free.

This balance of this work discusses models for resolving resentment

that create a forgiving heart. 


