
If you remain vindictive, you give the offender another vic tim.
Jaeger, 1998

RESOLVING RESENTMENT BY FORGIVING
Chapter 4

How do you go about forgiving someone?  What steps do you have

to take to accomplish such a formidable task?  There are many different

paths to forgiveness described by different disciplines of thought.

Here is a suggested process for interpersonal forgiveness which has

been compiled by Elizabeth Gassin and Robert Enright.  Because this one is

the most comprehensive of all I found in the research literature, it makes a

good basis for discussion and comparison to the other resolutions for

resentment.
Table 1

Gassin & Enright’s processes involved in interpersonal forgiveness.
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7. Examination of psychological defenses (Kiel, 1986)
8. Confrontation of anger; the point is to release, not harbor, the anger (Trainer, 1981)
9. Admittance of shame, when this is appropriate (Patton, 1985)
10. Awareness of cathexis (attaching a great deal of emotional energy to the problem) 

(Droll, 1984).
11. Awareness of cognitive rehearsal of the offense (Droll, 1984)
12. Realization that self may be permanently and negatively changed by the injury (Close,

1970)
13. Insight that the injured party may be comparing self with the injurer. (Kiel, 1986)
14. Insight into a possibly altered “just world” view (Flanigan, 1987)
15. A change of heart / conversion / new insights that old resolution strategies are not

working (North, 1987)
16. A willingness to explore forgiveness as an option
17. Commitment to forgive the offender (Neblett, 1974)
18. Reframing, through role taking, who the wrongdoer is by viewing him or her in

context (Smith, 1981)
19. Empathy toward the offender (Cunningham, 1985)
20. Awareness of compassion, as it emerges, toward the offender (Droll, 1984)
21. Realization that self has needed others’ forgiveness in the past (Cunningham, 1985)
22. Acceptance / absorption of the pain (Bergin, 1988)
23. Finding meaning in the suffering and in the forgiveness process (Frankl, 1969)

(emphasis added).
24. Realization that self may have new purpose because of what happened
25. Awareness of decreased negative affect and, perhaps, increased positive affect, if

this begins to emerge, toward the injurer (Smedes, 1984)
26. Awareness of internal, emotional release (Smedes, 1984)

      Gassin & Enright, 1995

When you are trying to decide whether someone deserves your
forgiveness, you are asking the wrong question.  Ask instead
whether you deserve to be someone who consistently forgives.

Miller, 1994

1. Examination of psychological defenses (Kiel, 1986, as quoted in
Gassin & Enright, 1995).

Hurt is often accompanied by anger, and anger, especially if buried

and rehearsed, can become vengeful.  Preoccupation with fantasies of

retribution can give us an illusion that some kind of internal balancing of the

injustice can take place.  Forgiveness seems unlikely at this point.  If the



Resolving resentment by forgiving                                Chapter 4, Page 31

injuring person is valued, anger may begin to alternate with desires for

reconciliation and questioning of the blameworthiness of the other and of

the self.  

Preoccupation with the other’s wrongdoing gets laced with guesses

at explanations for his or her behavior in an attempt to make the behavior

more understandable and therefore more controllable (Rowe, et al, 1989). 

You’ll see this a lot in friends who harangue you with questions second

guessing why you think he or she would have ‘done that’, whatever ‘that

was.  If you get really honest, you’ll even see it in yourself from time to

time.

Clinging to the hurt and anger in resentment is different from the

initial experience of spontaneous hurt and anger.  It has the function of

keeping us emotionally distant from the other while staying engaged with

what might have been.  In other words, you’ll act nice, but you won’t mean

it.  And most important, clinging to the hurt and anger keeps us away from

specific inner experiences such as grief that will, if given the right

opportunity, produce healing and relief in your self and provide an

opportunity for change in the relationship.  

So, Gassin & Enright are correct.  Forgiveness is impossible until we

let go of our psychological defenses.  Most of us, at least initially, defend
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ourselves from the pain of our situations with defenses like resentment, self-

righteousness, indignation, and self-pity.  Those defenses, by the way,

eventually produce hatred.

Hatred as an approach to dealing with injury may even have been

evolutionarily useful.  It’s pretty obvious that a lot of people capable of hate

survived and produced children.  The various mechanisms of hatred

certainly vouch for its appeal, power and stability in our culture.  I tend to

think so simply because we have so much of it!   Vitz & Mango (1997-b)

say that what is really being defended when we hate is the narcissism of

the psyche.  

Take that nasty pill gently.  What it really means is that remaining

resentful or hateful, for example, though it is painful, makes you feel

defended and protected by your “rightness.” 

The spirit of hatred may protect us in some primitive way from

destroying ourselves by running right back into dangerous situations.  But it

is obvious from the scientific literature, if not to the person who has tried it,

that we are healthier, happier and wiser when we forgive. 

Hatred has another “benefit.”  It can allow a relationship to be

maintained.  It may not be a good tie to the relationship, but it is a

relationship.  There is still an exchange of energy and a mental
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preoccupation with the other.  There is involvement even if it is only

involvement of the psyche.  You may not be married to her anymore, but if

you stew about her 16 hours a day, you’re spending your time with her.  

When hatred is defending us in this way, forgiveness causes a

termination of the relationship.  For the deeply injured rejected lover, this

can be devastating.  It takes great courage to set aside resentment and

hatred.

Hatred, revenge and resentment also delude us by providing a false

sense of purpose to life;  it makes some people feel alive and powerful.  For

haters in this class, forgiveness is perceived as weakness since they

perceive themselves as giving up their power (Vitz & Mango, 1997-b).

Among defenses, though, resentment is the most common.  Why is

that?  To resent is literally to re-feel.  The word comes from the Latin, re

(again) sentire (to feel or perceive) (Webster’s, 1955).  That speaks directly

of an endless loop.  To feel again and again and again the injury and the

anger.  How does that differ from simply being angry?  What makes

resentment a defense to feeling rather than the expression of the feeling of

anger?  

Both words describe a strong feeling of displeasure.  One major

difference lies in the length of time the feeling  is held and in how it is held. 
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Anger felt in a constructive way might take a long time to feel, but it

comes, tends to consume us, and if allowed to be expressed constructively;

will flow right back out.  With resentment, the anger comes, consumes us,

and then through cathexis and rehearsal (see Units 4 and 5 below) is held

forever in a limbo between consciousness and subconsciousness.  

The resentful injured ruminates on the pain and the injury often with

visions of revenge and retaliation.  Visions of revenge and retaliation in and

of themselves aren’t counter productive to forgiving.  It is their repetition

without release that marks them as contributors to resentment, and helps

them serve as defenses against constructive feeling and processing.

Self-righteousness is another common way to protect yourself against

the healing experience of self awareness.  Self-righteousness is holding

yourself above the other(s)  as more moral and virtuous than you might

actually be.  But that’s not the difficulty with it.  You may in fact be quite

moral and virtuous.  But if you are rigid in your stance, if you are unyielding

in your compassion for the difficulties of others, if you must hold yourself as

superior to others in your own eyes, there will be no way for you to soften

your heart for the level of true compassion for your injurer that will 

ultimately be required  to complete this process.  
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I think that self-righteousness stands in the way of forgiving simply

because it’s not real, and forgiving requires us to strip right down to the

bone, so to speak, removing all pretenses and false ideas so that the truth

can be seen and experienced for what it is. No wonder forgiveness isn’t

popular!  

For certain, though. . . the sense of entitlement, often bordering on

grandiosity, that surrounds our self-righteousness, ends up insulating us

from the humility required to make forgiving possible (McAllister, 1996).  

Indignation is a lot like self-righteousness in the way it works to keep

us out of the realm of forgiving.  Quite simply, to the extent that you see

the other as unworthy, you are incapable of forgiving.  The act of forgiving

requires a particular kind of equality that, though difficult to achieve,

permits the surrendering of will and acceptance of the other; an impossibility

when we’re protecting ourselves with our “aboveness.”

Self-pity is probably the most insidious and difficult to peel away of

our defenses because it requires such stiff self discipline to distinguish it

from genuine feelings of grief and sadness for one’s self.  

Genuine sadness is a very necessary part of grief.  And feeling our

grief, as you will see later on, is a very necessary part of forgiving another. 
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So, how do you make the distinction?  Well, by strict definition of the word,

pity is a good thing. But in common usage, it implies a state of helplessness. 

When we pity someone, or ourselves, there is an assumption that the

poor goof is just stuck where she is, that there’s no way for things to get

better. There’s some amount, however small, of condescension in pity.   

In contrast, when we feel sad for people, we acknowledge their pain

and grief and their power to heal.  There is an equitable sharing in feeling

sad for people that doesn’t exist when we pity them.

Now, there is a common theme through all of these:  These defenses

are emotions that come close to hitting the mark for beginning the process

of forgiving, but they all lack the fluidity of letting go.  Resentment holds 

anger in place instead of allowing it to flow freely.  Self-righteousness holds

your right to feel wronged beyond the reach of change.  Indignation does

likewise.  It holds your right to see the other as wrong steadfast against

change.  And self-pity holds your feelings of sadness beyond the healing

experience of grief.  All hold in place an attitude of superiority that places us

safely above and beyond the other.

Forgiveness requires fluid feelings in an environment of something

that can only be described as a kind of equality; a kind of global usness as

Linda Russek (1997)  terms it, or a “we’re all in this together” feeling.  
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At any rate, any attitude that we adopt, other than one that can be

defined as loving and compassionate, that becomes a permanent stance will

ultimately serve to keep us out of the process of forgiving.  These just

described are only a few, but they’re the ones that give most of us some

difficulty.  

I hope it doesn’t sound trite for me to talk about trying to forgive my

own  parents, but by way of example, I want to explain that it took me a

long time to work through some of my own psychological defenses so that I

could forgive my own mother and father for what I perceived as some pretty

stiff injustices.  

I’ve clung to that barbed blanket of defenses I’ve just described –

especially resentment and self-pity –  with every living breath. I know now

that I thought I needed that protection because – in retrospect –  I didn’t

have enough self love to survive that huge leap down from my position of

superiority to face the feelings of abandonment and betrayal and

disappointment I carried so deep within.  

I tell you this, I should note, with great tenderness and compassion

for myself. The very thought of letting go of my hostility toward them would

make me shiver internally with terror.  Of course, my terror was always

quickly replaced by what I realize now was a well disguised sense of self-
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righteousness.  But it was all I had to hold on to.  I didn’t have a self

underneath it.  

I’ve been so mired in resentment at times that it strikes me as an

absolute miracle that I’ve been able to break free of my defenses and begin

to move forward toward setting myself free by forgiving them.  

Letting go of those defenses made me feel like I was about to really

lose.  Lose what?  Protection?  Love?   Probably; I don’t know.  But that

feeling,  lose,  really describes it.  I felt like I would just lose; that they’d

win and I’d lose if I forgave them.  

And I felt like I had to win.  It seemed the only thing I had to hold on

to within myself.  I was very hollow.  Whatever self I had was packed down

pretty far inside; certainly beyond reach of my own recognition.  Keeping

them permanently wrong and me permanently injured – being right that they

were wrong –  prevented me from taking full responsibility for changing

what needed to be changed in my life, for building or rebuilding a self.  

I want to say this next very carefully so that no one  misinterprets the

firmness of my belief as harshness.  I am very aware that some of us have

had some pretty terrible experiences, and I’m aware every day of my life of

the ways that my early conditioning has made it difficult for me to do
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certain self-loving, constructive things, and I live the results of how it has

interfered with having successful relationships.  

The dilemma is that defending against it, keeping someone else wrong

and responsible for what ensues, keeps the injury alive and prevents a more

authentic self from emerging.   Paradoxically, it is only through taking the

risk of letting go of our defensive protections that we are able to do

something new and constructive with and about whatever we’ve been

dealt.  

The injurer is responsible for what happened.  We are responsible for

what becomes of it.  There’s no other way to make it better.  

So, the very first step on the journey of and to forgiveness must be a

thorough examination of our own defenses.  And for most of us, that step

will have to be preceded by the willingness to make this examination.  In

fact, that step may be preceded by several generations of being willing to

be willing to be willing to be willing to be willing to be willing to be willing

before we ever get to the point where we can find ourselves with enough

courage to look within and honestly see how and where we are protecting

ourselves psychologically, emotionally and spiritually.  

This is best done in an atmosphere of meaningful self love / care and

concern.  At a minimum, though, there has to be some measure of freedom
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from self condemnation.  In fact, I think it’s probably safe to say that we

have to come to terms with attitudes varying from mild contempt to those

of deep self hatred before we can ever risk knowing the truth about our

own defenses against forgiveness.  

The Catch 22 in this is pretty obvious:  Once you do make a decision

to soften your judgmental attitudes toward yourself, it opens the door to

peeling away your defenses, and you find yourself on the road to the very

painful and very freeing path of and to forgiveness.  

Dare we say, then, that self Love in some measure however slight is

a prerequisite to the entire process?
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If you decline to repeat someone’s offense inwardly, your outward anger
will dissipate.  Then it becomes much easier to tell the one who hurt you
how things must change between you.

Miller, 1994

2. Confrontation of anger; the point is to release, not harbor, the anger
(Trainer, 1981, as quoted in Gassin & Enright, 1995).

 From the Latin, con (com, together) front (frons, forehead).  Head to

head with your anger.  The word is so well chosen.  It doesn’t say

overpower your anger.  It doesn’t say don’t have it.  And it doesn’t say let

it take over your life.  It says go head to head with it.  Stand right up to it

and take it on!  

We tend to practice a superficial version of forgiveness in our daily

lives.  But only true forgiveness ever results in resolving significant anger. 

An inner conversion has to take place rather than the outward manifestation

we show when we act as if we have forgiven (McAllister, 1996).  The

catch, though, is that in order to forgive, we have to be very clear and very

conscious about our anger.  If we try to bypass coming to terms with our

anger, we end up doing a kind of premature forgiveness “through denial,

identification with the victimizer, or reaction formation” (McAllister, 1996).

Anger isn’t psychologically or spiritually harmful.  It is a “natural

reaction to almost any actual or perceived attack, hurt or threat” (Vitz &
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Mango, 1997-b).  Anger should not be confused with hatred.  Anger is an

immediate reaction;  “hatred depends on the cultivation of anger” (Vitz &

Mango, 1997-b).

The goal in confronting your anger is to acknowledge that you have

it, to feel it and to then let go of the anger you are packing down inside. 

Let it come up and out and then flow away from you.  “Yog!” you say, 

“But it might never stop coming!”  That’s the most commonly expressed

fear I hear.  

The fear that once opened it will never stop coming  is what it still

feels like sometimes when I stumble upon a swarthy nest of resentments

lying dormant under some long-established and untested belief.  I really am

angry underneath my protective attitudes.  I know that.  I think on some

level we all do.  

But, the fear that comes up most often is, what will happen when I

start to let it go?  If the wound is very, very big or very, very old, we often

wonder, Will it ever end?  Will I have the strength to stand head to head

with it as is suggested?  Will I hurt someone or myself if I begin to give vent

to this rage inside?  Can my body withstand the passing through of the

amount of rage I feel squashed tight under my defenses?  Will I ever stop

screaming and crying?  How will I manage to be civil to any human being
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ever again if I begin unleashing this monstrous anger?  Will the neighbors

call the police if I start screaming and yelling?

There is a practical reality in bringing up severe anger.  Where do you

do it? How do you find a place that will tolerate the noise of it?  Where can

you scream if you need to?  Football games and roller coasters are great

places to start screaming, but there’s a little problem of timing.  What if

you’re not done screaming when the ride is over or the play has ended? 

Right.  Not good.  The ocean’s a pretty good place to scream, if you have

one of those near, but if you really get into pounding the surf – like with

your fists – somebody is going to come and rescue you.  Again, not good.  

If your anger is really huge and really scary, and if you don’t have an

equally huge amount of self-love and -concern, then it’s a good idea to find

a therapist trained in facilitating people through their rage.  

Once we’ve had a little practice – enough that we know we’re safe

with our selves, that we have a solid grip on reality, that we are capable of

standing head to head with our anger – then we can handle confronting our

anger in our own loving care under our own loving guidance.  Until you’ve

built a concerned self that stands watch outside you and  reassures your

mental and physical safety, you’re better off in the care of someone else

while you do this work.  
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I found it quite beneficial actually, to have someone else present

when I finally found my anger.  I think it was one of the most profound

experiences of my life to be lost in my rage and aware that there was

another person in the room who cared about me, supported me, was

keeping me safe, and who genuinely respected and admired me for having

the courage to cut loose and let that pent up anger start to come to the

surface.  

I didn’t think I was going to survive it.  I knew she thought I was, but

part of me wondered if she knew what she was talking about.  I feared that

maybe she didn’t know how angry I really was!  

 Not only was I afraid of what would happen if I brought my anger

up, but I had pushed my anger down for so many years and was so adept

at doing that, that even getting it up where I could come head to head with

it was very difficult.  

I couldn’t get connected or stay connected to my anger by talking

about it.  I had been shoving it down by intellectualizing it for so long, that

though I could feel it boiling deep down inside me, I couldn’t get it up.  I

should say, also, that I don’t think this experience is particularly a reflection

of the measure of what was done to me; It may not have been that bad.  I

think that it’s a better indicator of how long I had held my anger in.  
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My therapist sat next to me as I sat on the floor in her office.  I felt

like I needed to be on the floor, and really can’t tell you why.  I remember

starting to breathe kind of funny; kind of like you do when you’re going to

be sick to your stomach. . . that heavy exhale. . .  the feeling of adrenalin

starting to flow down my arms and through my tongue.  

I knelt on the floor in front of a pillow, holding my gut and rocking

back and forth.  I was so scared to be angry!  And I knew I had to do it and

get it over with because I couldn’t live with the pain anymore.  

It had crippled my ability to function.  I had come to a point where I

couldn’t let anybody near me.  Intimacy was out of the question.  I was

depressed and cranky at my best and sharp-tongued and vile at my worst. 

It was time, and I knew I had to do it.

She (my therapist) told me to open my mouth a little and exhale

through my throat.  I did.  The feeling started getting worse.  The adrenalin

began to flow faster.  I was shaking.  She told me to let sound come out

with the next breath.  “Uhhhh. . . “ came through.  

I felt dizzy; thought I would faint.  Was afraid I’d throw up.  Wanted

to faint.  “Uhhhh....” became a long, low moan on the next breath and then

all hell broke loose from inside me.  I felt myself engulfed with shame, but

there was no time to rise above it.  I just accepted it, breathed it in on the
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next breath and grabbed a plastic bat and slapped at the floor.  It made the

most reassuring thwacks against the carpet, and my shrieks vaulted through

me in matching gusts.  Who knows what I yelled. . .  I sure don’t

remember. 

And as the anger passed through my body in convulsive waves, as I

let go and allowed it to keep coming – and keep going – the tears began to

come.  As the anger passed, it began to make way for the grief; for the

horrible sense of loss, betrayal, abandonment, neglect and disappointment

I’d kept buried my whole life.  And I cried my heart out.  

And a piece of me was born – or uncovered –  in that moment that

cared about me and my grief, and it cared about me in a way that no one

else has ever has.  Because of letting myself be angry, I was able to open

myself up to my own love, and in doing so, laid the foundation for being

able to find compassion for my parents later on in my process.

I hovered between an awareness that forgiveness was going to be

necessary and my actual commitment to forgiving for a very long time.

I share all this with you not because it’s the normal way.  I don’t

think there is a normal way.  I share it simply because I’m very common,

and there are many people like me –  mostly women – who have smiled

with a gut full of rage for their whole lives.  And it is very threatening in
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that situation or if you have been severely hurt by someone to begin to let

that anger be expressed.  

For some people and with some issues of injury, the anger is brief and

is a great deal more cognitive.  The issues to be dealt with, as described in

the other units in this particular process, are more complex or less volatile or

any combination of anything.  The combination is as complex and as diverse

as the people and injuries involved.
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If experiences of shame can be fully faced, if we allow ourselves to realize
their import, they can inform the self, and become a revelation of oneself,
of one’s society, and of the human situation.

 Helen Lynd, 1961

3. Admittance of shame, when this is appropriate (Patton, 1985, as
quoted in Gassin & Enright, 1995). 

Shame is at the core of everything from eating disorders, to paranoia

to narcissism.  When experiencing shame, we confront an image of

ourselves that we find fundamentally unacceptable.  Self-forgiveness, then,

requires that we come to accept as part of ourselves what we have found

unacceptable (Halling, 1994).

The damning thing about wrestling with our shame is that the very

fact of trying to come out of isolation by sharing it with another means that

we not only reveal past shames,  but we experience additional shame in the

course of revealing our vulnerability (Lewis, 1971).  

The consensus among many therapists seems to be that the very fact

of having been deeply hurt by someone you love creates a sense of shame

(Worley, 1998), but that those who have been hurt by strangers, don’t

always experience shame around their pain (Gray, 1998).

In working through this unit of the process, it’s important to

distinguish between guilt and shame.  
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Guilt appropriately describes a feeling that stems from a violation of a

moral rule (Lampert, Downie, Kurtz, Martin, qtd in Flanigan, 1987)  Shame

doesn’t stem from a violation, but from a perception of failure in comparison

to something or someone else, not commission of an act. The person

burdened with shame feels objurgated, responsible and reprehensible in

spite of the fact that he or she hasn’t broken any rules. 

Beverly Flanigan accurately commented in an article on the treatment

of shame and guilt that the “difficulty in healing shame is that there is no

interpersonal process to relieve it, as contrasted with guilt” (Flanigan, 1987) 

It’s hard to get it externalized.  You can’t make amends for it, you can’t be

forgiven for it, and you can’t be divested of it through punishment.  

Shame is isolating.  It results from being ourselves and not someone

else, so there’s no appropriate amends for being who we are – and there

shouldn’t be.  For shame, there’s no quick way out.  Flanigan goes on to

say that forgiving can be “viewed as the first breath of air felt in the shamed

person’s lungs after being held under water for too long.”

My own awareness of shame, in the wake of expressing all that anger

in the therapists office, was infused with realizations of how ashamed I had

been that I had deserved what I’d gotten.  That there was something

inherently wrong with me that made me unworthy of more or different than



Resolving resentment by forgiving                                Chapter 4, Page 50

what I’d gotten.  And for me, that shame had become a great inhibitor of

my anger. 

What does it take to convince yourself at depth that you were

intrinsically worth being cared about by whomever managed to not do that? 

that the behavior of the other had to do with him or her and not you? 

These are very serious questions for people with childhood trauma to

forgive, or for people who have been injured by someone they love deeply. 

For the wife whose husband “doesn’t care enough about her” to go

with her to marriage counseling, or for the husband whose wife, “doesn’t

care enough about him” to quit drinking, or for the son whose father “didn’t

care enough about him” to not commit suicide, these are troubling questions

with uncertain answers.  And for children, the answer is almost always that

they did something to cause it, either by their actions or by who they are;

and shame is born.  Any injuries in adulthood quickly attach themselves to

that early shame.

So, here, again, in this part of the process, it helps tremendously to

have a loving friend or a supportive counselor who can help you peel back

the shame and look at the truth.  Hearing someone else’s reaction to your

experiences can have a tremendous impact on releasing you from shame.
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And remember. . .   always underneath our protective defenses and

our rage and our shame is a full measure of grief at what has been lost. 

This in itself is enough to make anyone quake at the idea of letting go. 

Grief is just unbearable to feel without love.  And it is impossible to feel love

without threatening the exposure of grief.  But, however can you risk loving 

if you don’t take the chance?
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Never forget that to forgive yourself is to release trapped energy
that could be doing good work in the world. 

Miller, 1994

4. Awareness of cathexis (Droll, 1984, as quoted in Gassin & Enright,
1995).

Be aware of what?  It’s such a great word, and it covers a long

sentence of a description.  Cathexis, in this situation, is that state you’re in

where you focus all of your psychic / mental energy on the injurer (it could

also be on a place or a thing).  

Consumed, preoccupied and obsessed.   Well, why not?  Well,

because you don’t get to live your own life while you’re in it.  The guy who

broke into your car and stole your new CD player is still robbing you a

month after the theft if you’re still replaying the emotions of the event. 

Discussing “why not remain in a state of cathexis?” leads us near the

intrinsic value of forgiveness, which is that in forgiving you get your life

back.  Releasing your preoccupation with someone else, even if it is a

moment at a time, paves the way for your freedom from daily, even hourly,

psychic reinjury by the perpetrator.
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Examine carefully the temptation to catalog, classify, and
frequently update the file of wrongs done to you.  The
only case you will build is one against yourself, as you
increasingly believe in secret that you deserve what
you’re getting, even as you complain about injustice.

–Miller, 1994

5. Awareness of cognitive rehearsal of the offense (Droll, 1984, as
quoted in Gassin & Enright, 1995).

Similar to cathexis, this is the cognitive part of the replay.  This is

thinking about “it” over and over again.  Exactly how this is different from

cathexis isn’t easily made clear.  If you grouped this one with cathexis,

you’d be safe; they’re virtually inseparable since it takes a certain measure

of cathexis to fuel cognitive rehearsals.  You might say one is affect and

one is cognition, but you’d have a hard time separating the emotion from

the cognitive rehearsal. 

Here’s an example of the kind of mental discussion described by this

process:  My brother had a wonderful wife.  She had left him many years

ago because she couldn’t live with his drinking and drugging anymore.  She

is a wonderful, tender woman, and though they were no longer married,

they loved each other deeply, and my brother called her almost every day

for 15 years.  

His drinking continued to worsen, as did his health.  One Tuesday he

begged her to please come and visit.  As she lived several hours away, she
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promised she’d be down to see him on the weekend.  He hung up the

phone, stuck a gun in his mouth and blew his brains out.

For weeks after his suicide, that conversation played in her head

along with the what ifs. . .  what if I had gotten in my car and driven down

there.  What if, what if, what if. 

Now why is it bad for her to be stuck in that mindset?  Because it

stands in the way of really absorbing the pain of the loss.  By completely

absorbing the pain of the loss – by stretching our hearts to accommodate it

– we are changed and we heal.  

Reiteration of the event in this particular situation not only prevents

us from grieving, it becomes a form of self abuse.  But disappointment and

loss are very hard to feel, and often people choose this path.  

Even if she should have gone there – and there are situations where

that is a reality – replaying the mistake attaches us to a single step in the

process and prevents us from moving on through the process to the point of

finding love and understanding.  

Cognitive rehearsal just rotates the information repeatedly, but it

never goes anywhere.  The real process of self-examination and revelation

has a different experience and a different ending.  People kill themselves



Resolving resentment by forgiving                                Chapter 4, Page 55

sometimes when they stay stuck too long in cognitive rehearsal and

cathexis.  This was certainly true for my brother.
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“Sweet revenge” is junk food for the soul.  The brief rush that revenge provides will
always be followed by the degradation of one’s character.

Miller, 1994

6. Realization that self may be permanently and negatively changed by
the injury (Close, 1970, as quoted in Gassin & Enright, 1995).

Morton Kaufman,  in a paper published posthumously in 1984, said

that to forgive is to accept the inevitability of our fate.  Forgiveness

encompasses an understanding that we cannot go back and change the

reality of the past and that to live in a state of resistance hoping for such a

change makes an absurd parody of your life.

Loss of innocence through sexual abuse is a good way to try and

define what this is about.  But what are we saying here in this step?  Realize

it?  Well, of course you know about it.  But this step says realize it. Bring it

down deep enough into your feeling self and high enough into your

cognitive self to fully comprehend exactly how you were / are damaged by

the injury.  

Make sufficient connection between your reactions to life’s situations

and the injury you experienced to enable you to stop and be still and

become consciously aware of how the injury has changed you.

One of the issues I find fault with in Gassin & Enright’s model is the

absence of an explicit recommendation that another party be part of the
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sharing of this process.  And a primary reason for my reasoning has to do

with facilitating this particular realization. 

A woman struggles for years on her own to forgive her mother.  She

writes, she prays, she meditates, she uncovers everything she knows how

to uncover, and though she has become highly conscious of her experience,

she remains trapped in a pain beyond her understanding.  

Then one day, she shares some of her painful childhood experiences

with her therapist, who spontaneously responds with honest shock and

horror at what this woman had endured.  In that moment, with that piece of

validation, she was brought to a full realization of the harm that had been

done her.  Without the benefit of her therapist’s spontaneous, honest

reaction to her experience, she couldn’t have gotten to that realization

(Excell, 1998).  

When we’re deeply injured, on a deep, almost organic level, there is a

sense that the fabric of one’s life has been torn.  Our identities are often 

grounded in the unfolding of our relationships and in the projects and plans

to which we have assigned ourselves.  The feeling of injury abruptly

terminates that, even if it is only temporarily.  But if the injury you are

working on took place early in your life, you are not apt to have an untorn
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self to compare it with.  You may have to make your comparisons through

the spontaneous, honest reactions of those around you.  

For those dealing with wounds later in life, however, it is not difficult

to recognize the tear, and one thing that must be dealt with is the fact that

the future as it was anticipated before the event is irrevocably changed

(Rowe, et al, 1989).  

If you were planning to marry the most wonderful girl in the world,

and someone murders her, your future has been irrevocably changed.  

The point can also be made in terms of less destructive damage, like

issues involving property.  If someone steals your car, you are instantly

aware of ways it has affected your life (Mohr, 1998).  You haven’t got a

car, if you didn’t have theft insurance and you don’t have any money, you

might not have a car for awhile;  you can’t get to work or to school or to

the market, and so on.  

But the material loss is only a part of what happens to you.  There is

a kind of innocence lost when someone takes something from you.  We

read in the paper all the time about people being murdered, robbed, raped 

or made victims of arson, and though most of us are concerned something

like this that might happen to us, we tend to live in a kind of denial that it

could happen.  But when the injury strikes you, you realize that you’re not
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exempt, and that bad stuff can happen to you.  It changes how you see all

of life from that point forward.

The ongoing experience of hurt entails a preoccupation with the

injury, which appears to involve two dimensions:  the immediate obvious,

felt experience of the damage and the details of how it affects our lives; and

the metaphorical, larger meaning that the injury has for one’s life, for

example, seeing oneself in a new way.  Preoccupation and obsession often

results (Rowe, et al, 1989).

Now if you’re a loved person of 25 and someone breaks your heart

for the first time, you develop that instant awareness that you’re not

exempt from injury.  But if you’re three when that violation takes place, the

chances are you will grow up believing that the world is a bad place, or that

you are deserving of bad experiences, and it will color your view of

everything you see and do.  

So, this is what I’m talking about when I describe realization.  Rarely

does it come in one swoop, though sometimes it does.  Often there is a

peeling-onion effect where over time we come to realize these things.

So, for most of us, this is an ongoing evolution of awareness.  And it

may be one of the more involuntary contributors to the long length of time it

can take to actually experience complete forgiveness.  It requires the
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discipline to gently and lovingly let go and examine your unpleasant feelings

when they arise.  It is a learned skill that doesn’t come naturally to most of

us, but which has tremendous benefits in building a solid emotional recovery

from an injustice, and in resolving conflicts in our other relationships.
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If someone is holding out on you, why would you let go of your entirely
justified grievance?  If a vise has been placed around your heart, why
would you be the one to reach in and undo its grip?

Miller, 1994

7. Insight that the injured party may be comparing self with the injurer.
(Kiel, 1986, as quoted in Gassin & Enright, 1995).

The only thing I can think of that is worse than being the victim of a

great injustice is for the perpetrator to get away with it and to not be at all

remorseful.  And the only thing I can think of worse than that is for the

perpetrator to get away with it and have greater success as a result. 

Comparing ourselves with the people who hurt us always brings pain. 

I can’t think of an instance where it wouldn’t.  Imagine the most extreme

situation:  Someone you love is murdered and the murderer is never

apprehended, or is apprehended and gets off on a technicality.  

Without resolution of some kind, you are forced to bear the reminder

of injustice every time you think of the murderer going free and you are left

alone grieving the loss of your loved one.  It is intolerable!  

This part of the process, though, speaks of  insight  that you are

comparing yourself with the injurer.  That word is very important, because it

means that a part of you is quietly, and we hope gently and lovingly,

observing that this comparison is taking place in your head.  
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There are feedback loops in this entire process of forgiveness, and

this is certainly one of the spots where we usually have repeated

awarenesses as we loop back and forth between this and other parts of the

process.  The deeper the injury, the more severely this comparison takes

place and the more opportunities you have to become aware –  gently,

kindly, caringly –  that the comparison is running through your head.  

Sometimes I think that awareness is the hell of healing.  Without it,

nothing much seems to change.  With it, you have to build the space inside

to accommodate tremendous unresolvable conflicts  and loss – torturous

loss at times.  
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It is difficult to stay mad at God, because most of the time our experience of God is
nothing more than an idea.  Yet our consciousness itself is nothing more than an
endless rush of ideas about reality.  In this view, forgiving God means exchanging
many useless ideas for one idea that works.

Miller, 1994

8. Insight into a possibly altered “just world” view (Flanigan, 1987, as
quoted in Gassin & Enright, 1995).

Most people, at least in our Western culture, cannot experience great

injury without having some conflict with their view of a “just world.”  If

there’s something harder to feel than injustice, I’m not sure what it is.  

If prior to the injury you had a concept of God or life or some higher

power that was predicated upon a life-long experience that God is taking

care of you according to your standards and that life is pretty fair, a deep

injustice can do more than leave you injured; it can leave you without

understanding, at a minimum, and perhaps even no belief in whatever God

you may have believed in.  If you can’t rectify what happened with that

concept of a perfect caring God, you can also end up believing that you

deserved what you got.  A foundational disturbance of this kind can be life

threatening for some.  

I’m not trying to make a case for not believing in God in the first

place.  Not at all.  I’m trying to say that the middle of a deep loss,  is a very
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hard time to have to change your concept of who or what God is and what

it is that God does or does not do.  

As far as I’ve been able to see, most of the more popular Western

religions don’t elaborate on a concept of God that goes much beyond the

reasoning powers of a precocious seven year old.  That’s usually not

advanced enough for most crises.  It hasn’t been enough for mine.  To feel

unloved or undeserving of Infinite protection, when that has been your

world view,  can drop you back into deep feelings of shame and

unworthiness in the midst of wrestling with your violation.  

Vicky Dyck’s experience with this, in Chapter 2, is a great way to

resolve the conflict.



Resolving resentment by forgiving                                Chapter 4, Page 65

Beware also of hating the man who hates.  Remember that you
are here to help him lift off his yoke, not to boast that you stagger
under one of a nobler design.

Miller, 1994

9. A change of heart / conversion / new insights that old resolution
strategies are not working (North, 1987, as quoted in Gassin &
Enright, 1995).

There’s a point for some where a kind of bottom is hit;  the pain of

recycling through the endless stream of realizations, feelings of shame,

violent feelings of resentment, devastating feelings of helplessness and loss

of foundational grounding eventually become too painful.  At this point we

either surrender to a change of heart and direction, or things take a very

serious turn for the worse.  Heavy addiction (pick a substance) or

psychoses are among the prices we pay for resistance.    

If you are graced with the courage to even want a change of heart,

then you’ve had a change of heart.  Having one doesn’t mean that the pain

goes away.  It doesn’t mean that it is going to be easy, though things will

get easier.  It means that it is now possible for things to change.  Hard

things still remain to be done.  

This can be a very simple experience.  Maybe you’ve arrived home

from work frustrated to death by the “idiot drivers” on the road.  They drive

10 miles an hour in the fast lane, turn right from the left-hand lane in front
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of you, or nod off and don’t turn when the light is green.  You realize one

day that you’ve felt like this every day for months and months, and you

have a realization that it isn’t working for you.  You feel a  need for a

change of direction with it.  That’s the insight I’m describing.

For Marietta Jaeger that change of heart came in the middle of the

night when she heard a voice (inside her head?  from God?  who knows?)

telling her, “I don’t want you to feel this way” (Jaeger qtd by Japenga,

1998).  After she recovered from the idea that to change her heart would be

a betrayal of her daughter, she felt the weight lift and her body relax a little

as she pondered the idea. 

When she got up the next morning, not much had changed.  She

would still have murdered the person that had taken her little girl.  But a tiny

opening had been made in the doorway toward relief.  

The point here is that “change of heart” doesn’t necessarily mean

that you have a sweeping sense of being filled with love and understanding

for all humanity.  For most everyone, a change of heart is simply a

willingness born of deep weariness from the exhaustion that comes from

being in unproductive pain.  Truth is. . .  productive pain is pretty

exhausting, too.
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Forgiveness sends a healing message much further than you might
believe or comprehend. As you develop a forgiving demeanor you
become an automatic transmitter within the network of human
consciousness – changing minds less by your words than by your
example, saving souls less by your program than by your presence.

Miller, 1994

10. A willingness to explore forgiveness as an option (Gassin & Enright,
1995).

This comes as a result of the surrender to moving toward something

new – that softening of the heart that allows ever so slightly for the

possibility that something inside must shift for relief to become a reality. 

For some of us, pain is the motivator.  Others are drawn toward

surrender and change through the inspiration of others.  I personally don’t

know anyone who has been brought to the willingness to forgive without

some amount of intolerable pain.   It’s way too hard to do for most of us to

do it purely for character building.  

But being willing to explore forgiveness is not the same as being

committed to forgiving.  For example, in dealing with forgiveness of my

parents, I believe I was willing to consider forgiveness for a very long time –

maybe 6 years –  before I actually committed to doing so.  I think now that

at the time I thought that just being willing to forgive would make it happen. 
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Maybe back then I thought something was just supposed to magically

happen.  

Time and attrition don’t create the healing that is brought about by

forgiveness.  Time and attrition, rather than gradually eroding resentment,

tend to act more like layers of dust on a hibernating monster.  Once the

dust is knocked off that monster by an event that triggers memory of the

injury, the pain is back in full force. 

Intuitively we know this, and our lives become much more narrow

and shallow after an unresolved injury; not intentionally, but because of our

carefulness to prevent scratching into the area of that pain.  Our carefulness 

forces us to avoid certain things and certain experiences.  Intimacy, by its

very nature, becomes impossible for the resentful.
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A wise man will make haste to forgive because he knows
the true value of time and will not suffer it to pass away
in unnecessary pain.

Samuel Johnson

11. Commitment to forgive the offender (Neblett, 1974, as quoted in
Gassin & Enright, 1995).

This is the real leap off the cliff.  This isn’t, “I’m going to do it”;

that’s willingness.  Action is the indicator that commitment is in effect. 

That’s not to say that action hasn’t taken place prior to now in the process,

especially if you’ve sought assistance in examining your psychological

defenses and confronting your anger and shame.  Those are actions, and

can be exhaustingly painful ones, as well.  

But as they have to do with self examination, they are inward actions;

perhaps cleansing actions better describes the direction of that aspect of

forgiving.  People can stay in therapy involved in this process for a lifetime

and never begin to make it to the point of forgiving.  And I  believe that 

forgiving is the point at which healing takes place. 

What must take place next can feel very threatening because it

requires the tearing down of all psychological defenses.  It requires standing

free and looking at the injurer in a more multidimensional way.  Which
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means, that this step in the process requires that one stop demonizing the

injurer.

Referring back to the discussion in Chapter 3 about what forgiveness

is not, be careful and don’t confuse this step with condoning, excusing, or

in any other way sanctioning the actions of your injurer.  

Permitting the pendulum to swing to the other wall will only

aggravate and limit the process of forgiveness.  Forgiveness, I think, is

harder.  It is simply to relax your body and mind in the presence of thought

about the injurer.  It doesn’t mean the injurer can come near you physically. 

You may have very sound reasons for preventing that.  

It means that psychically –  emotionally, spiritually and intellectually –

you relax your mind and body and permit your injurer to exist in the same

space and time.  And then you must take more action.
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How to forgive a murderer?  First, by differentiating his sufferings from his
exploitation of death to ease them.  [. . .] For our outrage about murder,
we need to examine deeply our faith in death.  As long as we collectively
believe that death has power over life, we will spawn deluded, self
appointed little gods who want that power.

Miller, 1994

12. Reframing, through role taking, who the wrongdoer is by viewing him
or her in context (Smith, 1981, as quoted in Gassin & Enright, 1995).

This idea has been handled badly in recent years – especially in the

press.  I think that some of us have a very difficult time holding that balance

in the middle where it is possible to see how the events in a person’s

developmental process have created hurtful behavior, and still hold that

person responsible for his or her actions.  

When we’re deeply injured, we have a tendency to confuse

“convicting the behavior with condemning the person”  We have to

differentiate between the injurer’s behavior and his being (Veenstra, 1992).

What would that look like?   The woman whose mother and daughter

are killed by a drunk driver allows herself to ponder how terribly disturbed

and distraught this driver must have been to have been out driving drunk at

7:30 in the morning with 3 of her own kids in the car.  

How does she do that?  She softened her heart just enough to look

and identification came.  This grieving mother knows what it is to be a
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distraught,  pressured mother.  As a woman, she surely knows how it feels

to get right up to the edge of coping.  Now those thoughts may not have

come through her mind that clearly.  It is unlikely that she had a slow linear

process of thinking and reasoning.  She simply allowed herself to see the

woman in the context of life.

It takes great courage to do this.  For me and for most people I’ve

worked with it’s been done tentatively and begrudgingly, and yet in most

every miraculous story of forgiveness you hear about this is the

distinguishing point of departure from the misery of resentment into the

freedom of forgiveness.   

There are profoundly beautiful stories of what people have gone

through in trying to reframe their injurers.  I am always deeply touched

when helping to facilitate someone else’s forgiveness by the beauty in

people who permit this risk. 

For most of us, though, it feels so terribly unsafe to begin.  For most

who begin, it has become terribly unsafe to not.  When people step into this

action, they often feel as though their very safety has been predicated upon

not thinking a benevolent thought toward their injurer.  As a result, at the

moment of willingness to give consideration to their injurers by looking at
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them differently, they often experience an instant return of all their

psychological defenses.  

Making the other all bad and the self all good has the effect of helping

us make a complete qualitative distinction between the self and the other. 

It gives the illusion through this kind of mental separation that we are

protected by our distinction. 

That conceptual abyss makes it impossible for us to empathize with

the other.  Only the balance which is created by our awareness of the

other’s good qualities and of our own bad features allows us to recognize

the other as being similar to us.  Without this, the offender “is almost a

different species – a demon.  And human beings do not forgive demons”

(Vitz & Mango, 1997).

But empathy in and of itself doesn’t mean that forgiveness will take

place.  People can genuinely have cognitive and affective empathy for their

injurers and still refuse to forgive since the perceived benefits of hatred will

interfere (Vitz & Mango, 1997).  

People don’t automatically forgive simply because they have been

loved, or have achieved insight, or can empathize with others.  “Even for

good and normal people, forgiveness injures narcissism – it hurts” (Vitz &

Mango, 1997).
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So, commitment to forgiveness is a commitment to continuing to

simply and gently surrender our defenses and stand courageous against the

wretched feelings that emerge as we try to think an interested thought

about who this person is in context with his or her whole life. 
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Forgiveness does not mean letting error and evil continue unchecked, but
it does require us to help each other trace all our errors to their source: 
the idea that we have been abandoned here to die.  In countless forms
this idea creates all the despair of the world.

Miller, 1994

13. Empathy toward the offender (Cunningham, 1985, as quoted in
Gassin & Enright, 1995).

Gassin & Enright (1995) call this the affective (feeling) counterpart to

the cognitive (intellectual) reframing described in unit 12.  Is it something

we choose or is it something we create?  Or is it better defined as

something we allow as a result of letting our understanding of the injurer

penetrate our hearts?  Does empathy automatically emerge in each of us as

we come to understand another’s situation?  

If we don’t counter what we learn with, “Yes, but I wouldn’t ever

have done that to anyone” or something similar, do we automatically begin

to feel some amount of empathy?  Or do we have to choose it?  I think

perhaps it is only in the choosing not to become defensive that empathy

occurs.  This is one of the decisions that makes forgiving so very painful

and difficult.

Is it empathy and not sympathy we are looking for?  It is said by

some that the difference between the two is that in empathy, the parties are

equal, and in sympathy, the sympathizer is one-up (Wrenn, 1998).  Others



Resolving resentment by forgiving                                Chapter 4, Page 76

say that in empathy, you are sharing the feelings of the other, usually out of

your own experience, and in sympathy, you are simply sad for the person

that they must feel as they do; a different way of being one up, I think.  I

believe that one goal in forgiveness is to achieve empathy, and that

continuing the processes of forgiveness feeds back into this step and

gradually surrenders sympathy to an emotion with a more compassionate

knowing:  namely, empathy.  Now that is a safe place to be!

But what if you’re not getting there?  What if you’ve spent the last

30 days trying to reframe this person in a new context and you’re stuck,

and you’re coming no closer to feeling empathy or even sympathy. 

Practical wisdom suggests  that we not worry.  Keep looping through

the units of this process.  If you believe in God, ask for the insight that will

move you forward.  If you don’t, or can’t classify your belief that way, open

your heart to the universe and do the same thing.  If you earnestly want to

forgive, you will.  It may take more time than you have planned for it, but it

will happen.

Is it really all that important that we develop empathy for our

offenders?  In one of the few pieces of empirical research done on the topic

of forgiveness, McCullough, et al, (1997) found that people forgive others

to the extent that they experience empathy (not sympathy) for them.  And
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for those of us who are trying to forgive someone we love, they also

determined that forgiving is uniquely related to conciliatory behaviors as well

as avoidance behaviors toward the offending partner.  

Throughout this discussion of the process of forgiving, there’s been

no mention of the offender apologizing.  McCullough, et al (1997) were able

to determine that apologies affect the forgiver only indirectly; their effect on

the forgiver lies in the extent to which they facilitate empathy.  I don’t think

there’s any question that the sincerity of the apology would be

commensurate with its potential for evoking empathy in the forgiver.  

It is evident, however, from the experience of many, that true

remorse in the offender can evoke an almost instantaneous feeling of

empathy and forgiveness on the part of the injured (Scott, 1998).
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Forgiveness is not mere sympathy, nor condescension, nor forced
generosity.  It is the ultimate declaration of equality, founded on the
recognition that all crimes are the same crime, every failing the human
failing, and every insult a cry for help.

Miller, 1994

14. Awareness of compassion, as it emerges, toward the offender (Droll,
1984, as quoted in Gassin & Enright, 1995).

This is an important preface to my explanation.  And as soon as I say

this, I’m going to contradict my statement.  It is this:  The offender is not

the beneficiary of your compassion.  You are.  Because you are the one

who gets to feel the compassion.  

Now I’m going to contradict that statement:  Sometimes the

environment that we create with our compassion and forgiveness is exactly

what is required for another person to experience deep remorse and change. 

The story of Cindy and Verma demonstrates this so beautifully. 

Verma was out driving drunk one morning around 7 am, and struck the car

carrying Cindy’s mother and daughter.  Both were killed.  

In the months that followed, Cindy began to have an emerging

awareness of what a desperate life this woman, Verma, must be living to be

out driving drunk at 7 in the morning when she had 3 kids of her own. 

She felt empathy for the very condition of being a mother with

children and an identification with the kinds of pain mothers have when
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they’re troubled.  It inspired a letter of forgiveness to Verma, and ultimately

ended up changing the course of Verma’s entire life (Winfrey, 1998).

There is a part of us, I think, that believes that when we have a

compassionate feeling toward others, that it has an effect on them, and if

you are murderously angry at someone, that experience would make you

resist feeling compassion.  It is an “I don’t want to give you anything good”

feeling, and it is so strong in us sometimes that we would rather deny

ourselves the benefits of compassion rather than have anything come up in

us that might benefit the offender.  

So with this, there is reason to believe that subtle energies created by

compassion and loving understanding might truly have a beneficial effect on

everyone around us, including the offender.  But, if the offender is not open

to any of this, then he or she will not be reached.  

People who are spiritually based will describe the ability to feel

compassion for their injurers as a miracle, because it seems to come from

some thing or some place over which they have no control – no control

other than not doing things. . .  like defending, ruminating, resenting,

hating, etc.  

It could make you think that once you strip away all your defenses

against it, you are just love.  There are a lot of people who have said so.  
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But the truth is, that once you stop defending, and once you take the

risk and the time to investigate both yourself and the person who has

injured you, eventually you begin to find yourself feeling a measure of safety

in your own defenselessness.  This is a basic premise in the Course in

Miracles (1975), and nowhere does the truth of that become clearer for me

than when I’m beginning to reap the rewards of letting go.

Compassion, when it comes,  comes not just for the injurer, but for

yourself as well.  It comes as a kind of quiet understanding . . .  a wise

knowing, or a knowing wisdom, that gives us a vision of the frailties of our

situations as human beings.  It’s too bad we have to work so darned hard to

keep it!
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Forgiveness brings order to your mind because it is the commitment to see
everything – pain or pleasure, love or hatred, disaster or victory – in terms of the
healing potential within.  This decision is the key to a deep, abiding happiness that
can sustain you through all your passing sadnesses.

Miller, 1994

15. Realization that self has needed others’ forgiveness in the past
(Cunningham, 1985, as quoted in Gassin & Enright, 1995).

Now,  I want to at least temporarily eliminate a group of injured from

this part of the process.  Survivors of homicide or other acts of serious

violence like rape, incest or torture have to see this step much more

carefully than most of the rest of us who are wrestling with comparatively

mundane social injuries.  So, if you are a survivor of violence, keep a good

emotional distance on this section until you have come so far through the

many loops of the forgiveness process that you deeply understand the spirit

of this step.  

In fact, that’s not bad advice for anybody for any part of this.  To the

extent that your injury is beyond the scope of your own behavior, will this

step seem like a formidable, unrealistic and inappropriate thing to do.  

I’m not sure if one can grasp the spirit of this step without a few

passes through the process.  Because if what was done to you is totally out

of keeping with who you are, it is apt to remain unfathomable that anything

you’ve ever done to require forgiveness could be viewed in the same light.  
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This step really asks us to look within to identify in ourselves the

character traits, attitudes and behaviors that we see in others; to recognize

that we, too, have wronged others and have needed to be forgiven.  

Rowe, et al,  (1989) say that having enough honesty to give up one’s

illusion of innocence enables and motivates one to forgive. The spirit of it

says that ultimately, on a scale from minimal to horrendous, we all share the

same shortcomings that cause us bad behavior, and we all have the same

need – each proportionate to his or her own character balance – to seek

forgiveness from time to time.  

It’s easiest to show how subtle this step can be (and how disordered

the units of this process can be) by looking again at the woman whose

daughter and mother were killed by a drunk driver.  The realization she

made of the drunk driver being a woman with three children who was so

terribly messed up that she was drunk and driving at 7:30 in the morning

can only come from a heart that recognizes the pain beneath the behaviors

of others.  

And the only people who can do that are those that have at least a

minimal awareness of their own pain and how it has pressured their lives. 

On some level, she recognizes herself in the woman’s trauma, if not her
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behavior.  It’s a very subtle way of “realizing” one’s own past need for

forgiveness.  

As you can see it doesn’t come as a flashing insight of, “Oh!  Yes! 

I’ve needed to be forgiven before!”  Your life might not have been that

audacious up to the point where you were injured.  

So, you can safely interpret this step to read, “I know what it is like

to feel – in this case – pressured and trapped, and I know how much I love

my children, and sometimes I’ve handled my life badly, so I can only

imagine what it must be like to be so messed up that your need to escape

goes beyond your maternal desire to care for and protect your children.”  

This was Cindy’s awareness (Winfrey, 1998). 

Again, it might not be conscious reasoning at the outset;  it could

come more as an emerging awareness in total with all aspects of the

process from units nine through 16 emerging as one.

The degree to which we land on the high end (the serious

shortcomings end) of the scale dictates how aberrant our behaviors become. 

They are more extreme in some than in others. But one thing is for certain. 

It takes a strong measure of humility to voluntarily put yourself in the

same class as your injurer by admitting you have wronged others and

needed loving understanding or forgiveness.  Most of us don’t even want to
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be on the same planet with our injurers, let alone think any thoughts that

would permit us to identify with them.  

And yet, the path to freedom from the lifelong pain of that injury is to

gently remove ourselves from the attitudes of superiority that separate us

from relief.  Different is a safer distinction than superior, and is more in

keeping with the direction we want to go in forgiving.

A more linear example:  If someone is working through a social injury

like finding out her husband has been unfaithful, the spirit of this part of the

process might suggest that she look at her own life to see where she’s been

sneaky.  

She might  recognize that she has done some sneaky things, though

perhaps never with her fidelity.  But in seeing this aspect of herself for what

it truly is – by examining the motives underneath her sneakiness honestly – 

she is better able to see how insidious her own motivations were at the time

she did her sneaky behavior.  

Now, be careful with this!  I’m not saying that sneaking her Macy’s

bags into the house while he’s gone is as serious as his infidelity. 

Remember, the idea here is to recognize in principle how we have operated,

to recognize that we, though perhaps on a lesser scale, know what it is to
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try and get away with something, that we do hurtful things in the name of

avoiding our problems.  

To do this well, this lady had to stop justifying all her behaviors, and

quietly surrender her will to the realization that though she may have a

better handle on her behavior, she does understand what it is like to indulge

a compulsion – in her case, shopping – as a way of avoiding her life.  

The net result once she is able to quiet her mind about the inequality

between the two, is that she will be less condemning and more able to loop

back through the process and reframe him, develop some empathy and

begin to feel some compassion for him. 

Chances are, however, that she came at it from a much less cognitive

process.  Like the lady whose mother and daughter were killed, she may

have had a vulnerable moment where she looked at him, stopped being mad

for just a moment and realized that she, too, has had trouble dealing with

life the right way.  She may just have a moment of understanding that he

was unhappy and that was the best he could come up with.

But if nothing is coming to you that enlightens your awareness of

your own and the other’s humanness, the surest way to understand the

behavior of another is to be rigorously honest about your own past

behaviors and attitudes.  The only way to be accepting of the faults of
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others, however, is to be loving and accepting of your own.  And that

requires a discipline of self examination with rigorous honesty through

loving, compassionate eyes.  
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The vision of newness is so compelling, so like a gift of grace, one will not choose
other than to move gratefully into it.  The future – an immediate sense of being on
the verge of new beginnings – is again available where before it was not;  the
past, although neither forgotten nor rationalized away, is no longer a haunting,
heavy, and troubling issue.

Rowe, et al, 1989

16. Acceptance / absorption of the pain (Bergin, 1988, as quoted in
Gassin & Enright, 1995).

I believe fear of pain is part of our resistance to forgiving.  In an

environment of care and compassion, we are capable of absorbing and

accepting much more pain than we imagine we are.  Fortunately, most of us

don’t have to find that out too often.  

If you are attached to anyone or anything, you’re bound to get that

opportunity eventually.  But we tend to be sheltered from knowing our

emotional capacities by a cultural mind set that promotes medicating

emotional pain to protect the individual from some perceived psychic scaring

that will purportedly be caused by allowing pain to be felt without a

sedative.  And if the pain isn’t medicated overtly, then it is medicated

covertly through compulsions and addictions.  

Few people really seem to know  this.  It’s very true and should not

be treated like just so many words on a page.  If you learn how to care

deeply about yourself while you’re hurting, if you learn how to be
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compassionate and tender and attentive toward your self while you’re

hurting, you can not only survive pain but you can experience an evolution

of your spirit that puts you in another realm of living.  

I freely admit that I haven’t experienced all the pains of the world.  I

haven’t experienced your pain your way.  But I’ve facilitated a few dozen

women and a few men through the process of absorbing and accepting their

pain, and evolution of spirit has been their experience.  

I have heard and felt the stories of others who have taken this path

who have not only survived, but who now carry that shine from deep within

that speaks of their journey into and out of their own private hells.  I

recognize it.  I haven’t seen anyone do this and not make it through.  I have

seen people not do it, though.  

I think refusing to absorb and accept the pain in our lives is a great

personal and social tragedy because the self that arises out of this kind of

painful process, is infinitely more useful and satisfying to itself and to those

around it. 

A self that is not afraid of pain will say no when it needs to, even if it

is going to make someone else unhappy.  
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A self that is not afraid of pain becomes less of a hostage to other

people, places and things, and is more apt to make decisions that are loving

and beneficial instead of selfish and injurious.  

A self that is not afraid of pain is not afraid to be compassionate. 

And a compassionate self can create a compassionate family which

can help create a compassionate community.  

Can you imagine living in a compassionate community?
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Forgiveness unifies one’s own awareness and will unite the
consciousness of all humankind, which has been so long shattered into
opposing egos, cultures, religions, and ideologies.  Yet it also allows a
creative diversity of ideas within one’s own mind and demonstrates a
passionate tolerance of others’ opinions and beliefs.

Miller, 1994

17. Finding meaning in the suffering and in the forgiveness process
(Frankl, 1969, as quoted in Gassin & Enright, 1995). 

This is an area where therapists, clergy and well-meaning friends can

take caution.  As Wrenn, Levinson & Papadatou (1996) conclude in

discussing the will to live and issues of spirituality around end-of-life

decisions:

Dying persons need to work out their own answers and find their own
meaning, based on their own religious or philosophical system of
beliefs.

The same is true of any person trying to resolve any loss.  Deep

personal injury creates very deep grief and loss.  One’s own meaning in a

situation can be shared, but each person needs to allow a sense of meaning

to emerge from within their own soul / psyche.  

I believe great damage can be done by trying to take on a belief that

doesn’t emerge from within one’s own consciousness, because it has the

effect of Band-Aiding grief and hindering the natural process of forgiving

and finding one’s own, unique spiritual experience.
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Like the awareness of compassion described in unit 14 of this

process, I believe this meaning emerges for each individual as the revelation

which results from unfolding the layers of defenses that prevent us from

experiencing ourselves as we are capable of being.  

I believe that the defenses that we build to protect ourselves from the

outside serve to block or distort our vision – our Vision – from the inside. 

And I believe that when we have been forced through pain or

commitment to this particular kind of character building, where the painful

realities are felt and the self that grieves is treated with attentive tenderness

– most especially by oneself – we are able to experience a sense of

meaning in our suffering, in our very existence.  

We find a knowing – a Knowing –  that makes us keenly aware that

we have senses beyond the five we normally acknowledge.  And we begin

to understand how precious the process of forgiveness is in the shaping of

our souls.

The stories that will get our attention in this realm are the ones where

because someone forgave, some great good happened in the world.  And

those are great, and they fill me with joy.  The conversation between

Marietta Jaeger and David Meirhofer, who murdered her daughter, detailed
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in Chapter 9, is one of the finest of these.  Her compassion in that situation

saved the lives of many other children.

The spouse that forgives his alcoholic wife, stops trying to control her

resulting in her going into treatment and becoming a loving, caring woman

can certainly find external meaning in forgiving.  

But meaning in this sense is an external reward.  I’m all for them – I

want to make that clear to the whole world because I’d like some, too,

please.  

But the meaning the forgivers find in the suffering and in the

forgiveness process is not limited to externals.  Nor is it a high.  You can

see it in their eyes and hear it in their voices.  They know.  No, let’s say it

this way.  They Know.  They See.  They Hear.  They are Expanded and

Deepened by their experiences.  They are easier to get along with and

harder to intimidate or manipulate.

As a result of his experience in the holocaust, Viktor Frankl (1969)

came to believe that finding meaning in life – and especially in unavoidable

human suffering – is basic to our psychological motivation and adjustment. 

Forgiveness affects attitudinal values in a profound way; profoundly

enough to alter how you view the purpose of your life.  However, Frankl’s
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focus was more one of asking us to look at our options for bearing

outrageous injustice.  

Rather than be forced into forgiveness by pain or the effects of our

prolonged hatred and resentment on others, he is suggesting that we

choose forgiveness because through it we are made able to see the meaning

in unavoidable suffering.  

I couldn’t agree more.  But whether you choose forgiveness as a

noble act, or you choose to forgive because the pain is going to kill you if

you don’t, or you choose to forgive because someone you live with has

said, “get over it or get out!” the results are the same.  

Meaning and purpose begin to emerge through the painful surrenders

you experience when you go through this process of forgiving.  

Gassin & Enright (1995) suggest that the search for meaning

enhances, and may be a necessary facet of, forgiveness.  Their reason for

placing this step before the process of absorbing the pain is that they

believe the goal of finding meaning in the suffering should make the pain

more bearable.  

I suspect that if you were raised with a reasonable amount of love

and you have a religion that supports this kind of belief, your search for
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meaning will most certainly aid in enduring the pain of this process.  It sure

helps.   

But, neither being raised in a loving environment nor a belief in God

are prerequisites.  The pain can be endured by even the most die-hard

atheist with self-applied love.  

God, if God truly exists, appears not to be egocentric and demanding

judging by the results attained by non believers.  It appears that when we

open our hearts to change, and we use the universal tools of rigorous

honesty and self love / care / compassion,  the overwhelming, unexpressible

sense of cosmic meaning comes unbidden.  

You won’t have to reach out and assign meaning to it yourself.  It is

there.  It emerges from the process.  Everything else external is a bonus.

At the risk of detracting from my primary point –  that a Sense of

Meaning & Purpose are intrinsic to the unburdened, undefended human

spirit –  you might be interested in knowing what Gassin & Enright have

concluded are the meanings that people find in their injuries. 

“Educative:  You see the situation as an opportunity to learn; use
situation as instructive to self and others.”

This is highly applicable to situations like: you slept with the

boss, and when he got bored with you he fired you; or you found out
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that a friend who gossips to you about others said something

slanderous about you to them; or going to the mall by yourself at

8:30 at night you got mugged and now know that is dangerous and

should never be done.  

In and of itself, however, I don’t think the Educative meaning

necessarily leads one to forgiving another.  I think this is for the

mundane practicalities category or to the noble.

“Vehicle of Blessing:  Realization that God will bless those who
suffer.”

This might well be true, and I’d really like to find out in the end

that it is.  The good news for everybody, God loving, God fearing and

God disavowing, alike, is that the blessing – the mercy or benefit – is

intrinsic to the process of forgiving.  You have to have a deep faith to

choose forgiveness on this basis, and if the injury inflicted upon you

was severe enough to shake your very belief in your construct of

God, you’re going to have a stretch bigger than you can manage to

make this kind of sacrifice for reason of future blessings by

Something you either hate, at the moment, or no longer believe in.

“Emulative - interpret situation as a chance to engage in behavioral
emulation of Christ, who suffered injustices.”
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Truly, if you have a deep faith, there is great support for

choosing forgiveness.  However, there are those who are not very

religious, or who in turning away from religion have a “religion” of

their own that is a self-constructed belief.  Your self-constructed

belief  might say that it matters how we live our lives, or that our

spirits evolve through the choices we make in crises for example. 

The essence of this idea for meaning, I think, is not necessarily lost

on anyone who has any kind of conviction about the importance of

good character or healthy spirit.

“Developmental  - view situation as catalyst of spiritual development
(e.g., by increasing faith, being molded into Christ-likeness)”

This is true for the non Christian or non believing spiritualist as

well.  All it takes to make a spiritualist out of anyone, including the

religious, is to actually forgive a deep injury.  The experience of

spiritual growth – of growth of spirit, if the first phrase strikes you

badly – is deeply convincing and affects an inner knowing of some

greater truth to life than has been lived previously.

“Communal - injury provides opportunity to partake of Christ’s life,
thereby increasing identification and communion with him.”
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Once again, the essence of this experience is not the province

of Christianity only.  Though it is true that a non Christian’s focus will

not necessarily be on the life of Christ, there is an intrinsic sense of

identification and communion with all of life that comes in the

moment of forgiveness, which I believe was not only Christ’s

experience and message, but that of others.  

And there are many who study, admire and emulate the  life of

Christ who don’t necessarily see Christ as their personal savior. 

Again, my point is that the meanings we may choose externally for

making this difficult decision to forgive are not reserved to those who

are Christian.

“Educative (in having Meaning for Others) - other(s) learn from
qualities of situation and how situation is handled.”

That’s no less noble, really, than forgiving to get out of the

miserable pain of resentment.  Knowing that your children are

watching you can certainly cause you to redirect your attention

toward what it is you want them to emulate.  

If you are in a helping profession and have people who are

watching to see if you walk the way you talk, that will certainly cause
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you to redirect your attention toward what it is you are teaching – it

sure works for me.  

The bottom line is that there are any number of reasons for

choosing to forgive, and the will to meaning in suffering is an event

as much as it is a cause.   
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Forgiveness is a curious paradox of accepting everything just as it is
while working tirelessly for a complete upheaval in our behavior and
consciousness.  Some believe we must be constantly aggrieved to set
right the injustices of the world – that good anger corrects bad anger. 
But an enlightened activism respectfully acknowledges all anger and
sorrow while demonstrating the superior strategy of mercy, pooling
ever deeper within and rhythmically flowing without.  The most
effective, lasting action arises from profound stillness and radical
clarity.

–Miller, 1994

18. Realization that self may have new purpose because of what
happened (Gassin & Enright, 1995).

Anyone who makes that leap from hateful feelings into the abyss of

loss and comes through whatever their process to a place of relief and

understanding, ultimately comes to know the breadth of his or her own

spirit.   The realization of one’s own spirit is a profound experience.  

The psychological growth and spiritual conversion that we experience

as a result of going through the process of forgiving draws us “out of old

ways of being, through the deaths such letting go requires, and into

liberating forms of life consistent with one’s true self” (Berliner, 1994)

We’re not talking here about feeling good about yourself for having

done the right thing.  Feeling good about yourself has nothing to do with

this experience.  I think the word, “feeling” doesn’t apply.  Instead, we’re

describing an experience of the spirit.  
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If it is possible to have a profound spiritual experience and not have it

reach forward into the life you choose to live, I’ve not seen it happen.

This experience changes what you know about the world forever. 

That doesn’t mean that you’ll run off and live a perfect life.  It means that

you’ll always know – not believe, but know – there’s a more spiritful reality

to be lived.  

As a result, when you encounter others who have been injured as you

have, and you see their anger, resentment and poorly expressed grief,  you

can’t help but want for them to have relief.  And you understand clearly

why they don’t.  

Many who look around and see the unnecessary pain in the world are

compelled to go into professions where they can be directly useful at giving

love and guidance to those who have been similarly injured.

Berton  Kaplan, in his study of social health and the forgiving heart

(1992), noted that Type B personalities, who have been noted to live longer

and healthier, are characterized with certain freedoms, all of which require a

forgiving heart:

1. the freedom to overcome your insecurity and regain your self-
esteem

2. the freedom to give and receive love
3. the freedom to mature
4. the freedom to restore and enrich your personality
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5. the freedom to overcome and replace old hurtful habits with
new life-enhancing ones

6. the freedom to take pleasure in the experiences of your friends
and family members

7. the freedom to recall your past life frequently and with
satisfaction

8. the freedom to listen
9. the freedom to play
10. the freedom to enjoy tranquility

All of these require a spiritful being, and allow us to take action on a

new sense of purpose that is brought about by having forgiven another.
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Living in forgiveness means y ielding your grip on misery.  Many people feel that it
is this grip that makes them authentic and serious; such is the melodrama of the
adolescent soul.  The adult soul empathizes with misery only to connect with
those in suffering and to lead them to forgiveness.

Miller, 1994

19. Awareness of decreased negative effect and, perhaps, increased
positive effect, if this begins to emerge, toward the injurer (Smedes,
1984, as quoted in Gassin & Enright, 1995).

If you’re reading this and have never forgiven a deep injury, you

might wonder why anyone would identify anything so obvious.  But if you

go back and look at the list, you’ll see that the process of forgiveness turns

one’s attention toward oneself. 

If you glance back over the foregoing agenda, you’ll see that the

focus of action is on oneself.  Time spent thinking about the injurer is spent

constructing a view of the person as a whole person.  All else in this

process is focused inward.  

You look at your defenses, confront your anger, resolve your shame,

look at your cathexis and mental replays, look at how your life has been

affected, gain your own  insight about how you are viewing the injurer, look

at how your view of the world has been altered, experience your change of

heart, explore your  willingness.  
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Do you see the picture here?  This is all about you, and that  is

something you can do something about.  

And so, one day after a seemingly endless series of loops back and

forth through the many units of this process, you have a flash about the

injurer and realize the huge emotional jolt is gone.  The internal threat is

missing.  You breathe easier and more safely.  

You may well still be grieving the loss inflicted on you, and if the loss

was someone you love, the grief, though it will change, will never end.  But

the hate will have passed, and your grief won’t be complicated by it.
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To find your missing creativity, release a little of your attachment to the worst
injury ever done to you.  Grieve the deadness that you are letting go, and that you
have so long regarded as a trophy wound.  Then celebrate the opening of a door
through which your childlike nature can come back to you, laughing, asking the
simplest questions, clearing your vision.

Miller, 1994

20. Awareness of internal, emotional release (Smedes, 1984, as quoted in
Gassin & Enright, 1995).

Again, this is so closely intertwined with the two units that precede it

that I’m unsure about how to differentiate it.  

There is no sweeter emotional freedom, I think, than that which you

take back after someone else has “taken it away” by hurting you. 

There is an experience, that comes as a result of forgiving another, of

reclaiming yourself which simultaneously shifts you into a larger perspective

of your life.  

We stop seeing ourselves in a relationship of victim and victimizer. 

We are freed from the status of being the object of another’s actions and so

are able to return to ourselves and to fulfillment in our lives.  

A sense of responsibility for our lives and relationships is recovered. 

People often describe a sense of feeling freed.  Free to continue their lives,

to exist without pain and anger, to grieve and to love again (Rowe, et al,

1989).
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This process, compiled by Gassin & Enright after years of research, is

as comprehensive as anything I’ve been able to locate.  

Yet, even in spirit, it is not the only way of accomplishing the

development of a forgiving heart.  It is, however, a very good foundation

against which to measure other alternatives.


