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Moving Toward 
Forgiveness: 

Three Gatherings 
for Reflection

Gathering 1:  The ‘Case’ for Forgiveness

-What makes it important to discuss?

- Scriptural guidance

- Psychological perspectives

Gathering 2: Forgiving ourselves and others 

- Reflecting on a process

- Accounts and recollections of others

Gathering 3: Seeking forgiveness; barriers to 
forgiving

-Reflecting on a process

-Identifying possible barriers 

-Are some things unforgiveable?

-



Why Talk 
about 
Forgiveness? 

Our motivations for offering an opportunity 
to reflect on forgiveness

Some assumptions as we begin

Some experiences that have taught us 
about the need to forgive ourselves, others, 
and for the need to seek forgiveness



What IS 
Forgiveness: 

Some 
Definitions

Dr. Fred Luskin (Psychologist)

• Forgiveness is making peace with the word 
‘NO’:  The essence of forgiveness is being 
resilient when things don’t go the way you 
want;

• To be at peace with ‘no’ is to be at peace with 
what is, be at peace with the vulnerability 
inherent in human life. 

• Forgiveness is the conscious, deliberate 
decision to release feelings of resentment or 
vengeance toward a person or group who has 
harmed you regardless of whether they 
actually deserve your forgiveness. 



What IS 
Forgiveness: 

Some 
Definitions

• Before you can forgive, you must grieve.  

• At the most basic level, forgiveness is on 
a continuum with grief.  When we’re 
offended or hurt or violated, the natural 
response is to grieve.  All of those 
experiences can be seen as a 
loss…whether we lose affection, respect 
or a human being or a dream.  



Henri Nouwen: (Theologian)

• Forgiveness means that I am continually 
willing to forgive the other person for 
not being God, for not fulfilling all my 
needs.  I too, must ask forgiveness for 
not being able to fulfill other people’s 
needs.  



Dr. Michael McCullough (Scientist) 

• Forgiveness is prosocial change in the 
motivations to avoid or to seek revenge 
against a transgressor with empathy and 
perspective-taking for the other being a 
key facilitative condition for forgiving. 



Everett Worthington, Jr.  
(Scientist)

• Forgiveness is a process of 
reducing or eliminating 
resentment and motivations 
toward revenge; the forgiving 
person becomes less motivated 
to retaliate against or remain 
estranged from someone who 
offended him or her and 
instead becomes more 
motivated by feelings of 
goodwill despite others hurtful 
actions. 



Jonathan Faust (Buddhist 
teacher)

• Forgiveness is giving up hope 
for a different past.



The Scripture 
on 

Forgiveness

Psalm 51 – King David Seeking God’s Forgiveness After 
His Affair with Bathsheba and Conspiring for the 
Murder of Her Husband

1 Have mercy on me, O God, according to your steadfast love; according to your 
abundant mercy blot out my transgressions. 2 Wash me thoroughly from my 
iniquity, and cleanse me from my sin. 3 For I know my transgressions, and my sin 
is ever before me. 4 Against you, you alone, have I sinned, and done what is evil 
in your sight, so that you are justified in your sentence and blameless when you 
pass judgment. 5 Indeed, I was born guilty, a sinner when my mother conceived 
me. 6 You desire truth in the inward being; therefore teach me wisdom in my 
secret heart. 7 Purge me with hyssop, and I shall be clean; wash me, and I shall 
be whiter than snow. 8 Let me hear joy and gladness; let the bones that you 
have crushed rejoice. 9 Hide your face from my sins, and blot out all my 
iniquities. 10 Create in me a clean heart, O God, and put a new and right spirit 
within me. 11 Do not cast me away from your presence, and do not take your 
holy spirit from me. 12 Restore to me the joy of your salvation, and sustain in me 
a willing spirit. 13 Then I will teach transgressors your ways, and sinners will 
return to you. 14 Deliver me from bloodshed, O God, O God of my salvation, and 
my tongue will sing aloud of your deliverance. 15 O Lord, open my lips, and my 
mouth will declare your praise. 16 For you have no delight in sacrifice; if I were 
to give a burnt offering, you would not be pleased. 17 The sacrifice acceptable to 
God is a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise. 
18 Do good to Zion in your good pleasure; rebuild the walls of Jerusalem, 19 then 
you will delight in right sacrifices, in burnt offerings and whole burnt offerings; 
then bulls will be offered on your altar. 



The Scripture 
on 
Forgiveness:
Jesus’ 
Teachings

“Seek forgiveness/reconciliation before making your 

offering.” (Matthew 5:24) 

Lord’s Prayer - “Forgive us our debts as we forgive 
our debtors” (Matthew 6:12)

“If a member sins against you.” (Matthew 18:15-20)

“Forgive not 7 times, but 70x7” (Matthew 18:21-22) 
- “…forgiveness is a way of life. It is God’s cure for 
the deformity our resentments cause us.”



The Scripture 
on 

Forgiveness: 
Jesus’ 

Teachings

The Parable of Prodigal Forgiveness –
Luke 15:11-32
• The Son has sinned in 1) asking for his inheritance 

prematurely and in 2) wasting his inheritance

• The Father was likely shamed in front of the 
community and could have disowned his son. 

• Instead, he runs to greet him, welcomes him with 
joy and throws a party.

• If “all have sinned and fallen short of the glory 
of God” the Father’s welcome of the Prodigal 
tells us of our heavenly father’s welcome and 
forgiveness when we return.



God’s 
Forgiving 

Nature

16 "For God so loved the world that he gave his 
only Son, so that everyone who believes in him 
may not perish but may have eternal life. 
17 "Indeed, God did not send the Son into the 
world to condemn the world, but in order that 
the world might be saved through him.”6

“For while we were still weak, at the right time 
Christ died for the ungodly.

Jesus, while hanging on the cross shows us again 
God’s forgiveness. He prays, “Father forgive them 
because they do not know what they are doing.”

Luke 23:34



What Forgiveness is Not

• Forgiveness does not mean forgetting, 
nor does it mean condoning or 
excusing offenses.  

• Experts agree that when one extends 
forgiveness, the seriousness of the 
offense is not glossed over or denied. 

• Though forgiveness can help repair a 
damaged relationship, it does not 
obligate the hurt person to reconcile 
with the person who harmed or release 
them from legal accountability.



Forgiveness IS!

• Forgiveness is a pathway that brings the 
forgiver peace of mind and frees him or 
her from corrosive anger.  

• There is debate among experts over 
whether ‘true’ forgiveness requires 
positive feelings toward the offender; 
they do agree that it involves letting go of 
deeply held negative feelings.



What May Inspire a 
Person to Move 
Toward Forgiveness?



What May Inspire a Person to Move Toward Forgiveness?

• Becoming aware that we have hurt someone, regardless of how long 
ago that may have been (one of the AA 12 steps is looking back on 
those that one has wounded…may have occurred years ago);

• Wanting to teach our children ways of dealing with disappointments 
and hurts;

• Desiring release from the guilt of our mistakes;

• Wanting release from our anger at others for ways they have hurt us;

• Wanting to be the persons Jesus calls us to be;

• Wanting to live in the present and into a better future; not wanting to 
be chained to, impeded by, or guided by past hurts either given or 
received.



What about 
Unforgiveness?

• Unforgiveness is defined as a negative 
emotional state where an offended person 
maintains feelings of resentment, hostility, 
anger and hatred toward the person who 
offended him or her. 

• Unforgiveness can take a toll on physical, 
mental, relational and spiritual health.  

• It may lead to anger and bitterness in 
relationships, interfere with the ability to enjoy 
the present, lead to depression and anxiety, 
lead to feeling that life lacks meaning or 
purpose and that one is at odds with their 
spiritual beliefs, and is lose enriching 
connectedness with others. 



Are there 
Advantages to 

Unforgiveness?

May seem like an odd question, but, in fact there 
are!

Barbara Brown Taylor in her book, Gospel 
Medicine states: 
“Staying angry with you is how I protect myself 
from you.  Refusing to forgive you is not only how 
I punish you; it is also how I keep you from getting 
close enough to hurt me again, and nine times 
out of ten it works….”

Our wounds remind us that someone injured us 
and that we are justified in our anger!



Are there Costs to 
Unforgiveness?

• Citing Dr. Taylor: “…only there is a serious side-
effect [to not forgiving].  It is called bitterness, 
and it can do terrible things to the human body 
and soul.”

• “….Unforgiveness is a boomerang.  We use it to 
protect ourselves—to hurt back before we can 
be hurt again—but it has  sinister way of 
circling right back at us so that we become the 
victims of our own ill will.”



Forgiveness and 
Health

• New research suggests that forgiveness can 
benefit physical health.
• Charlotte Witvliet, a psychologist at Hope College, 

found that when she asked research participants to 
think about someone who had hurt, mistreated or 
offended them, their blood pressure and heart rate 
increased, they perspired more, and felt angry, sad, 
anxious and less in control  

• When participants were asked to empathize with 
their offenders or imagine forgiving them, their 
physical arousal dropped substantially.



Forgiveness and 
Health

Everett Worthington, a psychologist at 
University of Berkeley measured the stress 
hormone, cortisol, in the saliva of 39 
research participants who rated their 
relationship as either terrific or terrible. The 
latter (terrible) had higher baseline levels of 
cortisol and scored worse on a measure that 
assessed their general willingness to forgive. 

Others have found evidence that immune 
function may be affected in a similar way 
(decreased immune protection).



Forgiveness and 
Relationships

• Forgiveness has proved beneficial to a range of 
relationships whether it is family, romantic, or 
professional relationship. In an ongoing 
relationship, forgiveness is an essential 
components of an enduring and satisfying 
partnership.

• Research identified that the relationship 
between forgiveness and well-being in 
marriages was stronger than it was in other 
relationships.  

• Those who showed high motivation for 
revenge and avoidance had lower relationship 
satisfaction while those who tended to forgive 
reported greater relationship quality and 
greater commitment to relationships.  



Forgiveness and 
the Brain

• Research by British researchers Woodruff and 
Farrow suggests that areas in the brain 
associated with forgiveness are often deep in 
the emotional centers, in the region known as 
the limbic system, rather than in the areas of 
the cortex usually associated with reasoned 
judgments.  

• The same researchers stress that forgiveness 
usually takes time; in meta-analysis of all 
research that measured the impact of 
forgiveness interventions, they found that the 
amount of time someone spent in the process 
of forgiving was highly related to the actual 
degree of forgiveness experienced by the 
offending person.  



Perspective-taking, 
Woundedness and 

Forgiveness

• There is mounting evidence that a 
key factor in fostering/furthering 
our motivation to forgive is our 
ability to take the perspective of 
the person who wounded us. 

• This ability is enhanced for all of 
us if we are able to recognize our 
own woundedness. 



Summary

Taken together, we can echo what Marina 
Cantacuzino, author of the book, The 
Forgiveness Project, states:  

“Forgiveness requires a broad perspective, 
namely that life is morally complicated; that 
there are many components to forgiveness; 
and, that it may look different at any time….”

The act of forgiving is fluid and active, and can 
change from day to day;

There is a need to create a place where 
forgiveness can be debated, grappled with and 
reframed, especially for those who are 
uncertain about what it means, who it is for, 
and whether it is worthy of discussion.



Reflecting Together:

• Your thoughts, reflections, questions?

• ow does God’s forgiveness play a role in my forgiving and in my 
seeking forgiveness?

• What if the person continues to hurt me?

• Must I forgive every hurt?

• Must I interact with the person who hurt me to forgive?

• Are there steps or stages in forgiving?

• What if I think I’ve forgiven but resentment boils up from time to 
time?



Moving 
Toward 

Forgiveness: 
Gathering 2

• Next week we will address pathways to 
forgiving looking at models that come 
from scripture, from scientists, and from 
someone who has personally moved 
toward forgiving.

• We hope you’ll join us.
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Selected Scriptures on Forgiveness 
Moving Toward Forgiveness – September 15, 2019 

 

†Forgiveness vertically (between God and people) and horizontally (person to person) is a theme 

of Scripture. 

 

“There is…no Christianity without forgiveness. It is impossible to conceive of any expression of 

Christian discipleship that ignores or excludes a virtue so central to the good news.”1 

 

Psalm 51 – King David Seeking God’s Forgiveness After His Affair with Bathsheba and 

Conspiring to Murder Her Husband 
 

Plea for God’s Forgiveness from a God of Mercy & Love 
1 Have mercy on me, O God, according to your steadfast love; according to your abundant mercy 

blot out my transgressions. 2 Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity, and cleanse me from my sin.  
 

Confession – Taking Responsibility 
3 For I know my transgressions, and my sin is ever before me. 4 Against you, you alone, have I 

sinned, and done what is evil in your sight, so that you are justified in your sentence and blameless 

when you pass judgment. 5 Indeed, I was born guilty, a sinner when my mother conceived me.  
 

The Price of Unforgiveness, Learning from the Transgression, The Blessing of Forgiveness 
6 You desire truth in the inward being; therefore teach me wisdom in my secret heart. 7 Purge me 

with hyssop, and I shall be clean; wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow. 8 Let me hear joy and 

gladness; let the bones that you have crushed rejoice. 9 Hide your face from my sins, and blot out 

all my iniquities.  
 

Seeking Transformation 
10 Create in me a clean heart, O God, and put a new and right spirit within me. 11 Do not cast me 

away from your presence, and do not take your holy spirit from me. 12 Restore to me the joy of 

your salvation, and sustain in me a willing spirit.  
 

The Transformed One Becomes an Agent for Transformation 
13 Then I will teach transgressors your ways, and sinners will return to you. 14 Deliver me from 

bloodshed, O God, O God of my salvation, and my tongue will sing aloud of your deliverance.  
 

Concluding Summary 
15 O Lord, open my lips, and my mouth will declare your praise. 16 For you have no delight in 

sacrifice; if I were to give a burnt offering, you would not be pleased. 17 The sacrifice acceptable 

to God is a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise.  
 

Likely Later Addition 
18 Do good to Zion in your good pleasure; rebuild the walls of Jerusalem, 19 then you will delight 

in right sacrifices, in burnt offerings and whole burnt offerings; then bulls will be offered on your 

altar.  

 

                                                
1 Marjorie Thompson, Forgiveness: A Lenten Study, Westminster/John Knox Press, Louisville, 2014, p. viii 
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Jesus Teaches Forgiveness 

 Seek forgiveness/reconciliation before making your offering 
23  So when you are offering your gift at the altar, if you remember that your brother 

or sister has something against you, 24  leave your gift there before the altar and go; 

first be reconciled to your brother or sister, and then come and offer your gift. 

Matthew 5:23-24 

 Lord’s Prayer - “Forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors” (Matthew 6:12) 

 If you know, you go. 
15 "If another member of the church sins against you, go and point out the fault 

when the two of you are alone. If the member listens to you, you have regained that 

one. 16 But if you are not listened to, take one or two others along with you, so that 

every word may be confirmed by the evidence of two or three witnesses. 17 If the 

member refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church; and if the offender refuses to 

listen even to the church, let such a one be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector. 
18 Truly I tell you, whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and 

whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven. 19 Again, truly I tell you, if 

two of you agree on earth about anything you ask, it will be done for you by my 

Father in heaven. (Matthew 18:15-19) 

 “Forgive not 7 times, but 70x7” (Matthew 18:21-22) –  
21 Then Peter came and said to him, "Lord, if another member of the church sins 

against me, how often should I forgive? As many as seven times?" 22 Jesus said to 

him, "Not seven times, but, I tell you, seventy-seven times.  

 “…forgiveness is a way of life. It is God’s cure for the deformity our 

resentments cause us.”2 

 

The Parable of Prodigal Forgiveness – Luke 15:11-32 

 The Son has sinned in  

1) asking for his inheritance prematurely and in  

2) wasting his inheritance 

 The Father was likely shamed before the community…could have disowned his son.  

 Instead, he runs to greet him, welcomes him with joy and throws a party. 

 

If “all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God”3 the Father’s welcome of the story of the 

Prodigal tells us of our heavenly father’s welcome and forgiveness when we return. 

 

  

                                                
2 Taylor p. 13 
3 Romans 3:23 
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Seeking Forgiveness and Forgiving is Taking Part in God’s Forgiving Nature 

 

Hosea 11:1-9 (NRSV) 

God Loves Israel with a Parent’s Love - 1 When Israel was a child, I loved him, and out of 

Egypt I called my son. 2 The more I called them, the more they went from me; they kept 

sacrificing to the Baals, and offering incense to idols. 3 Yet it was I who taught Ephraim to 

walk, I took them up in my arms; but they did not know that I healed them. 4 I led them 

with cords of human kindness, with bands of love. I was to them like those who lift infants 

to their cheeks. I bent down to them and fed them.  
 

God’s Wrath is Kindled 
5 They shall return to the land of Egypt, and Assyria shall be their king, because they have 

refused to return to me. 6 The sword rages in their cities, it consumes their oracle-priests, 

and devours because of their schemes. 7 My people are bent on turning away from me. To 

the Most High they call, but he does not raise them up at all.  
 

God Repents the Divine Wrath – Implied Forgiveness 
8 How can I give you up, Ephraim? How can I hand you over, O Israel? How can I make 

you like Admah? How can I treat you like Zeboiim? My heart recoils within me; my 

compassion grows warm and tender. 9 I will not execute my fierce anger; I will not again 

destroy Ephraim; for I am God and no mortal, the Holy One in your midst, and I will not 

come in wrath.  
 

John 3:16-17 
16 "For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in 

him may not perish but may have eternal life. 17 "Indeed, God did not send the Son into the 

world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him.”4 
 

Romans 5:6, 8 
6 “For while we were still weak, at the right time Christ died for the ungodly.  
8 …God proves his love for us in that while we still were sinners Christ died for us.”5 

 

When a person goes to God in repentance (turning from the sin), God forgives. As we say nearly 

every week “Believe the good news of the Gospel: in Jesus Christ we are forgiven.”  
 

God deals with our “debts”/our sins by taking them on God’s very self. “For our sake he made him 

(Christ) to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.”6  
 

God doesn’t put the sins on another and punish the other (abuse), but rather takes them on God’s 

very self. 
 

We see the depth of God’s forgiveness as Jesus hung on the cross. He prayed, “Father forgive them 

because they do not know what they are doing.”7 

 

                                                
4 John 3:16-17 
5 Romans 5:6, 8 
6 2 Corinthians 5:21 
7 Luke 23:34 
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