


						





To Err is Human, To Forgive Complicated


By John Bertschler, PhD











In our counseling practice one of the issues we often encounter is the situation in which a relationship has been damaged because of injury done by one to the other. It may be a personal relationship (a couple or immediate family) or one involving friends or coworkers.  





The injury may be of a business nature or as intimately personal as marital infidelity.  But whatever has happened, the feelings of pain and betrayal are difficult to endure and difficult for friends and supporters to witness.





 People long to know how to forgive, how to seek forgiveness, whether to forgive, and how to get past the offense to a restored relationship.  The path to forgiveness and reconciliation may be rocky and uncertain, many times best helped by a trusted third party such as a therapist or spiritual advisor.





We have often found that the essential first step is that the offending party must in some sense really get it—truly understand that he has in some way injured the other.  This often requires an understanding beyond the surface act itself, an understanding of the deeper meaning of the act to the offended party. 





This first step is often difficult because most of us minimize damage we have done (“It wasn’t that big of a deal!”) to protect our own egos, and because we have a hard time understanding what things mean to another from his/her own perspective.  





And it may be difficult for the offended party to explain things clearly while still emotionally upset.  This is where neutral third parties can be most helpful in clarifying language and ensuring understanding.





If you really get it that you have done damage, it is essential to apologize and seek forgiveness if true reconciliation is to take place. “I know I hurt you” is pretty useless unless it is followed by “…and I’m really sorry that I did it.”  This is also complicated by our desire to protect our own integrity.  We sometimes say “I’m sorry, but…,” and what follows is usually our effort to justify our action. (“I’m sorry I said those things, but I was so mad.”)





Such but statements, by suggesting mitigating circumstances, really have the effect of wiping out the apology.  They come out as “I did it, and I’m sorry, but I had a good reason.”  Most of us can imagine how lame such an apology feels. 





In contrast, we find a sincere apology to be among the most powerful of events between people.  It is a way of saying to the other person, “This relationship and your feelings are important enough to me to stop defending myself, and be humble before you.”  Many offended parties, in both our counseling and mediation work, want nothing more than this, a reality that keeps many cases from going to court.





Finally, any real apology must include a sincere expression of intention not to repeat the offense.  If “sorry, but…” felt lame, what is far worse is trying to forgive or seeking to be forgiven when the offender acknowledges the damage but repeats it anyway.





If we make a good faith apology, based in understanding of damage done and the desire not to do further damage, forgiveness is possible.





Many people shy away from these steps because the process of forgiveness feels too much like the justice system.  We commit an offense (that seems like a crime), we admit to doing damage (a guilty plea), we humble ourselves before the offended party, perhaps we do acts of contrition (feels like a sentence), and we come away from it all with the sense that justice has been done (I’ve served my time now).





Therapists and mediators find it useful to describe these steps in a radically different way.  The real offense is not that we broke a rule/law; it is that we damaged a relationship.  That in turn injured both of us, made us both poorer in the process.  If we do acts of contrition, they are not simply our punishment for wrongdoing; they are the acts by which we hope to restore the relationship.  We do not undo wrongs or compensate the wounded party for damages but perhaps come to a better understanding of the importance of the relationship and a better understanding of what we must do to nurture it.  





Finally, if forgiveness takes place, we come way not with a sense that justice has been done but a sense that we have both experienced grace and can resume our relationship in a stronger, deeper way.





It has been said that in forgiving, we open the cell and release the prisoner only to find often that the prisoner was ourselves, not the one we forgive.  For in letting go of the anger and resentment we harbor against the offender, we allow ourselves again the possibilities of trust, of joy, of serenity.





None of this is to say that apologies always lead to reconciliation, or should.   Sometimes we can “forgive but not forget.” We say, “I forgive, but I can’t trust you and risk that kind of injury again.”  Sometimes for our own peace of mind it may be useful (or even necessary) to forgive and still not resume the relationship.





(Next Issue: When you want to forgive but aren’t sure about whether to reconcile.)
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