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Introduction 

Forgiveness is a part of many religious 
traditions. In the past fifteen years, 
numerous researchers have studied 
forgiveness and found beneficial effects. 
Simon Wiesenthal offered a provocative 
look at forgiveness in The Sunflower, which 
was first published in 1969. He related a 
personal story of an incident that occurred 
while in a concentration camp, which led 
him to question what it would mean to 
forgive a Nazi soldier. Many guest writers 
were asked to offer their responses. Two 
decades later, a second edition (Wiesenthal, 
1998) added another fifty-two guest essays. 
For Christians, forgiveness is part of what it 
means to be a Christian. Jesus tied receiving 
of God’s forgiveness to forgiveness of 
others (Matt. 18:35) and made it clear to 
Peter that forgiveness is a way of life (v. 
22). Lewis B. Smedes, as an early catalyst 
for forgiveness studies, encouraged people 
to forgive and enjoy the benefits of 
forgiveness. His subsequent work offered 
some practical advice in learning to forgive 
(Smedes, 1996): The Art of Forgiving: When 
you Need to Forgive and Don’t Know How.  

The psychology of forgiveness has primarily 
focused on intrapersonal forgiveness in 
response to an interpersonal offense. 
Clearly, the study of the supernatural, 
including God’s forgiveness of people, is a 
process beyond scientific study. However, 

psychological scientists can study how 
people respond to perceptions of God’s 
forgiveness and what happens when people 
forgive others or themselves. Forgiveness of 
others has resulted in health and relationship 
benefits. More recently, psychologists have 
considered the benefits of self-forgiveness. 
Self-forgiveness is different from forgiving 
others, because in self-forgiveness a person 
is usually attempting to rid oneself of guilt 
for having harmed another rather than 
forgiving another for the harm received. 
This article will review the concept of 
forgiveness, studies about forgiveness and 
health, and studies related to psychological 
interventions. In addition, it will also review 
studies that have a direct or indirect link to 
Christian spirituality. 

Conceptualizations of Forgiveness 

Psychological scientists offered various 
definitions of forgiveness in the past two 
decades. In recent years, researchers 
generally agree that forgiveness is distinct 
from other ways of dealing with personal 
insult or injury. Forgiveness is not 
condoning, excusing, exonerating, 
justifying, or pardoning an offender 
(Enright, 2001; Worthington, Witvliet, 
Pietrini, & Miller, 2007). Neither is 
forgiveness the same as reconciling a 
damaged relationship or restoring offenders 
to their former status (Sutton, 2010).  
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Forgiveness is a process of removing an 
unpleasant and durable complex mental 
state, which has been called unforgiveness 
(Enright, 2001; Worthington, 2006). 
Unforgiveness incorporates a complex of 
negative emotions, negative thoughts, 
negative motivations, and avoidance 
behavior focused on the offender and the 
transgression. The negative emotions are 
primarily feelings of anger, bitterness, and 
resentment, but also include fear of future 
harm. The negative thoughts reflect 
memories of what a person said or did. 
Things people say or do and a variety of 
other stimuli can trigger mental images that 
evoke the troublesome memories. The 
negative motivations often focus on revenge 
or hoping for justice. Avoidance patterns 
can include evading thoughts about the 
person or event as well as actual behavioral 
avoidance of the offender. This complex of 
unforgiveness is akin to the ordinary ideas 
people have about holding a grudge or 
nursing a grudge.  

Unforgiveness focuses on the past and keeps 
people bound to living in the past. The 
process of forgiveness frees a person to 
focus on the present and the future. 
Although many people achieve forgiveness, 
others experience forgiving as a long-term 
process. Forgiveness appears to operate on 
at least two levels: a cognitive decision to 
forgive and an emotional release of the 
negative emotions (Worthington, 2006). As 
people make progress in forgiveness, they 
let go of the desire to gain revenge and no 
longer insist on justice being done before 
they grant forgiveness. A disparity can arise 
when people make a cognitive decision to 
forgive the offender, but still experience 
unpleasant or even angry feelings. 
Psychologists find it important to target the 
emotional component of forgiveness if 
people want to enjoy true freedom from the 
negative effects of the offense. 

A person might wonder whether the 
psychological views of forgiveness fit with a 
biblical understanding of forgiveness. In 
general, no major disagreement exists 
between the biblical commands to forgive 
others and the focus of psychologists on 
helping people do the work of forgiving. 
The most common problematic areas 
between Christian belief and psychological 
treatment stems from differences in 
separating forgiveness from reconciliation 
(Sutton, 2010). Psychologists focus on 
forgiveness as an intrapersonal activity, 
which, at first, seems odd, as focusing on 
expressive forgiveness to the offender and 
repairing the damaged relationship seems 
more appropriate. At least two situations 
help clarify why psychologists focus on the 
internal process of forgiveness: (1) the 
offender may have died and is no longer 
available to be a part of any offer of 
forgiveness, but the victim still struggles 
with the internal pain caused by the 
offensive event; and (2) the offender may be 
an unrepentant abuser who is intent on doing 
more harm to the victim. Regardless of the 
status of the offender, the victim can still 
benefit from forgiving and getting on with 
his or her life. Within Christian 
communities, forgiveness and reconciliation 
are worthy biblical goals, but it still makes 
sense to separate forgiveness from 
reconciliation as distinct yet related 
processes. 

Forgiveness and Health 

Because forgiveness appears to decrease 
intrapersonal stress and the harmful 
emotions of persistent anger, it is not 
surprising that forgiveness is linked to better 
general health. Psychologists use the word 
“forgivingness” to refer to a personality trait 
or disposition toward routinely forgiving 
others (e.g., Berry, Worthington, O’Conner, 
Parrott, & Wade, 2005). In contrast, 
forgiveness is used to represent a response 
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to a specific offense. The long-term pattern 
might fit the challenge of Jesus to forgive 
others 70 times 7 (Matt. 18:22). 

In a large scale study of 1,423 people,  
Toussaint, Williams, Musick, and Everson 
(2001) found that self-forgiveness was 
related to physical health for young and 
middle aged adults while forgiveness of 
offenders was linked to health for older 
adults.  A study (Lawler-Row & Piferi, 
2006) looked at seniors and found 
forgivingness related to levels of stress, 
well-being, and depression. The authors 
found level of forgivingness was linked to 
successful aging, which included the 
mastery of the environment, relationships 
with others, purpose in life, and personal 
growth and acceptance. Additional studies 
using highly sophisticated imaging 
equipment to detect changes in brain 
functioning associated with forgiveness 
suggest potential for better understanding 
the link between forgiveness, mental states, 
and general health (Worthington et. al., 
2007). 

More recently, Toussaint, Owen, and 
Cheadle (2012) found that unconditional 
forgiveness predicted mortality risk. People 
who maintain some criteria that must be 
satisfied before they forgive experienced a 
higher risk for mortality than those who 
forgive unconditionally. Conditional 
forgiveness keeps one at the mercy of the 
offender to satisfy those demands as the 
authors aptly point out, noting barriers such 
as demands for apologies, amends, and 
assurances of change over which the victim 
has no control. 

Forgiveness Interventions 

Two scientists have produced models of 
forgiveness that have been applied in 
religious and secular settings. Robert D. 
Enright’s model (2001) has numerous steps 

within four phases and is backed by 
evidence that people using the model were 
able to forgive their offenders. The other 
widely used model is the REACH program 
developed by Everett L. Worthington, Jr. of 
Virginia Commonwealth University. 
Worthington has shown that his model fits 
both a Christian framework (Worthington, 
2003) and a general understanding of 
forgiveness, which is helpful for people 
regardless of faith (e.g., Worthington, 2006). 

Enright’s model includes four phases. In 
phase 1, “Uncovering your Anger,” Enright 
offers a series of questions to help victims 
recognize the source and effects of their 
anger. “Deciding to Forgive” is phase 2, 
which includes steps to turn away from past 
hurts and toward a future marked by 
forgiveness. In phase 3, victims learn to take 
action-oriented steps to “Work on 
Forgiveness.” Finally, in phase 4, 
“Discovery and Release from Emotional 
Prison,” Enright helps victims develop 
insight into the benefits of forgiveness by 
seeing that forgiveness serves as a key to 
unlocking a prison door where people were 
confined by four walls of unforgiveness, 
bitterness, resentment, and anger. For details 
with supporting research, see Enright, 2001. 

Using the acronym, REACH, Worthington 
offers a five step model. The model has 
research support and has been applied in 
secular and Christian settings (see for 
example, Worthington, 2003 & 2006). In 
step one, victims “recall” the hurt that was 
done to them along with the emotional pain. 
Step two asks victims to “empathize” with 
the person who hurt them. Apologies help 
victims develop empathy. Researchers find 
that even imagining an offender apologizing 
helps develop empathy. Christians are 
encouraged to embrace Jesus’ teaching 
about loving their enemies. The third step 
asks victims to offer an “altruistic” gift to 
the offender. Victims are encouraged to 
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remember how they felt when they were 
forgiven and how they can, in turn, do 
something good for others, including the 
person who hurt them. At step four, victims 
take various actions to “commit” to 
forgiveness. Commitment can be evidenced 
by writing a letter expressing forgiveness, 
but the person never sends the letter. Finally, 
aware that doubts arise, Worthington offers 
suggestions to help people “hold onto 
forgiveness” (2006). 

Models of forgiveness have certain common 
elements. A study by Walker and Gorsuch 
(2004) offers insights into five common 
components of 16 forgiveness models in a 
Christian sample. For Christians, the road to 
forgiveness included a parallel experience of 
hurt and anger along with receiving God’s 
forgiveness. Next, people experience 
emotional forgiveness, then empathy and 
reconciliation. The distinction between 
forgiveness and reconciliation was 
supported for emotional forgiveness. For 
Christians, receiving God’s forgiveness 
served as an important link to reconciliation. 

Special Topics 

Forgiveness and Personality 

Forgiving can be a personality trait or 
disposition, which research literature has 
labeled “forgivingness.” Two of the Big 
Five personality patterns commonly found 
across cultures have been linked to 
dimensions of forgivingness or forgiveness. 
Forgivingness has positively correlated with 
“Agreeableness” (Worthington, 2006). 
McCullough, Bellah, Kilpatrick, and 
Johnson (2001) found that individuals high 
on vengefulness were also high on 
neuroticism and low on agreeableness. Julie 
Exline and her colleagues reported 
consistent findings in several studies that 
narcissistic entitlement was linked to 
unforgiveness and, hence, a barrier to 

forgivingness (Exline, Baumeister, 
Bushman, Campbell, & Finkel, 2004). 

The identification of a forgiving trait is 
helpful in recognizing its existence, but it is 
not clear how the pattern may emerge. I can 
only speculate that beyond a generally 
agreeable temperament, children would need 
to grow up with models of forgiveness 
found in parents and other influential 
people, such as teachers in school and 
church. 

Forgiveness and Reconciliation 

Reconciliation is distinct from forgiveness. 
In psychological research, forgiveness 
occurs within a person who eventually 
learns to let go of the painful memories that 
have sapped life and the energy needed for a 
more rewarding and productive life. 
Reconciliation, on the other hand, requires a 
focus on at least two people because it 
entails the hurt person learning to move 
beyond forgiveness to reconnect with the 
person who hurt him or her. As common in 
interpersonal struggles, the real complexity 
may require an understanding of how each 
person learns to forgive and reconcile with 
the other since both may feel hurt by the 
other person. One key to the process of 
reconciliation is building trust, which often 
requires opportunities to work together on 
common projects or activities.  

Prior to taking any steps toward 
reconciliation, the victim must assess the 
safety of reconciliation. Many people 
believe that forgiveness requires 
reconciliation only to experience another 
devastating event. Reconnecting with a 
violent abuser can result in loss of life. After 
accessing the safety of the possibility of 
reconnecting with the offender, one must 
also consider the timing. Although the 
offender may have no plans for re-offending 
the victim, he or she may not have an 
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interest in reconciliation. In such cases, 
victims need to learn acceptance of the 
broken relationship and find comfort by 
trusting God.  

Assuming both parties are willing to work 
toward reconciliation, a process of trust-
building needs to occur. This includes a twin 
process of testing and trusting that can occur 
by working together on small projects or 
activities where the potential for harmful 
comments is minimized. As trust builds, the 
individuals may discuss the harm done in 
the past. Confession and shared apologies 
can make a difference. Given the potential to 
destroy the delicate balance, a third party, 
such as a counselor or pastor, may be best 
suited to mediate reconciliation efforts. 

Finally, as suggested by Worthington 
(2013), relationship repair may be helped 
along by drawing on the work of two 
authors. John Gottman (1999) has done 
considerable work on relationship repair and 
avoiding serious damage from words of 
contempt. Gottman found that a ratio of five 
positive interactions to one negative 
interaction predicted a successful 
relationship. A ratio of less than 5:1 
predicted problems. Repairing relationships 
requires much work to increase the positive 
to negative ratio and likely involves a skilled 
therapist to identify and help rephrase 
negative communications. One may also 
find helpful advice in the Five Love 
Languages by Christian author, Gary D. 
Chapman(1996). 

Self-forgiveness 

Psychologists face a challenge when dealing 
with self-forgiveness because people tend to 
let themselves off the proverbial hook too 
easily. Unlike learning to forgive another 
person, self-forgiveness requires the unusual 
posture of considering oneself as both victim 
and offender. When a person hurts another 

individual, it actually hurts oneself. 
Sensitive offenders can experience 
recrimination and struggle with feelings of 
guilt for what they have done or imagined 
they have done to another. For a review of 
the issues, see Hall and Fincham (2005). 
Based on his long-term pursuit of 
forgiveness studies, Everett L. Worthington 
addresses self-forgiveness in a recent book 
entitled, Moving Forward: Six Steps to 
Forgiving Yourself and Breaking Free from 
the Past (2013). The steps are derived from 
forgiveness research and a model similar to 
the aforementioned REACH model and is 
explicitly Christian, as Worthington first 
advises offenders to receive God’s 
forgiveness. 

Forgiveness Between Groups 

An entire field of Peace Psychology has 
arisen in recent decades. Forgiveness and 
reconciliation efforts have been tested in the 
turbulent waters of people at war. Enright 
and his colleagues have written about 
experiences of forgiveness efforts in 
Northern Ireland (Enright, Gassin, & 
Knutson, 2003; Enright, Knutson-Enright, 
Holter, Baskin, & Knutson, 2007; 
Magnuson, Enright, Fulmer, & Magnuson, 
2009). Johan Mostert and Mervin van der 
Spuy (2010) have examined the problems of 
apartheid in South Africa and the subsequent 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission 
efforts at repairing the severe damage done 
to black-white relationships over decades. 
Wilkinson (2010) offers insights into the 
problems and possibilities for forgiveness 
and reconciliation between First Nation’s 
people and European descendants in 
Canada. Hittenberger and Mureithi (2010) 
examined the successful work of small 
groups building relationships between Hutus 
and Tutsis in Rwanda following years of 
intertribal warfare. There is reason to 
believe that forgiveness between groups is a 
worthwhile component of peace efforts. 
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Forgiveness and Restoration 

The confession of an affair or other sinful 
act by a pastor or priest occurs all too often. 
Some spiritual leaders humble themselves 
and offer apologies. In some cases, the 
church extends forgiveness and restoration 
to the clergy person only to find out that the 
pastor or priest commits the same sin again. 
The damage done ripples in waves of 
destruction through the lives of family and 
close friends to the congregation and 
community.  

Emerging research in this area suggests that 
forgiveness is linked to a willingness to 
restore an errant pastor to ministry (e.g., 
Sutton, McLeland, Weaks, Cogswell, & 
Miphouvieng, 2007; Sutton & Thomas, 
2005). Some research suggests that 
congregants discern between more serious 
and less serious offenses when considering 
restoration (Sutton & Jordan, 2013). As with 
reconciliation, spiritual leaders should use 
wisdom when restoring a pastor to the same 
or similar ministry. For a recent summary of 
restoration studies, see Sutton 2010. 

Summary 

For Christians, forgiveness plays an 
important role both in accepting God’s 
forgiveness for personal sin as well as 
maintaining loving relationships within a 
Christian community. Personal wellbeing 
often relies on the effectiveness of forgiving 

one’s offenders and counseling often deals 
with the specific issues of forgiveness. 
People generally agree that a process of 
forgiveness reduces the emotional distress 
associated with past hurts and offenses that 
have damaged relationships and caused a 
state of unforgiveness characterized by 
anger, avoidance, and other symptoms of 
distress.  

Forgiveness remains a distinct process from 
related concepts, such as pardoning, 
excusing, and reconciling. The process of 
reconciliation can be facilitated by 
forgiveness, but requires a distinct process 
involving at least two parties—an offender 
and a victim. In contrast, forgiveness takes 
place within a person and can occur even 
when the offender is deceased or unavailable 
to interact with the victim. Restoration, a 
related concept, requires a process by which 
a community restores someone who has 
offended the community by violating a 
moral standard—such as when a pastor 
engages in the sin of adultery. Individuals 
close to the pastor may extend forgiveness 
and reconciliation, but the pastor may or 
may not meet separate requirements for 
restoration to the ministry. Some researchers 
are exploring how the process of self-
forgiveness may alleviate the self-
condemnation that occurs in individuals 
convicted of the sinfulness of their ways. 
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