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What does it mean to forgive? From an 

etymological perspective, the concept of 

forgiveness is derived from the Greek word 

ἀφίημι (aphesis), which has been variously 

interpreted as meaning “to release,” “to set free,” 

or “to let go.” Yet how do we let go when we 

feel like holding on to a resentment and never 

forgiving someone who has hurt us?  

 

A starting point in understanding forgiveness 

involves understanding resentment, which can 

be compared to a type of internal revenge. 

Holding on to a grudge or resentment is like 

taking a poison and hoping it will kill the other 

person. In the words of Anne Lamott, “Not 

forgiving is like drinking rat poison and waiting 

for the rat to die” (2000, p. 134). Yet through 

our resentments, we cannot punish another 

person without punishing ourselves even more.  

 

What is forgiveness? Forgiveness can be 

defined as the process by which we are released 

from negative emotions such as resentment and 

anger. The key to understanding how we are 

released is contained in understanding how we 

hold on to negative emotions in the first place. 

We usually hold on to resentment because of the 

interest—the payoff. We get something out of it, 

even though at the same time it is destructive to 

us. As long as there is a payoff for holding on to 

a grudge or resentment, forgiveness is 

impossible. The investment in resentment ties us 

to the problem—and binds us to the person—

through anger. When we lose interest in the 

investment, we can learn to let go of the anger. 

When we are able to let go of our anger, we have 

taken a step toward forgiveness. In other words, 

forgiveness involves letting go of anger.  

The benefits of practicing forgiveness have been 

studied from a psychological perspective 

(Smedes, 1984; Enright et al., 1991; Freedman 

& Enright, 1996). In Forgive and Forget, Lewis 

Smedes describes the psychological process of 

forgiveness:  

 

Ordinary people forgive best if they go at it 

in bits and pieces and for specific acts. They 

bog down if they try to forgive people in a 

grand manner, because wholesale forgiving 

is almost always fake. Forgiving anything at 

all is a minor miracle; forgiving carte 

blanche is silly. Nobody can do it except 

God. (Smedes, 1984, p. 147)  

 

What forgiveness is not. When we say we have 

forgiven someone, but we still harbor resentment 

or maintain an attitude of indifference, then we 

have achieved only “pseudo forgiveness” 

(Enright, 2001). In contrast, authentic 

forgiveness involves a complete transformation 

in attitude toward the offender. It requires a 

willingness to experience and acknowledge to 

oneself the hurt, and it involves the development 

of a more complex view of the offender who 

inflicted the hurt (Worthington, 2001, 2006).  

 

Forgiveness has little or nothing to do with 

telling another person, “I forgive you,” which 

itself can be a demeaning and judgmental 

statement. Unless a person specifically asks to 

be forgiven, saying to someone “I forgive you” 

is just another form of blame. Instead, we can 

silently say to ourselves “Bless them—change 

me.” Forgiveness is an internal process of letting 

go, although it can have profound external 

consequences.  
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Yet forgiveness is not the same as denying, 

forgetting, suppressing, condoning, excusing, 

pardoning, or reconciling. Denying is an 

unconscious defense mechanism that involves an 

inability to perceive the harmful injuries one has 

received. Forgetting implies that the memory of 

a transgression has slipped out of conscious 

awareness. Suppressing is similar to forgetting 

except that suppression involves a more 

conscious and intentional effort to push back out 

of awareness, with an unwillingness to clearly 

see the injuries that have occurred. Condoning 

implies justifying the offense or the offender, 

whereas excusing implies that a transgression 

was committed because of extenuating 

circumstances. Pardoning is a legal concept or a 

warrant granting release from punishment for an 

offense. Forgiveness is not the same as 

reconciling, which involves a positive change in 

the relationship between two people. Although 

forgiveness is a prerequisite to reconciliation, 

forgiveness can occur without reconciliation (as 

evidenced in the old Arabic adage, old Arabic 

saying: “Forgive, but tie up your camel”). In 

other words, it is possible to forgive without 

reconciling, but it is impossible to reconcile 

without forgiving.  

 

Giving forgiveness. We live in a culture that 

permits everything and forgives nothing. In 

contrast, forgiveness is countercultural. 

Forgiveness is compassion in action. As 

psychologists Suzanne Freedman and Robert 

Enright point out, “There is a decidedly 

paradoxical quality to forgiveness as the forgiver 

gives up the resentment, to which he or she has a 

right, and gives the gift of compassion, to which 

the offender has no right” (1996, p. 483). The 

process of forgiveness does not change the past; 

it changes the present and opens the door to the 

future. Forgiveness is not an expectation that 

another person will apologize, make amends, or 

ask to be forgiven. In contrast, forgiveness 

involves letting go of unrealistic expectations, 

which can otherwise serve as premeditated 

resentments. Forgiveness involves a sense of 

loving detachment, which is the ability to show 

compassion without trying to control outcomes. 

In contrast, holding on to resentment is a form of 

hostile attachment. In the same way that letting 

go requires opening one’s hands, practicing 

forgiveness requires opening one’s heart. Just as 

it is only with an open heart that we are able to 

forgive, it is only with a forgiving heart that we 

are able to love completely. In what might be 

described as the universal law of forgiveness, it 

is in forgiving others that we ourselves are 

forgiven.  

 

 

Asking for forgiveness. The process of 

forgiveness works in both directions. We can not 

only learn to forgive others, but we can learn to 

ask to be forgiven by others. In contemporary 

language, we can ask forgiveness for the things 

we have said or done that have hurt others (acts 

of commission), as well as for the things we have 

not said or done that otherwise could have 

helped others (acts of omission). Asking for 

forgiveness involves making an apology (“I am 

sorry”), an acknowledgement (“I was wrong”), 

an amendment (“How can I make it right?”), a 

commitment (“I’ll strive to not do it again”), and 

a request (“Will you please forgive me?”). 

Admitting when we are wrong and making 

amends for our wrongs go a long way toward 

improving any relationship. To the extent that 

we become more concerned with being forgiven 

for our own transgressions, we become less 

concerned with those who have transgressed 

against us. To the extent that we are more 

concerned with the blind spots in our own eyes, 

we are less concerned with the wrongs we see in 

others.  
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Receiving forgiveness. An often neglected 

aspect of forgiveness involves receiving it from 

others. Receiving—and accepting—forgiveness 

requires a humble heart. It is an act of grace. Yet 

one of the greatest obstacles against accepting 

forgiveness may involve our own inability to 

forgive ourselves. If forgiveness is compassion 

in action, then how can we love others if we 

have not learned to love ourselves?  

 

Suggested action steps. Consider whether there 

is someone in your life toward whom you 

experience anger or resentment that causes you 

harm. Think about the costs of holding on to this 

resentment, in contrast to the possible benefits of 

simply letting it go. You can act as if others did 

the best they could have done with what they 

had to do it with at the time. If you have a 

lingering resentment, then ask yourself, “What’s 

my part in it?” Rather than focusing on those 

who have hurt you, consider making a list of all 

those whom you have hurt. Consider taking an 

inventory of your own acts of commission 

(doing what may have harmed another person) 

as well as acts of omission (neglecting or not 

doing what may have helped). Acts of harm and 

neglect may have been by conscious intent 

(through awareness) or by consequential impact 

(through lack of self- or other awareness). Think 

about what it would be like to make amends to 

others without causing them further harm. If 

focusing on making amends to those in the past 

seems like an insurmountable task, then start 

today with making “living amends” to those who 

are part of your life each day. Going forward, 

pay attention to expectations that you have of 

others, and consider whether these expectations 

ever lead to resentments. Practice loving 

detachment by showing compassion toward 

others without trying to control them. You will 

begin to discover why forgiveness has been 

described as the ultimate expression of love.  

 

References 

 

Enright, R. D., & the Human Development 

Study Group (1991). The moral 

development of forgiveness. In W. 

Kurtines & J. Gewirtz (Eds.), Moral 

behavior and development, Vol. 1, 123–

152. Hillsdale: NJ: Erlbaum.  

 

Enright, R. D. (2001). Forgiveness is a choice: A 

step-by-step process for resolving anger 

and restoring hope. Washington, DC: 

American Psychological Association.  

 

Freedman, S. R., & Enright, R. D. (1996). A 

manualized forgiveness therapy for 

incest survivors. Journal of Consulting 

and Clinical Psychology, 64, 983–992.  

 

Lamott, A. (2000). Traveling mercies: Some 

thoughts on faith. New York, NY: 

Anchor Books. 

 

Smedes, L. B. (1984). Forgive and forget: 

Healing the hurts we don’t deserve. New 

York, NY: Harper & Row.  

 

Worthington, E. L., Jr. (2001). Five steps to 

forgiveness: The art and science of 

forgiving. New York, NY: Crown.  

 

Worthington, E. L., Jr. (2006). Forgiveness and 

reconciliation: Theory and application. 

New York, NY: Brunner/Routledge.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



HOW TO FORGIVE OTHERS                 4 

 

Correct Citation for Reference Entry 

 

The reference entry correct citation styles for 

this document are illustrated below. Students 

should defer to the style preferences of their 

individual course instructors to determine 

whether the course instructor has preferences 

that are more specific than those shown below: 

 

American Psychological Association 

 

Doverspike, W. F. (2008). Forgiveness: A path 

to emotional freedom. 

http://drwilliamdoverspike.com/ 

 

 

Chicago Manual of Style / Kate Turabian 

 

Doverspike, William, “Forgiveness: A path to 

emotional freedom,” Dec. 10, 2008. 

http://drwilliamdoverspike.com/ 

 

Note: According to the Chicago Manual of 

Style, blog posts are typically not 

included in bibliographies, but can be 

cited in the running text and/or notes. 

However, if a blog is cited frequently, 

you may include it in the bibliography.  

 

 

Modern Language Association  

 

Doverspike, William F. “Forgiveness: A Path to 

Emotional Freedom” 10 Oct. 2020 [Date 

accessed]  

 

Note: MLA guidelines assume that readers can 

track down most online sources by 

entering the author, title, or other 

identifying information in a search 

engine or a database. Consequently, 

MLA does not require a URL in citations 

for online sources such as websites. 

However, some instructors still ask for it, 

so check with your instructor to 

determine his or her preference.  
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