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Introduction
Forgiveness goes to the heart of what we believe as 
Christians, and nothing is more important to our life 
together. Yet this topic is neither easy to conceptualize 
nor easy to practice in our life. Defi nitions of forgiveness 
vary, and personal understandings of how we ought 
to behave, after we are hurt or have hurt others, dif-
fer by family, religious beliefs, and cultural perspective. 
Unhealthy myths about faith, forgiveness, and healing 
can complicate this painful process, but the power of 
the Holy Spirit makes the impossible possible.

At the heart of the gospel is God’s gracious reconcili-
ation with our broken world. On the cross Christ not 
only forgave his enemies; he embodied forgiveness. His 
saving work makes it possible for us to believe that we 
are forgiven and that we can forgive each other. This is 
not simply something we do every once in a while, but 
it is a way of life that refl ects Christ. This new state of 
affairs, in turn, creates a wild and wonderful reality in 
which living as a human being comes to mean some-
thing brand new. It’s not that we have left our human-
ity behind, but rather that we are set free to recognize 
ourselves as embraced by God. 

In this fi rst session we will consider defi nitions of for-
giveness and its complexity. The second session will be 
a more practical examination of how we live or don’t 
live forgiveness in our lives together.

Christ’s incarnation, crucifi xion, and resurrection have 
set us free to be in the world in a joyful new way, and his 
example has shown us what it looks like to live as a per-

son who is freed from the 
bounds of pride, shame, 
and fear. Yet it is often dif-
fi cult to spot this freedom 
in the “texts” of our daily 
lives. We strongly resist 
saying the words “I’m 
sorry,” and it takes only 
an hour of listening to the 
evening news, or a few 
minutes of refl ection on our personal lives, to remind 
us that we do not consistently, or even faithfully, pass 
on this great gift of forgiveness. Both media reports of 
war, genocide, and revenge and the less-dramatic sto-
ries of our own family relationships portray a human 
tendency to lash out and to use harmful defenses dur-
ing times of stress and confl ict. These attempts at self-
protection lead, at worst, to physical or verbal violence 
and, at best, to the breakdown of community. Busily 
looking after our pride, desperately trying to preserve a 
frail sense of self, we sacrifi ce the mutuality and respect 
that are necessary for productive, enjoyable relation-
ships. And sometimes we sacrifi ce life itself, going to 
war, as individuals and as nations, for reasons we can 
neither explain nor justify. We label, we exclude, we 
push away, we sabotage the safety and dignity of oth-
ers—especially those we don’t understand. We try all 
manner of ways to explain these acts, so that—whether 
we are speaking crudely with obvious malice or using 
the disguised language of polite discourse—we can 
rationalize the pain we are causing. Simultaneously, 
we insist that we are disciples of the Prince of Peace. 
Only rarely is forgiveness the theme of human history, 
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including the history of the people of God. Perhaps the 
greatest mystery of all is that we continue to believe in 
the possibility of human forgiveness in the face of such 
overwhelming evidence to the contrary!

It is hard to think of our own brokenness, but truth tell-
ing is crucial when we begin to consider forgiveness. 
Our human defenses “click in” so readily, even when 
we are committed to being as honest as possible. As 
C. S. Lewis wrote, forgiving right in and for the moment 
is not the great challenge—it is to “go on forgiving, to 
forgive the same offence again every time it recurs to 
the memory—there’s the real tussle.”1 Whether we are 
currently being attacked or on the attack, we’d rather 
ignore the most painful truth of all—that each one of us 
is, at one time or another, both perpetrator and victim. 
Who wants to look at herself and see a person who has 
hurt others? Who wants to admit he has allowed him-
self to be victimized? Most of us prefer denial. Recently 
a client in my pastoral counseling offi ce told me, “I just 
pack up all my relationship problems in a ‘box’ and put 
them under the bed each night.” She had decided that 
anything, even a nightmare, was better than the hard, 
painful work of forgiving! 

What Forgiveness Is
First, none of us begins the work of forgiveness with 
a “blank sheet.” Memories of being hurt and of hurt-
ing others, family and cultural “scripts,” social values 
around “otherness” and revenge, personal theologies 
(including the legal, economic, or therapeutic language 
we use), and our deepest hopes and fears for tomor-
row—all of these combine with both our personality 
traits and the specifi cs of a broken situation to create 
a unique context for forgiveness. Some of the atti-
tudes, beliefs, and practices infl uencing our reactions 
to relational harm (our scripts) are conscious, but many 
remain below the surface of our awareness. In addition, 
misunderstandings and confusion muddy the waters. 
As any parent knows, often it is not clear who did what 
to whom or who “started it.” Another challenge is try-
ing to determine the level of harm done. Not surpris-
ingly, research has shown that perpetrator and victim 
reach very different conclusions here! Clearly, forgive-
ness is a complex and messy matter. The simple injunc-
tion (most often used by perpetrators, of course) “You 
must forgive because you’re a Christian!” falls short of 

being helpful in light of the infi nite differences among 
our stories.

What is forgiveness? The defi nition is complicated, 
since forgiveness is used in three senses—as a response 
to harm, as a personality disposition, and as a char-
acteristic of what people in social groups tend to do. 
Because forgiveness is so complex, a variety of defi ni-
tions is helpful, each getting at some aspect of the truth 
about this process. One common, everyday defi nition 
is letting go of the desire for revenge. This rings true, 
yet it does not include the experience of all persons, 
such as abused women, who can have more diffi culties 
with powerlessness than with fantasies of revenge. The 
Human Development Study Group defi ned forgiveness 
as an abandoning of one’s right to resentment, negative 
judgment, and indifferent behavior.2 

The defi nition I have created is a somewhat strange 
one: forgiveness means exchanging one form of suffer-
ing for another—namely, the passive suffering of vic-
timhood is exchanged for the more active suffering of 
forgiving. This defi nition points to an important ben-
efi t of forgiveness—the move from a reactive stance to 
a more proactive position. It also emphasizes the cost 
of forgiving—suffering as one forgives occurs when 
we grieve, when we come to accept an unchangeable 
past, and as we slowly move on. Since I worship a suf-
fering God who forgave me, a sinner, and since I have 
accompanied many persons who suffer greatly as they 
struggle to forgive, I feel it is important to name this 
aspect of the process in my defi nition.

What Forgiveness Is Not 
I often fi nd it helpful to have conversations with students 
and clients about what forgiveness is not. We typically 
begin by clarifying the difference between event and 
process. Although we may fantasize about a dramatic 
reconciliation scene, most of the time forgiveness is a 
long, diffi cult journey. After situations of serious hurt, it 
frequently takes months, maybe even years, to forgive. 
I confess that I have often found myself wishing for a 
quick, one-time event in which the perfect words (of 
apology and acceptance) are spoken, the most beautiful 
gestures (of peace and love) are performed, and every-
thing ends with a nice, warm hug, but there is no nice 
match of my dreams with the long, slow business of 
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learning to forgive those who have hurt me nor with the 
hard, protracted route I sometimes take toward accept-
ing my own responsibility for harm.

Forgiveness is not the same as forgetting. Memory can 
certainly be problematic, especially when memories are 
used to reinforce anger and/or to justify future acts of 
violence. There must be some letting go, but this does 
not mean we can or should completely forget. Rather, 
forgiveness means giving up the inordinate energy peo-
ple use to ruminate, keep score, and plan revenge. If for-
giveness depended on forgetting, it would seldom occur, 
nor would we have a safe world. We need to remember 
our stories in order to grow wiser through our life span 
and to keep ourselves out of harm’s way!

It is also important to distinguish forgiveness from rec-
onciliation. Although forgiveness and reconciliation 
always occur together in the New Testament, they do 
not and cannot always occur simultaneously in every-
day life. It is important, for example, that victims of 
physical violence and/or sexual abuse are supported 
in making choices that include separating forgiveness 
and reconciliation. A victim may choose (but it must be 
her choice!), over time, to let go of her anger and reach 
peace with her own story of abuse—but without seeking 
a restored relationship. 

For Christians forgiveness is not dependent on repen-
tance and an apology, although a sincere apology often 
makes the process a great deal easier. Reparations may 
or may not be present and are not even always helpful, 
since agreement over the degree of hurt and the “price” 
of repairing that hurt is diffi cult to establish (particularly 
between victim and perpetrator). On the other hand, 
reparations can help to heal by symbolizing the serious-
ness of the harm done—one thinks of the powerful 
image of Willy Brandt kneeling before the Polish Holo-
caust Memorial. There is really no way to either change 
the past nor to fully repay the terrible evils of history, no 
matter what “dues” are paid, but blessed are the peace-
makers who try to bring together former enemies. 

One especially harmful myth, taught in some families 
and cultures, is that forgiving your enemy is a sign of 
personal weakness. Anyone who has struggled for years 
knows that the opposite is the case—it takes courage and 
strength to go through this process. As Christians, we 
have less trouble with this if we have appropriated our 
theology; we are not surprised that strength is hiding 

behind what appears to 
be weakness, even as the 
power of God was most 
clearly revealed after the 
shame of death on a cross.

Ordinary vs. 
Extraordinary 
Forgiveness
It is helpful to separate the need for forgiveness between 
individuals (interpersonal forgiveness) from the for-
giveness we experience within ourselves (intrapersonal 
forgiveness). An even more important distinction is 
between the need for individual forgiveness and the 
need for forgiveness between groups (for example, eth-
nic factions or nations) after a war or other horrifi c his-
torical event or in the face of continuing confl ict. When 
I attended a forgiveness conference in Jerusalem several 
years ago, I found my clinical experiences as a pastoral 
counselor valuable in some ways, but there were limits 
to the parallels I could make between sitting with angry 
individuals and understanding persecuted communi-
ties. In large groups, “differentness” becomes a far more 
extensive and complex matter, and histories of harm 
become even more diffi cult to unpack. Often stories 
of violence and revenge are passed on (and enhanced 
by gossip, fear, and political rhetoric) from genera-
tion to generation, gaining momentum and leading to 
increased enmity over time. As we consider such events 
as the Rwandan genocide and the European Holocaust, 
we fi nd that words fail us. We ask how such unbeliev-
able, systemic malevolence can exist. How could survi-
vors ever forgive their persecutors after such deeds?

Yet our theology does not leave us speechless, even in the 
face of extreme evil. Against easy resolutions and cheap 
words, Christians are called, in confronting extreme suf-
fering, to respond with both outrage and purpose. We 
must protest the injustices that resulted in these evils 
and work responsibly to prevent their reoccurrence. 
This is costly business—being a healer and peacemaker 
is dangerous work, not passive acceptance. Here the 
work of Desmond Tutu and the South African Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission is particularly inspiring. A 
confi dent yet compassionate man, Tutu never stopped 
living out of the radical freedom that has been given him 
by God through Christ. Neither is he naive about what 
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must be achieved if true reconciliation is to be sought 
and how long it may take!

Forgiveness: Our 
Christian Treasure
One moment of the Jerusalem conference was particu-
larly important to me: a peacemaker named Rabbi Kel-
man told our group of theologians, “You Christians have 
a treasure you must share with the world. Forgiveness 
is the heart of your theology.” Sometimes a person from 
another tradition can see more clearly than those stand-
ing up close. I had never before visualized forgiveness 
in quite this way, as a treasure we must intentionally 
share with the world. 

Many passages in the Bible portray God’s mercy and 
forgiveness, and the Old Testament is no exception. In 
2 Samuel, for example, we have a vision both of God’s 
intolerance of injustice and of God’s outpoured mercy. 
Nathan’s words to David, “You are the man!” (2 Sam. 
12:7) remind us that a straightforward naming of the 
offense can be a vital part of the forgiveness process. But 
we read, too, of God’s willingness to forgive David and 
to continue to use him to play a major role in salvation 
history—a reminder that it is “as we are” that God loves 
and accepts us! David’s story also points to the complex-
ity of forgiveness with regard to the consequences of sin-
ful deeds. Even though David’s repentance paved the 
way for his return to a relationship with God, he could 
not undo all the costs to himself or his people of what 
he had done (including murder and adultery). Because 
all our human deeds participate in the structure of real-
ity itself, the consequences of David’s sin played them-
selves out in the years to come. We read that tragedy 
after tragedy unfolded in his kingdom. 

The New Testament is fi lled with forgiveness stories, 
perhaps none more moving that that of the prodigal son 
(Luke 15). This story of homecoming is a reminder of 
God’s parental embrace of us all, of God’s affi rmation 
of our fallen humanity. As Henri Nouwen wrote, God’s 
forgiveness “comes from a heart that does not demand 
anything for itself, a heart that is completely empty of 
self-seeking.”3 Christians often identify more fully with 
the “righteous” brother who stayed at home and who 
passed judgment on his brother, under the grip of anger 
and jealousy. It is only when we recognize ourselves in 
both the righteous son and in the prodigal one that we 
can experience the fullness of the Father’s embrace and 
accept the free gift of God’s forgiveness. 

For Christians, forgiveness is, above all, about choosing 
a new life. When we resist forgiveness, it is like having 
an unwrapped Christmas present under the tree that we 
can neither appreciate nor use. If, on the other hand, we 
enter a lifestyle of continual repentance and forgiveness, 
we spring into life itself. In session 2 we will learn more 
about both the impediments to forgiveness and the free-
dom and peace that we receive along with this great gift.

About the Writer
Janet Ramsey is associate professor of congregational care leader-
ship at Luther Seminary in St. Paul, Minnesota.
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Introduction
Typically, committee meetings at First Presbyterian 
Church began with good-natured banter about sport 
teams, but one night things were quite subdued. Every-
one was thinking about how things had ended the 
previous month. Charley had called Alice “immature” 
and “stubborn” and said she “never listened.” They 
had been calmly disagreeing about purchasing a new 
computer for the church offi ce, when suddenly Charley 
became agitated and angry. Alice looked like she was 
about to break into tears and said quietly, “I’m sorry 
you feel that way about me.” 

Everyone knew that this last year had been diffi cult 
for Charley—he and his wife were caring for his very 
critical and domineering mother in their home after her 
serious fall. Only the pastor was also aware that Char-
ley had recently been turned down for an expected pro-
motion at work. 

What was so surprising to everyone was that Charley 
would behave this way with Alice, of all people—they’d 
been friends for years! No one knew quite what to say 
or do. Would Charley apologize? Would Alice forgive 
him? Or would nothing be said and their relationship 
continue as before? As she sat down at the table, the 
pastor worried. Would this important committee be 
able to work together effectively on behalf of the con-
gregation and its mission? 

The story of Alice and Charley is a familiar one. Much of 
what happens in our lives, both in families and in con-
gregations, centers on relational diffi culties. At times we 
fi nd ourselves wishing we could eliminate all differences 
and confl icts among Christians. But a reading of 1 Corin-

thians 12 suggests this would not be best—Paul believed 
that a variety of gifts (and the differing opinions they 
lead to!) actually builds up the kingdom of God. Only 
a diverse “body” can effectively work together, hands, 
arms, feet, and all. Accepting differences makes sense 
psychologically and socially as well—attempting to 
avoid all disagreements is doomed to failure and refl ects 
an immature level of development.

But what of Alice’s pain? This disagreement is ordinary, 
but the brokenness she feels still hurts. It is inevitable for 
friends to disagree and sometimes even to say insensi-
tive and hurtful things. We do not have total control over 
how we will be treated by others. But we can choose how 
we will respond. Alice and Charley both have choices to 
make about what happens next in their relationship. Hos-
tility is one possible reaction. Another is to imitate God’s 
gracious reception of sinful humanity, making space 
for what seems “other” and “different” within our very 
selves. Or we can also choose to build fortresses behind 
which we hide and/or prepare to go to war. But the walls 
we build, attempting to keep ourselves safe, prevent con-
structive ways of dealing with confl ict. They do not allow 
us to assume a third position, which is a place of neither 
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capitulation nor warfare, a place where a mature self can 
respond to differences calmly and patiently. 

Reaching this place was, for Paul, part of being grown 
up in Christ. A man all too well acquainted with con-
fl ict, the apostle certainly spoke his mind forcefully 
(and sometimes tactlessly!), but he also recognized that 
the capacity for moving back and forth between him-
self and others was crucial for life together in Christian 
community. He called for humility, patience, and gen-
tleness and for “bearing with one another in love, mak-
ing every effort to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the 
bond of peace” (Eph. 4:2–3). It would be hard to argue 
against these goals for any family or congregation. Yet 
applying them in real-life situations is far from easy. 

Forgiveness Is Diffi  cult
Diffi culties with family members and friends accumu-
late as the years pass, and unresolved interpersonal 
problems tend to multiply. All of us, at one time or 
another, must come to terms with our own relationship 
disillusionments—with ourselves, with others, and, at 
times, with God. 

Although we have history’s most powerful model of for-
giveness in Christ on the cross, there is no question that 
forgiveness is diffi cult work, more so for some than oth-
ers—and more so at some times than others. Christians 
do not escape these diffi culties. It is possible to listen to 
sermon after sermon on forgiveness yet remain locked 
inside one’s own bitter stories. For some people hurt has 
a certain tenacity that makes moving on almost impossi-
ble. Breaking the cycle sometimes means going beyond 
theological understandings for formal counseling so 
that psychological and social insights can be brought to 
bear, in addition to spiritual care. Like all knowledge, 
the social sciences are a gift from God; they can help us 
understand ourselves and our complex world. 

Psychological Factors
Alice and Charley may want to get past their diffi culties, 
but what happens next between them will also be based 
on their personalities and life experiences. We all know 
people who seem bitter, calculating, and wrapped up 
in themselves. We also know people who are generous, 
patient, and charitable in their interpretations of oth-
ers. Personality traits do not actually change much over 
time and lead us to expect certain patterns of relating. 
They also work for or against forgiveness. 

Narcissism, which occurs frequently in our society, is a 
pervasive disposition that has repeatedly been shown 
to be inconsistent with a forgiving personality. All of us 
have narcissistic traits, more so early on in life. Young 
children believe they are the center of the universe, 
which is quite normal. But when narcissism lingers 
into adulthood, it precludes the humility, empathy, and 
compassion that we need to forgive. Narcissists have a 
sense of entitlement, and underneath all their demands 
lies a very fragile sense of self. Their anxiety is so great 
that they cannot forget themselves even briefl y, let 
alone sustain a wider vision of the needs of others for 
an extended period of time, the time needed to accept 
personal responsibility or to forgive others. 

Other emotional traits and disorders cause diffi culties 
with forgiveness as well, including neuroticism, hostil-
ity, and “trait anger.”1 Those persons with a tendency to 
ruminate can be locked into old stories that hold them 
prisoner for years, unable to accept a past they cannot 
change. But what causes these traits and disorders in 
the fi rst place? 

Some personal characteristics are genetically linked, as 
twin studies have shown, but most are the result of our 
early life experiences. Psychologists believe that our 
relations in early childhood—memories of experiences 
with caregivers—are internalized and then used as tem-
plates for our later relationships. As children we form, 
or fail to form, healthy attachments to other people, 
and we make (subconscious) decisions about the state 
of the world. If things go well, we learn how to go back 
and forth from others without being overly anxious. We 
begin to trust that the world is basically a safe place, and 
we start to care for other people just as we have been 
cared for. We also learn, or fail to learn, to empathize 
with the pain of others. Researchers have found that 
even infants in the fi rst years of life can respond empa-
thetically to other crying infants. These early interper-
sonal experiences combine to form positive or negative 
models of the world and how it works. We later form 
relationships in which our automatic reactions depend 
partly on internalized representations (objects) of those 
persons who were important in our earlier lives. 

But every person has some emotional obstacles to for-
giveness. For some, for example, the fear of being out of 
control is most troubling. They decide to “go to war” as 
a way out of the powerlessness that frightens them and 
feel psychologically safer marching off to become the 



Copyright © 2007 www.TheThoughtfulChristian.com
Permission given to copy this page for use in class.Forgiveness, 2 3

attacker. This strategy is evident in international politics 
but also in church parlors and at our kitchen tables. 

Another obstacle, related to narcissism, is our desire to 
avoid shame. Here we worry about not just doing badly 
(as in guilt) but also about being bad. Since it always 
involves some fear of public exposure, shame is a psy-
chosocial problem. 

Social Factors 
Shame is common to us all, but the person who is perme-
ated with shame fears that he will be exposed as essen-
tially bad or fl awed. One client told me, “It is as though 
that one B on the ‘report card’ I give myself cancels out 
all my As.” This man has not had the kind of “mirroring” 
that would have allowed him to see his worth refl ected 
in the eyes of others; he did not know the unconditional 
regard that would enable him to see himself in a bal-
anced way. Unlike guilt, an interior process that occurs 
when there is some degree of empathetic awareness, 
shame is centered on self and thus cuts short the for-
giveness process. Persons who are fi lled with shame 
use a variety of defenses to externalize and avoid pain, 
including blaming others or withdrawing. 

Differing families and cultures have differing ideas 
about shame, but the current context also has an impact 
on forgiveness. Charley has recently experienced a rejec-
tion (been turned down for a promotion) and is still cop-
ing with a harsh parent, who may well have shamed him 
throughout his life. Alice has known the shame of being 
ridiculed in front of a group, making it more diffi cult for 
her to forgive. 

Another contextual consideration has to do with the 
setting in which an injury occurs. If, for example, we 
know that we will be forced to deal with the person who 
has hurt us, we are more likely to try to forgive. Faced 
with the choice of living with day-to-day anger and bit-
terness or making an attempt to forgive, we may fi nd 
ourselves more motivated to try the second alternative. 
Alice could always quit the committee if she doesn’t 
want to deal with Charley, but in our families (or at our 
workplaces) we typically cannot avoid dealing with the 
people with whom we have troubled relationships. 

Religious Diff erences 
Some interesting research has looked at ideas of what 
God is and compared them to the ways people forgive. It 
makes intuitive sense that those who conceptualize God 

as a harsh, judging parent 
struggle to empathize and 
are more reluctant to forgive. 
They are also more likely to 
demand punishment and 
reparations. On the other 
hand, those who believe that 
God loves and forgives them 
are capable of deeper levels 
of empathy and are more 
ready to forgive. 

Forgiveness: A Costly 
Business?
Forgiveness always costs something, and it will not hap-
pen all at once. Alice must give up her earlier, perhaps 
naive perception of Charley, and she’ll have to give 
up being perceived as an innocent victim, a lukewarm 
comfort at best, but one many people cling to after being 
hurt. In situations of more extensive damage, the costs 
are far higher. We can be called upon to sacrifi ce our 
pride, our desire for getting even, even our sense of self-
 righteousness. We may have to forgo our desire for a 
real apology and our hope for appropriate reparations. 
Forgiveness is also costly because it forces people to 
remember details of a painful experience. This can mean, 
too, the possibility of being retraumatized, as memories 
of the original injury come fl ooding back. Remembering 
is a large part of the cost of forgiveness.

But the costs of unforgiveness are even higher. Research 
has shown that remaining angry and fi lled with resent-
ment is damaging to both our psychological and our 
physical health.2 Psychologically, vengeful ruminations 
are a real energy drain and rob us of the ability to con-
centrate on the real business of life. Physically, a vari-
ety of health factors, such as reduced hypertension and 
better cardiac health, have been positively linked to the 
practice of forgiveness. We have many urgent reasons to 
learn the craft of forgiveness, for when we lay aside old 
angers and guilt, we also lay aside heavy, costly burdens 
and discover increased joy, health, and vitality.

Forgiveness and Faith
There are certainly moral reasons to forgive, since forgive-
ness is an act of justice toward another person that can’t 
help but improve society. But we have more than moral 
reasons to forgive—we have our faith in a gracious God. 
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We have the story of what God has done in Christ, and this 
gives us more than social motivations—it sets us free.

God’s grace frees us from limitless shame. We know that 
story of God’s entering our world and taking on our 
human nature. Our incarnate God blessed us forever and 
allows us to relate to the divine as to the only perfect, 
totally reliable parent—a parent who is always there. 
Just as Christ’s arms spread out in forgiveness on the 
cross, so God’s arms are open to us, waiting to embrace 
all prodigal sons and daughters. God’s grace also sets us 
free from the pride of narcissistic self-centering. God has 
given us power beyond ourselves, so that we can feel 
safe enough to go out to meet and understand others. 
We can also begin, through God’s strength, the process 
of suffering that forgiveness requires. God’s grace grants 
us freedom from the fear that forgiveness will be too 
hard for us—from a human point of view, forgiveness is 
impossible. We trust that, with God, all things are pos-
sible, and that includes the strength to forgive.

We are, as the church, Christ’s body in that world. As 
we live our everyday lives together, we embody, com-
munally, a life of continual repentance and forgiveness. 
This is true whether we see it or not, because this is 
mysterious, gradual work being done by the Spirit. This 
Spirit will not abandon us if we allow ourselves to be 
formed into the body of Christ.

My years as a pastoral counselor have taught me that 
forgiveness is not an individual accomplishment; it is 
pure gift. Not something we achieve alone, not some-
thing of which we are even fully aware (except retro-
spectively), forgiveness is a process that God makes happen. 
It is a sign of the breaking in of God’s kingdom on earth, 
and it is the heart of our sacramental life together. As 

we come—Alice, Charley, and the whole imperfect lot of 
us—to receive the Lord’s Supper, we eat and taste God’s 
forgiveness. And, when we are baptized into Christ’s 
death, we are raised to the resurrection of hope that fl ies 
in the face of our common sense. Perhaps we even dare 
to hope that forgiveness and peace will come to our vio-
lent, divided world. 

There is a story I sometimes tell my clients that helps 
me visualize how my Christian faith intersects with my 
need for forgiveness: At a church in Virginia, a ritual 
occurs each year. Just before Lent begins, the women of 
that church hand out to each member a piece of cloth, 
with instructions to write on it all the “sins and burdens” 
they have carried around through the year. The pieces of 
cloth are then gathered and sewn together into a long 
shawl, which is wrapped around the body of Christ 
hanging on the cross in the front of the church. Through-
out Lent, the congregation worships in the presence of 
this burdened, suffering Christ. But on Easter morning, 
the shawl is gone and the cross is empty. Christ is risen; 
Christ is risen indeed.

About the Writer
Janet Ramsey is associate professor of congregational care leader-
ship at Luther Seminary in St. Paul, Minnesota.

Endnotes
1. L. E. O’Connor, L. Parrott, and N. G. Wade, “Forgivingness, 
Vengeful Rumination, and Affective Traits,” Journal of Personal-
ity 73 (2005): 183–225.

2. E. L. Worthington and M. Scherer, “Forgiveness Is an 
 Emotion-Focused Coping Strategy That Can Reduce Health 
Risks and Promote Health Resilience: Theory, Review, and 
Hypotheses,” Psychology and Health 19 (2004): 385–405.


	Forgiveness Session 1.pdf
	Forgiveness Session 2.pdf


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.5
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads true
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        9
        9
        9
        9
      ]
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MarksOffset 12.002400
      /MarksWeight 0.250000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.5
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads true
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        9
        9
        9
        9
      ]
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MarksOffset 12.002400
      /MarksWeight 0.250000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


