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Definitions
The Fly in the Bottle



We get hung up on Words

Forgiveness can mean different things in 
different contexts.

We do not have to use only one definition

But we will feel differently about this 
issue if we are clear on what we mean by 
our words.



Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy

“Generally regarded as a positive response to 
human wrongdoing, forgiveness is a 
conceptually, psychologically, and morally 
complex phenomenon. There is disagreement 
over the meaning of forgiveness, its relation 
to apparent cognates, the psychological, 
behavioral, and normative dimensions of 
forgiveness, and when and under what 
conditions forgiveness is morally permissible, 
required, or wrong. Moreover, the many legal 
and political analogues to forgiveness raise 
questions about what human behaviors may be 
properly described as forgiveness.”



Forgiveness

To draw a line through time and decide that 
what is on the other side of that line will 
no longer affect behavior

We can’t “Forgive and Forget.”

We can decide not to let a past wrong 
change how we behave in the future.

We usually can’t change how we feel.



Forgiveness is Behavior

It is a decision to act as if something that 
has happened, had not.

Feelings follow behavior. If you wait until 
you are no longer angry to “forgive” you 
will never get there.

If you want to forgive, behave as if you have 
and your feelings will gradually change.



Two forms of Forgiveness

Unilateral - It is always better to Forgive 
even if there is no remorse expressed by the 
other party or parties.

Conditional - Forgiveness is a two-way 
street that requires change on the part of 
the other party or parties.



Either Form is Good

While the general scientific consensus is 
that it is usually better for one’s own 
mental, spiritual and physical health to 
forgive a wrongdoing person, there is no 
requirement that it be unilateral. 

Some things can’t, and shouldn’t, be 
forgiven. Pardon and Compassion are all 
that may be possible.



Why Not Forgive?

Forgiveness is behavior. It means acting as 
if some wrong that was done had not been 
done.

That may be unwise if the other party would 
just use it as an opportunity to take 
another shot at you.

In such cases, Compassion, not Forgiveness 
is the right choice.



Unilateral Forgiveness

Forgiveness has nothing to do with the 
perpetrator. If you wait until remorse is 
expressed, you may wait forever.

It is better to unilaterally forgive 
someone, even in the absence of remorse, in 
order to free yourself from the harm your 
anger will do to you.



Unilateral Forgiveness

A typical Religious and 
Pragmatic Approach

Does not require the 
Perpetrator to do 
anything. 



Quotes

“Anger is an acid that can do more harm to 
the vessel in which it is stored than to 
anything on which it is poured.” --Mark Twain

“Resentment is like a glass of poison that a 
man drinks; then he sits down and waits for 
his enemy to die.” --Nelson Mandela



Conditional Forgiveness

Requires at a minimum:

1. Giving up of 
revenge by the victim, 
and

2. Assumption of 
responsibility by the 
perpetrator. 



Why Forgive?



Two Basic Answers

Because a Spiritual Authority requires it, 
and so my Forgiveness is an act fidelity to 
my spiritual path.

Because I recognize that not Forgiving 
harms me in the long run and I choose not 
to let the pain of past determine my path to 
the future.



Affects Your Health
Dr. Robert Enright from the University of 
Wisconsin–Madison founded the International 
Forgiveness Institute.

People who do not forgive can become 
neurotic, angry and hostile.

People who do forgive have better 
cardiovascular health and better nervous 
systems.

People who do not forgive report a far 
greater range of health problems.



Fred Luskin
Stanford University Forgiveness Project

The ability to forgive can be taught.

Three studies on families of Catholic and 
Protestants that experienced political 
violence 

When taught forgiveness reported lower 
scores on anger and rage, higher optimism and 
compassion and improved objective measures of 
stress.



Always?

Should people always forgive each other?

The psychological/pragmatic view suggests 
that it is in our best interest to always do 
this.

I disagree



Forgive Too Easily?

“I think the 20th century saw such a level of 
atrocity that it has focused our minds very, 
very hard on the dangers of forgiving too 
easily … because if forgiveness is easy it is as 
if the suffering doesn’t really matter’...it’s 
not fair to expect victims of abuse, rape or 
torture to turn the other cheek with ease.”  -
Archbishop of Canterbury, 2011



Unforgivable Things

Torture of Animals

lies under oath

deliberate psychological, physical, 
emotional or verbal abuse.



People of the Lie

M. Scott Peck, M.D.

The Narcissistic Destructive Personality



Not An Obligation

No one should ever be coerced into 
forgiving. It should happen only when 
someone decides they want it to.

Demanding someone forgive only re-
victimizes that person.

Forgiveness is not an All-Or-Nothing Game. 
We can choose to Forgive some people and 
not others.



No One Is Required

We may choose to forgive, or not, depending 
on what we think is right for us.

Most authorities will add that you will 
probably be happier and healthier if you 
do, but it is not an obligation, just advice.

If we choose to forgive, we may choose to 
forgive unilaterally or conditionally. 
Either may be appropriate.



Summary

Forgiveness is a Decision made by someone 
who has suffered emotional pain.

If conditional, we require some 
responsibility to be assumed by the other 
party.

If unilateral, we release our negative 
energy in order to protect ourselves.



No One is Required

No one is required to forgive another. It is 
a gift from one person to another that only 
the suffering party is qualified to give.

It is permissible to set conditions.

There is a “fall-back” position if 
Forgiveness isn’t possible or appropriate. 
This is Compassion.



Tips



Tip #1 - Frames



Frames of Reference

How do people makes their choices? They use 
Frames.

A Frame is a bunch of anecdotes and 
experiences we remember that help us 
evaluate our options. 



Incredibly Individual
What I was taught in church or school.

What my Parents said.

What my friends said.

What my Sixth Grade Teacher (who I 
adored) said v. what my Seventh Grade 
Teacher (who I hated) said.

What my favorite TV show says (Fox v. 
MSNBC) ...



Changing the Frame

Spin Doctoring by PR professionals

Advertising

Preaching

Psychotherapy (Re-Framing)

Social Persuasion/Peer Group Change...



Choice Architecture
The science of designing situations to 
encourage people to prefer one option over 
another, or a set of options over another 
set of options.

Most people make choices unconsciously. 
That is, they start moving in the direction 
of one option before they can explain why.

People choose on the basis of a Frame and 
then use their reasoning ability to 
explain why that choice was appropriate.



Unconscious Power

You do far more unconsciously than you are 
aware. Much of what you do is decided by 
processes under the level of your 
awareness



Demonstration

Feet on floor.

Cross Right Leg over Left

Rotate Right Foot Clockwise

Follow directions for drawing the number 6



What is your Frame?

Figure out the unconscious aspects of your 
Frame for Forgiveness



Frames of Forgiveness

What is your Frame for Forgiving someone?

What have your been taught?

What are the stories you’ve Heard

Storyboard Technique

Create and Critique



Tip #2 - Narratives



Narratives

We all talk to ourselves, all the time

An inner dialogue that we use to narrate 
and explain the world to ourselves.

Explanatory Style of Martin Seligman



Huge Difference

A Victim’s Narrative

The list of Wrongs Done to Me

A Victor’s Narrative

The list of things I have triumphed over.

Usually the same history can be narrated 
either way.



Tell a Victor Story

Telling yourself a Victor’s Story makes it 
dramatically easier to forgive someone who 
has harmed you.

“That which does not destroy you, makes you 
stronger.” -Fredrick Nietzsche



Tip #3 - Self-Hypnotism



Hypnotists Dabble

The Alchemical Hypnotherapy Institute of 
California.

Forgiveness Formula

Stresses Imagined Retribution



NLP

The Swish Technique

Imagine Two Screens, Side-by-Side

Put image of negative event on one screen in color, 
and a better image on the other in black and white.

Gradually drain the color from one image and add 
it to the other.

Then, with a swish, flip the positions of the 
screens.



Inner Healing

Ruth Carter Stapleton

Enter quiet prayer

Imagine what happened.

Imagine a Spiritual Figure intervening and 
changing what happened.



BEST-ME

Don Gibbons, Ph.D. 

Hyperempiria

Self-Hypnotism by means of BEST-ME



Daydream Believer

Self-hypnotism is a kind of Motivational 
Daydream that proposes an attractive 
situation.

You gently convince yourself to become a 
Daydream Believer.



First, The Trance

Easy

Close your eyes, relax your body, imagine an 
elevator or staircase, and start walking 
down.



Second, BEST-ME Image

B - Behaviors

E - Emotions

S - Sensations

T - Thoughts

M - Motivation

E - Expectations

What Would Serve 
Me Well?



Hold that Image/Feeling

Just drift with it.

Dwell on it.

Enjoy it.



Harry Potter
(and Scripture)



Unforgivable Curses

The Killing Curse, “Avada Kedavra,”

The Torture Curse, “Crucio,” and

The Enslavement Curse, “Imperio.”



Harry Does Use Them

1996, Harry uses the Cruciatus Curse on 
Bellatrix Lestrange, causing her only a 
moment of pain.

Order of the Phoenix, Battle of the 
Ministry of Magic

"Never used an Unforgivable Curse before, 
have you, boy? You need to mean them, Potter!"



Curses Require Belief

In order to use them you must be the kind of 
person who really wants to kill, torture or 
enslave. If you are not, they don’t work.

Using these curses change you for the 
worse.



Plato

Choose your enemies carefully, because you 
will become just like them.

J.R.R. Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings. You 
cannot use the Rings of Sauron without 
becoming his slave.



The Counsel

The Counsel of Scripture and Spiritual 
Literature is that there are some 
psychological energies that are simply 
unsafe to use. 

Resentment, Anger and Vengefulness are 
among these. If you hold onto them, they 
change you and not for the better. 
Therefore, religious and spiritual 
traditions urge you not to. 



In Western Religion

Judaism - People are obligated to grant 
forgiveness when it is sincerely requested, 
while only G-d can forgive offenses against 
G-d.

Christianity - Forgiveness is put forward as 
a positive good. The ability to forgive is a 
sign of spiritual maturity.

Islam -Allah is the All-Forgiving. It is 
always better to forgive than not.



in Eastern Religion

Buddhism - Forgiveness is a practice that 
prevents disruption of one’s own state of 
mind.

Hinduism - Forgiveness is an essential part 
of karma. Using it we can moderate our own 
bad karma, prevent harm to the karma of 
others and remind ourselves of our place in 
the universe.

“Forgive three sins. That I worship you here when you are 
everywhere. That I praise you when you need no praise. that I  use 
these forms when you need no form.”



When You Choose 
Not to Forgive



Compassion

Literally means “Co-Suffering”

The ability to feel a concern for another 
person’s welfare, even if you dislike that 
person, or are angry at, or hurt by him or 
her.

The Ability to regard another person as a 
“Ruined Piece of Nature.” (Shakespeare. 
Lear, Act 4, Scene 6) 



A Step Short 

Feeling Compassion for a wrongdoer may 
allow one to take a step just short of 
Forgiveness.

Often this interim step can set the stage 
for later forgiveness. However, even if it 
does not, this is still better than clinging 
to resentment and anger.



Pardon

Pardon and Forgiveness are not identical.

Pardon is a decision to nullify Punishment 
without excusing perpetrator from 
responsibility.

“What you did was wrong and you have 
made no apology. Therefore, I do not 
forgive you. Instead, I choose to forgo 
attempts to punish you for reasons that 
are good and sufficient to me.”



Alchemy



Alchemy

An Ancient Philosophical Tradition, found 
around the world from Europe to China.

Historically, a Proto-Science as Chemistry 
developed from it.

Psychologically, a set of symbols dealing 
with the transformation of personality.



Transmutation

Alchemists tried to turn Lead into Gold

The Spiritual Alchemists saw this as a 
metaphor for the transformation of the 
human soul.

Turn the lower parts of one’s mind into 
something of value and meaning.



Philosopher’s Stone

Bill felt angry and frustrated at a 
situation, but found a way to turn that into 
a focused determination to change things.

Mike felt vulnerable and insecure and 
turned that into a connection that allowed 
him to open up to someone else.

Sally felt infatuation and desire and 
turned that into love and commitment.



In Each Case

A base emotion was transformed by being 
channelled into a higher purpose. 

Just as an artist turns passion, dreams and 
emotional wounds into art.

Just a different way of refining Lead into 
Gold.



Forgiveness & Compassion

Forgiveness and Compassion are how I try to 
transform my Base emotions into something 
higher.

I can’t recommend them enough.



Thank You!


