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Introduction

Is Forgiveness Good for You?

There’s a wonderful story about two kids playing in a sandbox together. One gets mad and storms off with his toy truck. As he runs to the swings nearby, he turns and cries out to his playmate, “I hate your guts and I’m never going to talk to you again.” About ten minutes pass, and they’re throwing a ball at each other, laughing, enjoying the day. As their parents observe this interaction, one father shakes his head and says to the other with a mix of admiration and amazement, “How do kids do that? How can they be at each other’s throat one minute and get along with each other so famously the next?”

“It’s easy,” the other father explains. “They choose happiness over righteousness.”1

I love this story. It’s so filled with the bounty of the human spirit, with affirmation of our ability to adapt, to resolve our petty disputes and focus on what really matters most to us in life. We are social beings who need each other, who inherently prefer to repair interpersonal ruptures than to hate or hold a grudge. Most of us want, and like, to forgive.

The problem with the sandbox story is that it’s about children who reconcile after an insignificant grievance. It’s not about what happens between two adults when one willfully and maliciously hurts the other, and the hurt party is left to grapple with how to forgive or reconcile with the offender. That’s a much more complex story.

Some of us believe we have an obligation to forgive, unconditionally, categorically, and that to do so is central to what it means to be a decent human being. Most of us, however, can’t live up to such high moral principles except in theory, or feel that we would compromise ourselves if we did. We can’t—and won’t—just dust off an injury, pretend that nothing happened, and embrace the person who injured us. Regardless of what we may have been taught, a quick, one-sided, kiss-and-make-up response doesn’t seem real or right. For Genuine Forgiveness to take place, we often need much more.

WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO FORGIVE?

Most of us have been raised on several dubious assumptions that need to be debunked. Let’s look at them.

Questionable Assumption #1: Forgiving is good for you. When you forgive, you get rid of the poison inside you and restore your health. When you refuse to forgive, you get sick and suffer.

Forgiving has been marketed as the new mental and physical panacea—a healing balm that cures every ailment: depression, anxiety, chronic hostility, high blood pressure, heart disease, stroke, cancer, and immune deficiencies. It has also been said to repair broken hearts, broken relationships, a broken sense of self. “Forgiving is the only remedy for the pain the offender left us with, the only way to heal the hurt he caused,”2 writes Lewis Smedes in The Art of Forgiving.

My patients have taught me otherwise. Watching them recover from interpersonal injuries has shown me that:


	you can heal yourself and clear your head of emotional sludge—resentment, rage, hurt and shame—with or without forgiving;

	you can release your bitter and obsessive preoccupation with getting even—with or without forgiving;

	you can make peace with yourself and come to terms with what happened—with or without forgiving; and

	you can get back together if you choose, without selling yourself short—with or without forgiving.



You can do all this for yourself and by yourself, even if the offender is unapologetic, even if he refuses to acknowledge your pain or apply a drop of salve to your wound—even if he has passed on.

How Can I Forgive You? shows you how.

Questionable Assumption #2: Forgiving is the only spiritually and morally sound response to violation.

We grow up assuming that forgiving is key to a caring, principled life. But I’ve learned that you don’t need forgiveness to be merciful and feel empathy, even compassion, for the person who hurt you. You can see him as a flawed human being, treat him with unmerited benevolence, and try to understand why he acted the way he did—all without forgiving him.

Morally and spiritually, you’re no more required to forgive an unrepentant offender than you are to love him. You’re free to reserve forgiveness for someone who has the fortitude to admit his culpability and the decency to help release you from the pain he has made you suffer. I would go so far as to say that you don’t restore your humanity when you forgive an unapologetic offender; he restores his humanity when he works to earn your forgiveness.

Questionable Assumption #3: You have only two choices—forgiving and not forgiving.

Most self-help books reinforce the conventional assumption that even when the offender is unrepentant, you have only two options: Forgiving and Not Forgiving. Forced to choose between them, you either dismiss your pain and forgive those who don’t deserve it, or you say no to forgiveness and find yourself trapped in a “prison of hate.”3

For years I listened to patients caught in this dilemma and realized that there had to be another solution. The language of forgiveness needed a vocabulary to describe what real people with real injuries do when they make peace with a person who won’t apologize. As Rabbi Susan Schnur points out, such rigid categories—forgiving and not forgiving—“make a mockery of the complex continuum or resolution in the aftermath of a betrayal. We may partially forgive, vengefully forgive, contingently forgive, not forgive yet reconcile. We may mourn yet not forgive, achieve understanding yet only forgive certain parts of the betrayal; become indifferent; become detached.”4

I began wondering, wouldn’t it be wonderful if there were a way for us to release all the hate and hurt bundled up inside us, enjoy all the physical and mental health benefits of forgiveness, and live a just and humane life—all without having to forgive a recalcitrant offender? Isn’t there something between the all-too-warm fuzziness of forgiving and the impenetrable coldness of Not Forgiving? Something that says “You don’t have to hate the offender or exact a pound of flesh, but you don’t have to forgive him either?”

How Can I Forgive You? describes this radical, new “something.” I call it Acceptance.

Acceptance is a responsible, authentic response to an interpersonal injury when the offender can’t or won’t engage in the healing process—when he’s unwilling or unable to make good. It’s a program of self-care, a generous and healing gift to yourself, accomplished by yourself, for yourself. It asks nothing of the offender.

Acceptance helps you:


	place a premium on your own health and clear your head of emotional poison;

	be true to yourself and honor the full force of the violation;

	overcome fantasies of revenge while seeking a just resolution;

	ensure your emotional and physical safety;

	restore and integrate your valued self;

	see yourself and the offender with objectivity, honesty, and equanimity;

	forge a relationship with the offender that satisfies your personal goals; and

	forgive yourself for your own failings that caused you harm.



What I’m suggesting is that we can get back in the sandbox if we choose, even when the other person does nothing to right the wrong he has done. We can opt for no relationship with this person, or a partial and imperfect one. We don’t have to dwell on the injury, but we don’t have to forget or minimize it either. We don’t have to love or even like this person, but we can see him fairly and choose to get along, if that’s in our best interest. We can be ourselves in his presence and accept that he’ll never be anyone other than who he is. We can even give him a chance to do better and earn Genuine Forgiveness if he chooses to rise to the challenge.

Questionable Assumption #4: It is up to you, the person who was violated, to forgive.

So much of the literature on forgiveness has been written specifically for you, the hurt party, telling you what you need to do to grant forgiveness, rather than telling the offender what he needs to do to earn forgiveness. This single-minded focus, I believe, has compromised, twisted, and cheapened the process of forgiveness and created a saintly, abstract concept that many of us feel pressured to accept at any cost.

The rest of us, however, are likely to choke on this idea and reject it as unrealistic, disingenuous, and unjust. We refuse to believe that it’s real or right to have to shoulder the burden of forgiveness alone. We’d rather not forgive than forgive unilaterally.

I’m reminded of my patient’s response when, in trying to help her recover from her partner’s affair, I suggested that she consider medication to control her obsessions. “I have to deal with my shattered sense of self, my jealousy, my contempt,” she raged. “And now you want me to take drugs? What does he have to do? Let him take the drugs!”

Many of you feel the same way about forgiveness. How unfair it seems that the person who hurt you is typically not addressed by moralists or forgiveness experts. How odd that he’s rarely called upon to make repairs. At the very least, shouldn’t both of you be invited to do the work of forgiveness?

My book speaks mainly to you, the hurt party, about what you can do to recover from a profound injustice when the offender is unwilling or unable to make amends. But it also speaks to you, the offender, when you want to be involved in the healing process. There is, in fact, an entire section devoted to you and to what you must do to earn forgiveness—and perhaps, in the process, forgive yourself.

Questionable Assumption #5: Forgiveness is an unconditional gift. It does not need to be earned.

The idea that you, the hurt party, should gift the offender your forgiveness, even when he’s unapologetic and undeserving, is rooted in Christian ethics. In the New Testament, there are numerous exhortations to “love your enemy,” to pardon those who hurt us because that’s the merciful and compassionate thing to do. Christian or not, most of us grow up believing that forgiveness is required of us, without conditions.

Behind these teachings is an assumption that if you need something back from the offender in order to forgive—if you believe that forgiveness must be earned rather than gifted—you haven’t fully developed as a moral being. The lesson is that you should feel small and ashamed for thinking you are entitled to restitution.

It’s not my place to debate the ethics of unconditional forgiveness. But my clinical experience working with patients over the past twenty-nine years, observing how people heal and what they need to heal, has taught me that they tend to react in one of three ways:


	They reject the idea that when you forgive you ask for nothing in return, and then turn their back on forgiveness because it seems so skewed in favor of the offender.

	They subscribe to the religious concept of forgiveness and “gift” it to an unworthy offender, but then feel unresolved, perhaps even cheated or compromised.

	They say that they subscribe to the ideal of forgiveness, but then, when presented with a real-life situation, they refuse to forgive.



I’ve noticed that, whatever their reaction, people struggle to forgive in a way that allows them to maintain a sense of integrity and self-worth, and that they would like support, not just from a higher power, but from the offender himself. The popular notion that they’re somehow inferior or undeveloped because they want the offender to redress the chaos he has inflicted on their life is particularly damaging to those who lack a healthy sense of entitlement. These are people who forgive too cheaply. For those with a stronger sense of themselves, the idea of forgiving unilaterally and unconditionally often seems misguided—a kind of self-sacrifice or self-immolation.

As I’ve said, you can choose by and for yourself to release an unrepentant offender from your hatred and your desire to harm him. You can gift him your good-will. You can work to see him objectively, fairly, even compassionately. You can accept him and ask nothing of him. But if you’re going to offer him what I call Genuine Forgiveness, he’s going to have to pay a price and join you in an intimate dance. In this unconventional approach to forgiveness, a hard-won transaction takes place as the two of you redress the injury together. Forgiveness is no gratuitous gift from the heart; it must be earned. As you, the offender, perform costly, humbling, heartfelt acts of repair, you, the hurt party, create opportunities for him to come forward and make good.

Questionable Assumption #6: We all know how to forgive. If only we open our hearts, forgiveness will flow.

Most self-help books talk abstractly and inspirationally about forgiveness as a “moral gift,”5 “a desire of the heart,”6 “a quality of life”7—but leave you wondering what exactly it means and how to make it happen. Often forgiveness is defined in such lofty, absolute terms that people can’t grasp it, so they throw up their hands instead and conclude, “It takes a person with a big heart to forgive—bigger than mine.” Or they feel compelled to embrace the concept and make some meaningless, robotic gesture of goodwill.

The concept of forgiveness carries a heavy weight—more than it can bear. It means so many things to so many people who consider it from different frames of reference—from academicians influenced by grand theological teachings to secular researchers trying to reduce abstruse concepts into manageable, bite-size units that can be studied in laboratory settings. What has evolved is a mishmash of concepts that often do nothing more than confuse and pressure those who are seeking relief from suffering. What is missing is a concrete, down-to-earth vision of forgiveness—one that is human and attainable.

I’ve had the opportunity to observe people firsthand in my clinical practice and to witness their struggles to forgive and be forgiven. The model I developed has grown organically as I’ve listened to and observed how real people heal after real interpersonal injuries. The examples you will read ring true because they are true.

Questionable Assumption #7: Self-Forgiveness doesn’t require you, the offender, to make amends to the person you harmed. It’s a gift to yourself.

The topic of Self-Forgiveness takes us deep into uncharted waters. Advocates of Self-Forgiveness often describe it as an internal act, an offering of compassion and love that allows you to feel better about the wrong you inflicted on others. As I define it, Self-Forgiveness, like Genuine Forgiveness, is not a free gift to yourself. Nor is it a process that goes on privately within your mind. I believe that for Self-Forgiveness to be substantive, heartfelt, and genuine, it must be earned. If you, the offender, want to forgive yourself, you must acknowledge your wrong and make amends directly to the person you harmed. If that’s not possible, you must perform other acts of repentance and restitution that in effect speak out against your offense and demonstrate your commitment not to repeat it.

Self-Forgiveness is not something you do just to make yourself feel better. It’s something you do to make yourself be better. Forgiving yourself and working to win forgiveness from the person you violated go hand-in-hand. As you earn her respect and forgiveness, you come to respect and forgive yourself.

TWO DYSFUNCTIONAL APPROACHES TO FORGIVENESS

How Can I Forgive You? describes four different approaches to forgiveness: Cheap Forgiveness, Refusing to Forgive, Acceptance, and Genuine Forgiveness. The last two we have already touched on. Both are adaptive. The other two are dysfunctional.

Cheap Forgiveness

Even if the offender ignores your pain, you may be so frightened of his anger or rejection, so desperate to preserve the relationship, that you’re willing to do anything—even forgive him. But this forgiveness is premature, superficial, undeserved. I call it cheap because you offer it before you process the impact of the violation, ask anything of the offender, or think through what lies ahead.

Refusing to Forgive

You may refuse to forgive (1) when you want to punish an unremorseful offender; (2) when you associate forgiveness with reconciliation or compassion, neither of which you’re prepared to offer; and (3) when you use retaliatory rage to protest a violation and see anything more conciliatory—particularly forgiveness—as a sign of weakness. Not Forgiving makes you feel powerful and in control, but it’s a reactive, often rigid and compulsive response to violation that cuts you off from life and leaves you stewing in your own hostile juices.

THE FOUR APPROACHES TO FORGIVENESS: A COMPARISON

The accompanying chart summarizes the differences among the four approaches to forgiveness.










	 

	The Hurt Party Comes to Terms with the Injury

	The Offender Participates in the Healing Process

	This Leads to Reconciliation




	Cheap Forgiveness

	No

	No

	Yes




	Refusing to Forgive

	No

	No

	No




	Acceptance

	Yes

	No

	Yes or No




	Genuine Forgiveness

	Yes

	Yes

	Yes (often) or No






HOW THIS BOOK IS WRITTEN AND ORGANIZED

How Can I Forgive You? provides concrete, detailed, step-by-step instructions for both of you as you cut a path to forgiveness. It’s divided into four parts: (1) Cheap Forgiveness, (2) Refusing to Forgive, (3) Acceptance, and (4) Genuine Forgiveness. The first, second, and third parts are written mainly for the hurt party. The fourth part (Genuine Forgiveness) is divided into two sections: The first shows the offender what it takes to earn forgiveness; the second shows the hurt party what it takes to grant forgiveness.

In this second edition of How Can I Forgive You?, I include an Afterword in which patients share their relationship struggles, and I offer concrete advice and exercises to help them heal.

For the sake of clarity I refer to one of you as the hurt or injured party and to the other as the offender, fully aware that with interpersonal injuries we are seldom completely guilty or completely innocent. Also, I speak of the hurt party as “she” and the offender as “he.” Gender does not determine guilt, of course, but identifying each of you in this way makes for a more readable book.

All the case studies I describe are true in the sense that they’re based on my work with patients or my conversations with associates and friends. Some people may be hurt or insulted by the way I modified their stories; others may be relieved. The reader should know that I’ve always changed names and details, and that I’ve developed composite portraits to protect people’s identities and illustrate certain points.

My clinical examples run from the serious to the profane—from a deliberate, predatory act of sexual abuse to a clumsy act of spilling wine on a countertop. However, I don’t quantify the magnitude of the harm that was done for two reasons. First, the basic critical tools that are needed for healing are largely the same for all injuries. Second, the severity with which someone experiences an injury is highly subjective—a slap to one of you may be a deathblow to another.

Many of you have asked for a follow-up to my first book, After the Affair. I appreciate your loyalty and have included here many case studies related to infidelity. But I’ve now widened my scope to include all significant “violations of human connection.”8 Examples include:


	a spouse who treats you with contempt for not living up to his or her own impossible standards;

	a friend who turns away from you when you develop breast cancer;

	a sibling who refuses to help you care for an elderly parent;

	a parent who is too depressed or too drunk to take interest in you; and

	a therapist who traumatizes you as deeply as the offender himself.



A RADICAL CHOICE

When I give professional training workshops, I invite therapists to come to the microphone and talk about someone who has offended them and how they’re coping with the violation. What I find over and over is that we’re all struggling to forgive someone, and hate feeling fractured within our significant relationships and within ourselves. We are all searching for an answer, some new approach, that frees us from the corrosive effects of hate, gives voice to the injustice, and helps us to make peace with the person who hurt us and with ourselves.

Most of us are also struggling with the knowledge that we have mistreated others. We, too, are looking for a way to feel more human and integrated, less alienated and embattled. We can make ourselves feel right by feeling wronged—buying into our biased, self-righteous version of the truth, and blaming the person we hurt. But we won’t feel good about ourselves until we clean up the damage we caused.

For those of you who have done wrong, I encourage you—in fact, I hope to help you—to muster up the honesty, maturity, and strength of character to reach out to the person you have hurt and make an earnest, bighearted effort to win her forgiveness. If you accept the challenge, I doubt you’ll be sorry.

For those of you who have been wronged, I encourage you to take care of yourself, be fair, and seek life-serving ways to cleanse your intimate wound. By providing two adaptive alternatives—Acceptance and Genuine Forgiveness—I hope I can give you the courage to forgive, and the freedom not to.




Part One

Cheap Forgiveness

Cheap Forgiveness is a quick and easy pardon with no processing of emotion and no coming to terms with the injury. It’s a compulsive, unconditional, unilateral attempt at peacemaking for which you ask nothing in return.

When you refuse to forgive, you hold tenaciously to your anger. When you forgive cheaply, you simply let your anger go.

When you refuse to forgive, you say “no way” to any future reconciliation. When you forgive cheaply, you seek to preserve the relationship at any cost, including your own integrity and safety.

Cheap Forgiveness is dysfunctional because it creates an illusion of closeness when nothing has been faced or resolved, and the offender has done nothing to earn it. Silencing your anguish and indignation, you fail to acknowledge or appreciate the harm that was done to you.

If you forgive too easily, you’re likely to have what personality expert Robert Emmons calls “a chronic concern to be in benevolent, harmonious relationships with others.”1 The character trait that defines you could, in fact, be called “forgivingness.” While some people would regard “forgivingness” as a virtue—Emmons calls it “spiritual intelligence”—I would suggest that it can rob you of your freedom to respond to an injury in an authentic, self-interested way. It can also be bad for your health, as we’ll see later. When you feel compelled to forgive regardless of the circumstances, you’re offering not Genuine Forgiveness but a cut-rate substitute.

PEOPLE WHO FORGIVE TOO CHEAPLY

Cheap Forgiveness comes in several forms. You may recognize yourself in one of them.

The Conflict Avoider

This is the most common type. Overly compliant and forgiving, you tend to dismiss an injury for the sake of protecting a relationship, as mutilating as it may be. On the surface, you act as though nothing is wrong. Inside, you may be hemorrhaging.

Conflict avoiders remain in relationships without voice and without a healthy sense of entitlement. Your submissive behavior—your tendency to subjugate your needs to those of others—is often based on one of three fears.

1. You fear that the offender will retaliate with anger or violence.

If you grow up with rageful parents, you may learn to keep silent—to go along in order to get along. This pattern is likely to persist into adulthood, as it did for a patient named Marsha. “My parents’ anger was frightening,” she told me. “I remember the day my mother threw over the Ping-Pong table and my father, drunk, chased her with a gun. I locked myself in my room and couldn’t eat or sleep for days. Living with them, I learned to pick my words carefully, to lie low. I hated them both and got married at sixteen just to get out of the house. To this day I’m not good at anger. It scares me. I never even allow myself to feel anger. God knows where it goes.”

2. You fear that the offender will reject or abandon you.

You may also resort to Cheap Forgiveness because you fear being cast off by someone whom you depend on for a sense of self-worth. This “morbid dependence”2 is like insulin to a diabetic. It is not optional. It is a necessary lifeline.

Kathy, a forty-seven-year-old massage therapist, is a case in point. Desperate to hold onto her husband, Jack, she left herself no space in which to negotiate her needs. “I think of myself as a love junkie,” she told me. “Why else would I stay in such a sick relationship? Jack drinks too much, he cheats on me, he lashes out at me verbally and sometimes physically. What happened last week should have been a wake-up call, but I shut off the alarm. We were on vacation, watching a video, and Jack was drinking. I asked him, ‘What do you want to do for dinner?’ and he blurted out, ‘You’ve ruined my life!’ and then slapped me and told me how much he hated me, and started in about how I was making him miss the end of the movie and how he wanted to kill me. A little over the top, wouldn’t you say? And then he started to cry and tell me he hated himself and didn’t know why he was so cruel to me. I know if I were healthy, I’d leave. But I’m stuck here, trying to be good enough for him, the way I tried to be good enough for my mother. She used to tell me, ‘If it weren’t for your younger sister, I’d have no reason to live’—that’s how much I meant to her. I guess I’m still trying to get her—someone—to love me, even if they’re as messed up as I am.”

Needing to stay connected to Jack in order to affirm her own worth, Kathy constantly made excuses for his behavior. “It’s the alcohol,” she told me once. “The alcohol makes him violent.” Or, “It’s his low self-esteem—that’s why he drinks. He projects his self-hatred on me, but he doesn’t mean to be so mean.” And shortly after he slapped her and told her how much he hated her, she told me, “We’re closer than we’ve ever been.”

Making excuses for Jack’s violent, uncontrollable behavior and deluding herself about his capacity for change kept Kathy trapped in a dangerous relationship. But without Jack she was without a self, and that felt more terrifying than his degrading words or his physical abuse.

3. You fear that by speaking up for yourself, you may harm the offender.

Another reason for Cheap Forgiveness is your fear that you’ll wound the offender if you confront him with the truth. Overprotective of his feelings and dismissive of your own, you exaggerate his fragility and your capacity to cause harm.

A patient named Peggy was driven by this concern for others. For seventeen years, she satisfied her husband Ted’s need for sexual novelty and tolerated his voyeuristic obsession with pornography. She allowed him to see what he called a “sexual enhancement counselor” naked in the woman’s office. She agreed once to group sex with neighbors. “This way I’ll have no reason to cheat on you or leave you,” he told her.

One day, Ted asked Peggy to dress up like a hooker, go to a bar, and try to pick up other men while he looked on. Reluctantly, she played along. She never actually left the bar with anyone, but in the following days and weeks she found herself feeling increasingly depressed and disgusted with herself. She was still determined to forgive Ted, though, as she always had forgiven him, and went in search of confirmation from her twenty-nine-year-old daughter, Rose. “I stayed with your father all these years to keep the family together, and I would like your sympathy and support,” Peggy told her.

Rose’s cold response was a rude awakening. “I’m almost thirty,” she said. “Don’t lay this on me. Whatever you’re doing is for your sake, not mine. Do you really want me to be grateful that you sacrificed your life for me, that you gave up your happiness for mine? That’s a gift I don’t need, thank you. Is this what you’ve wanted to teach me all these years—that I should stay in a marriage and try to make it work, no matter how awful my partner treats me? Is that the lesson I’m supposed to come away with?”

Shaken by her daughter’s response, Peggy entered therapy and began to question why she failed to draw a line—why she felt so desperate to keep Ted happy that she would sacrifice every shred of self-respect for him. “Do I tolerate too much?” she asked me. “Why don’t I speak up about what matters to me?”

Delving into her past, Peggy answered her own questions. “My parents separated when I was ten,” she told me. “It was a bitter divorce that tore the family apart. And I got caught in the middle. They asked me which one I wanted to live with. I knew my mother would never forgive me if I left her, so I chose her, but it killed my relationship with my father. Frankly, it killed my relationship with my mother, too. I vowed that when I grew up I’d create a different climate for my own family. I swore my marriage would be different. . . .”

Peggy’s idea that she needed to preserve her marriage for her daughter’s sake, or for some greater good, no longer made sense to her—if it ever had. “Rose is grown up and has a life of her own,” Peggy told me. “My vow to create a loving home is ridiculous—I can’t make a good marriage alone.”

I’d like to give this story a happy ending, but Peggy decided to drop out of therapy rather than tolerate the anxiety caused by her growing self-awareness. She’s still with Ted, forgiving his behavior too easily, too cheaply. The coping patterns she learned in early childhood are too deeply ingrained for her to give them up—a reminder that having insights into our self-defeating patterns doesn’t mean we have the will or the courage to change them.

Of course, something might still happen to give Peggy the clarity and conviction she needs to exorcise her devils and act on her own behalf. But first she would have to learn the value of a healthy selfishness and retire from her role as peacemaker.

The propensity to forgive may be shaped not just by interactions with parents, as it was for Peggy, but by conformity to popular social and religious beliefs, such as, “If you can’t say something nice, don’t say anything at all” and “Forgive and you shall be forgiven.” These lessons get wired into us at a young age and influence our behavior as adults. What we’re often not taught is what to do with our anger or with other unruly emotions that surface when someone tries to hurt us. No one tells us what Harvard psychologist Carol Gilligan found in her research with adolescent girls—that when we stop speaking up about violations in our relationships, we lose not only our voice, we lose ourselves.3

The Passive-Aggressor

If you’re a conflict avoider, you readily forgive others at your own expense. If you’re a passive-aggressor, you’re also quick to forgive—subjugating your needs, silencing your voice, and conveying the false impression that all is well. Inside, though, you’re probably not resigned but defiant and bitter, and busy sabotaging the peace you paid for with your shallow, deceptive words of forgiveness.

Operating indirectly, even subversively, you rebel through sins of omission. Instead of protesting your mistreatment openly and directly, you detach and get even in underhanded ways, effectively frustrating others by ignoring their requests and withdrawing from them physically and emotionally. Your decision to act forgivingly is manipulative; it’s your way of getting even, feeling powerful, in control, on top. Though you may pretend to turn the other cheek, privately you seek an eye for an eye. As psychologist Scott Wetzler writes, “The passive-aggressive man may pretend to be sweet or compliant, but beneath his superficial demeanor lies a different core. He’s angry, petty, envious, and selfish.”4

Passive-aggressive types tend to develop covert patterns of relating in their early years. If your parents reproached you for challenging their authority, you may learn to give lip service to what others ask of you, while secretly defying them and getting your own way. If your parents humiliated you for showing vulnerability—crying, asking for help—you may as an adult be terrified of becoming dependent on anyone but yourself. Believing that a relationship is nothing more than a power game, you may keep your moves to yourself and reveal nothing about your inner workings. You may confuse cooperation with submission,5 and attachment with loss of control.

Dan is a good example of a passive-aggressive peacemaker who masks his hostility. He and his wife, Emily, spent four years trying to conceive a child using infertility drugs. Finally they succeeded with in vitro fertilization, and Emily gave birth to a healthy boy. As Dan explained it to me, Emily then cut him out of her life and transferred all her attention to their son. Dan retaliated by turning his attention to his young office assistant.

A year later, in therapy, Dan acknowledged how testy and diminished he felt when the baby was born. “The angrier I got, the quieter I got,” he told me. “Last Mother’s Day I told Emily I had confused the date and scheduled a golf game with an old college buddy. The ‘buddy,’ of course, was the girl I was seeing. I promised I’d be home by three, but walked in at six, apologized, gave Emily a big hug and some roses, and proceeded to fall asleep in front of the TV.”

Like a conflict avoider, Dan achieved only the illusion of peace—at a very dear price. Afraid of being overpowered or canceled out, he asserted himself in the only way that felt safe to him—by being secretly oppositional. Today, like most compulsive peacekeepers, he continues to struggle to be himself in relationships, but lacking both the strength of character and the interpersonal skills to negotiate conflict, he doesn’t know how. He smiles, but secretly he seethes. On the surface, he forgives everything; underneath, he forgives nothing.

The passive-aggressor’s pattern of making peace is to give with one hand and take with the other. Outwardly he humbles himself and accepts blame; inwardly he feels innocent and gloats over the success of his ruse. “My father and I engaged in a battle of wills,” a patient named Jim told me. “But I learned to beat him at his game. Whatever I did, he demanded an apology. Once when I came home late he stormed up to me and said, ‘Are you sorry? Tell me you’re sorry!’ He kept at it. Finally I told him, ‘I am . . .’ and then whispered silently under my breath, ‘not.’ That ‘not’ became the magic word, my way of being, my way of surviving that tyrant.”

The Self-Sacrificer

The self-sacrificer is someone who, by conviction, puts others first. He enjoys acting with a generous heart and tries not to bear grudges. He may try to emulate saintly qualities of mercy and forgiveness, usually valuing other people’s needs more than his own. In contrast to the conflict avoider, who often feels subjugated and conscripted into making peace, the self-sacrificer feasts on forgiveness.

As Jeffrey Young and his colleagues point out in Schema Therapy, if you have self-sacrificing tendencies, you tend to “listen to others rather than talk about yourself, take care of others yet have difficulty doing things for yourself, focus attention on others yet feel uncomfortable when attention is focused on you, and [be] indirect when you want something versus asking for it directly.”6

So what is cheap or false about a self-sacrificer’s willingness to forgive? Nothing, if it’s a considered response to a specific injury and not a blind, instinctive stab at martyrdom; nothing, if you’ve wrestled with the alternatives and allowed yourself some freedom of response. Forgiveness becomes cheap or false when it’s a rote, generic response, with no nod to content or circumstance.

Let me mention, on a lighter note, how my dear friend and colleague Michelle and I often exhibit a self-effacing altruism when we try to make plans to get together. This is how it might go. Michelle calls and says, “How would you like to meet me at the new Indian restaurant for dinner?” I pause and say, “Great. When’s good for you?” She replies, “I can meet you anytime after seven, but if that’s too early for you, I can make it later.” I say, “Fine. Let’s do seven-fifteen” (which is actually much too early for me). We hang up, and she calls me back within minutes. “I heard you hesitate,” she says. “What’s wrong? Do you want to go somewhere else?” I reply, “Well, the truth is, I got sick the last time I went to that restaurant, but I’d be willing to give it another try.” She replies, “No way. Let’s go to that Italian restaurant you like,” and she hangs up. I call her back, “Really, I’m happy to try the place you suggested. . . .” And on it goes. Put two self-sacrificers together, and they won’t be able to come up with a plan of action in time for dinner.

There’s nothing seriously harmful or dysfunctional about two people wanting to take each other’s needs into account, and both feeling good about it (except that it’s exhausting)—unless they’re unable to respond in a more inner-directed, self-serving way when the circumstances warrant it. Both Michelle and I would be cheap forgivers if, when it really mattered, we couldn’t say, “I’d really like to do X, not Y.” This requires what Robert Karen calls “a natural selfishness”7—an ability to speak up for what you need and set limits on what you’re willing to do for others, relative to what you’re willing to do for yourself.

Is the self-sacrificer on a higher moral plane than others? I wouldn’t presume to answer this delicate question, but I would say that what’s good for one individual may be poisonous for another. I also know from my clinical practice that people who are categorically committed to self-sacrifice but have not themselves wrestled with its meaning are often significantly distressed. A person’s first, unconsidered response is not always his best.

Gretchen, a fifty-three-year-old Catholic school administrator, struggled to live a righteous life, filled with acts of goodness, without sapping her vitality or sacrificing her basic needs. When her mother died suddenly of leukemia, Gretchen’s infirm ninety-year-old father asked if he could move in with her. Gretchen was recently divorced, working part time, and still caring for her three children at home, so she found herself torn. But she readily agreed. “I’ve been taught my whole life to give of myself, to be kind to others,” she told me. “It’s what I believe and what I teach my children. How could I not let him stay?”

Three months after her father’s arrival, his sister Janice—Gretchen’s aunt—was diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease and asked Gretchen if she could move in, too—“Only for a month,” Janice insisted, “while I get my things in order and arrange to move to an assisted living facility.”

Gretchen went along. Thirty days passed, then sixty, then ninety. Gretchen offered to take Janice around to visit some local homes, but Janice snapped, “No. I can’t possibly leave now. I’m not ready.”

Gretchen assured Janice that she could stay as long as she wanted. “How can I kick her out—my own flesh and blood?” Gretchen told me.

But Gretchen felt used, depleted, and angry at herself. She knew, at some level, that she was being taken advantage of, but she was unable to draw boundaries or speak up for herself. Unlike Janice, she couldn’t say no.

“It’s not just that they make demands on me,” Gretchen complained. “It’s that I have no time to do anything for myself. If I take the kids out to dinner, I can’t enjoy myself, thinking I should have brought Dad and Janice along. If I bring a date home, they sit in the den with us until he leaves. It doesn’t occur to them to go back in their rooms, and I don’t feel right telling them to. Dad doesn’t make me feel guilty; I make myself feel guilty. My aunt’s a different story. She feels entitled to have me take care of her and gets annoyed when I don’t. And I buy into it. I feel bad. I am bad. I want to make everyone happy, but where does that leave me?”

Gretchen’s problem, like that of other self-sacrificers, was not her humility, her tolerance, or her magnanimity. Her problem was her inability to act on her own behalf, to allow herself a range of responses that took account of her personal needs. Her aunt was as insensitive to Gretchen as Gretchen was to herself. And so, like others who automatically make peace, Gretchen remains today caught in a web of moral imperatives—a swamp of “musts” and “shoulds” from which there is no apparent escape.

ADVANTAGES AND DISADVANTAGES OF CHEAP FORGIVENESS

What Are the Advantages of Cheap Forgiveness?

Here are five reasons why you may gravitate to Cheap Forgiveness:

1. It may keep you connected to the offender.

Cheap Forgiveness may allow you to maintain an appearance of harmony and keep your relationship alive, or at least intact. Some researchers support the idea that partners who can forgive a spouse for serious emotional injuries tend to be more happily married,8 a notion I question.

2. It may make you feel good about yourself, even righteous and superior.

As Ben Franklin said, “Doing an injury puts you below your enemy; revenge makes you but even with him; forgiving sets you above him.”

3. It may protect you from confronting your own complicity in the conflict, and wipe your slate clean, too.

Self-awareness can be painful. Cheap Forgiveness keeps you blissfully in the dark.

4. It may nudge the transgressor toward repentance.

Your conciliatory behavior may inspire him to treat you in equally benevolent ways—apologizing, making amends for the way he mistreated you. Your pardon may also exploit his sense of guilt and indebtedness, so that he becomes more friendly or respectful.

5. You believe that it’s good for your health.

Cheap Forgiveness may seem to reward you with significant health benefits—releasing you from obsessions, reducing your anxiety and depression, and lowering your blood pressure and heart rate. As we’ll see, these benefits are highly debatable.

What Are the Disadvantages of Cheap Forgiveness?

Let’s look at how each of these advantages is linked to a disadvantage.

1. Cheap Forgiveness may preserve your relationship, but quash any opportunity to develop a more intimate bond.

When I first started working with issues of infidelity and an injured spouse would tell me, “I’ve forgiven my partner, I just want to move on,” a part of me would secretly thank her for making my job easier. But I’ve since learned to be wary of such facile gestures and not to take the bait. Compulsive peacekeeping may allow you and your partner to stay connected, but nothing more—you don’t get closer. When a violation is not talked out or resolved—when you gloss over his responsibility to restore trust and safety—no healing takes place. The underlying issues sit silently between you.

This was the case with a couple I interviewed on Good Morning, America. John had just learned that his wife, Mary, had had a brief affair shortly after their only child went off to college. In front of an audience of several million, Mary expressed deep remorse for hurting him. John, a retired air force lieutenant, quickly accepted her apology and extended a hand in peace. “I don’t need to talk about this anymore,” he told her. “I’ve forgiven you and just want to move on.”

My immediate advice was, “Be careful not to forgive so fast.” It seemed to me—and of course on these shows, the expert gets to analyze the complexities of a lifelong relationship in a four-minute time slot—that an instantaneous display of forgiveness was the last thing that would help this couple. The reason Mary had the affair to begin with was that she felt lonely and cut off from her husband, a situation exacerbated by her child’s departure. Forgiveness was the cheapest gift John could give her. It cost him nothing. What Mary needed now was not a quick fix but conversation—plain honest talk about who she was and what she needed from him so they could develop an intimate bond. She wanted to be known, and she wanted to know him better. John’s perfunctory peace offering could only produce more of the same—more silence, more alienation—and perpetuate their dysfunctional way of relating.

Some research does suggest that spouses who forgive their partners have happier marriages, but perhaps it’s not the act of forgiving in and of itself that creates the better marriage, but the transaction that takes place between two people when forgiveness is earned. When the offender demonstrates that he understands and is sincerely disturbed by the harm he has caused you, and when he works to make repairs, you may be more motivated to release your resentment and invite him back into your life.

2. Cheap Forgiveness may make you feel morally superior to the offender, but your sanctimonious high is likely to prevent you from getting closer.

Some of you may deceive yourselves into believing that your generous gift puts you on a higher spiritual plane than the offender. “I, the humble, charitable one, have the capacity to forgive and am therefore closer to God,” you tell yourself. “I can forgive someone even as defective as you.”

Your benevolence may be on shaky ground, however, and may hide your true motivation. You need to ask yourself, “Is my forgiveness an act of exquisite humility or merely a manipulative gesture meant to establish my superiority?” If it is the latter, you rob yourself of the opportunity to have the offender tend to your wounds, make you feel cared for, and earn your goodwill.

3. Cheap Forgiveness blocks personal growth, denying you insights into yourself that would help you develop more satisfying relationships.

When you forgive too quickly, you never learn the lessons that come from confronting your own complicity. The couple I spoke to on Good Morning, America illustrate this point. The husband, John, simply let his wife—and himself—off the hook. End of story. He never faced how he may have failed her and contributed to her loneliness. Instead of negotiating a permanent peace, he offered a temporary cease-fire.

4. Cheap Forgiveness may give the transgressor a green light to continue mistreating you.

Cheap Forgiveness may not only not lead to the offender’s contrition, it may increase the probability that he will harm you again. It has been found that among abused women, those who reported being the most forgiving toward their partners were more likely to suffer continued abuse.9 If the offender never suffers the consequences of his transgression and can always expect you to be a fountain of mercy, why wouldn’t he repeat his crime?

5. Cheap Forgiveness may make you sick, emotionally and physically.

We often hear about the physiological benefits of forgiving—of letting go of anger and making peace—but most of these findings are easy to misinterpret. What they show is that there’s a relationship between forgiving and better health, not that forgiveness causes better health. What does make you feel better, studies indicate, is a reduced level of chronic hostility and distress,10 and that comes from Acceptance or Genuine Forgiveness, not from Cheap Forgiveness. With Cheap Forgiveness, you bury or deny your resentment, you don’t resolve it.

In The Type C Connection: The Behavioral Links to Cancer and Your Health, Lydia Temoshok and Henry Dreher maintain that Type C persons—those who are chronically unaware of their negative feelings and therefore quick to forgive—are more likely to be candidates for cancer than those who attend to these feelings and learn to cope with them. Temoshok and Dreher contrast Type C people, who exhibit “compulsive, unyielding niceness in any situation—no matter how stressful, insulting or dangerous”—with Type A persons, who are hostile, less forgiving, and more susceptible to heart disease than others.

Temoshok and Dreher go on to say that the absence of anger in Type C individuals “did not stem from a sense of inner peace. . . . Underneath their facade, there was a great deal of unexpressed anger, carefully guarded feelings of anxiety, and in many cases . . . a deep-seated feeling of despair.”11

How the mind and body interact remains a mystery. We don’t know if or how repressed emotions can cause tumors. But it has been hypothesized that a lifelong tendency to repress anger and other strong emotions wreaks havoc on our cellular organization and weakens our immunity to certain diseases. Woody Allen made this point in his inimitably nutty way in the film Manhattan. When his girlfriend (played by Diane Keaton) dumps him for his best friend and Allen refuses to get ruffled, Keaton shouts at him, “Why don’t you get angry so we can have it out, so that we can get it out in the open?”

“I don’t get angry, OK?” Allen replies. “I mean, I have a tendency to internalize. That’s one of the problems I have. I—I grow a tumor instead.”12

When we succumb to the notion that anger is evidence of weak moral character and poor emotional control, we make nice on the outside and sickness within.

UNDERSTANDING CHEAP FORGIVENESS

Acknowledging Your Pain Allows You to Address It

Feeling anger can be a healthy, adaptive reaction when your rights have been stomped on. It arouses you and stimulates you to act. Without it, you







Was I Violated—or Am I Imagining It?



You’ve Got It All Wrong—the Problem Is You



Origins of Cheap Forgiveness









	Do I compulsively seek to repair relationships, regardless of the circumstances or my feelings?

	Do I beat up on myself when someone mistreats me?

	Do I make excuses for the offender?

	Do I repress or deny a violation?

	Do I fail to know my anger or my despair?

	Do I fail to voice my objections or my needs?

	Do I often feel powerless, trapped, manipulated, snuffed out?

	Do I pardon the offender as a way of asserting my control, dominance, or moral superiority?

	Do I extend a generosity of spirit to everyone, and therefore to no one?

	Is Cheap Forgiveness my typical, robotic response when someone hurts me? If so, does it serve me in this particular situation, or should I consider another tack?
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