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1. The Many Facets of Forgiveness
St. Augustine tells us that the full measure of love is to love without measure. This being the case it therefore follows that forgiveness is a perfectly suitable topic to dwell upon in a conference dedicated to the kindred themes of love and friendship, for forgiveness is a gift bestowed upon us by the immeasurable love of God.  In theological terms one might go so far as to say that forgiveness is the gift which continually rescues salvation history and keeps our hopes for eternal life alive.    No less a scribe than William Shakespeare once called upon the attitude of forgiveness in his literary epitaph when  bidding farewell to his loyal public in the epilogue to his final play, The Tempest.   It is at this point that Prospero, the Duke of Milan,  issues the following plea to the audience:  

As you from crimes would pardon’d be,

                                        Let your indulgence set me free.
While forgiveness is a mandatory condition for living a proper Christian life it is not completely clear as to what is meant by it.  Yet it is nevertheless always pleasing to extol its virtues. Waxing poetical, we might say that forgiveness is a gem which has many facets, or a gift which allows the many splendors of love and friendship to shine forth in the fullness of their heavenly raiment.  Yet while admittedly rhapsodic, the application of such a poetic coating to the unvarnished concept of forgiveness only sidesteps the underlying problem of its definition which, like Wordsworth’s world, is always with us.
Peering at forgiveness through the looking glass of faith, reason, and science yields a kaleidoscopic array of conceptual hues that can make it seem utterly equivocal.    One particularly knotty problem bearing on the meaning of forgiveness has to do with the various semantic intersections one encounters when forgiveness bumps up against kindred terms such as: pardon, absolution, clemency, remission, reconciliation, excuse, exculpate, and amnesty.  Both etymologically and semantically the concept of forgiveness is tied to the concept of gift: perdonare in Italian; pardonner in French; and vergeben in German, for example, all inscribe the word for gift within a word that indicates a gift of great moral significance - forgiveness.  And of course there is that old but overly familiar proverb: forgive and forget.  While not identical the act of forgiving is often linked to a loss of recollection, even in the case of God  -  “It is I, I, who wipe out, for my own sake, your offenses; your sins I remember no more.” (Isaia 43: 25)
Thinkers such as Jacques Derrida even go so far as to employ the logical aporias and inconsistencies which they derive from an analysis of forgiveness as a basis for maintaining that forgiveness is impossible for anyone to dispense.
  Derrida maintained, for example, with an hyperbole that borders upon philosophical affectation, that only what is unforgivable meets the criteria for being forgiven.  He further held that acts of purported forgiveness function as weapons by which we impose our sovereignty or ulterior motives upon others.  Thus, according to Derrida, when we forgive our purpose is not to give but, ultimately, to take by gaining some type of long range psychological advantage over another person.  This might be true to the extent that what passes for human forgiveness could sometimes be a subterfuge – and hence not an authentic act of forgiveness.  Human forgiveness is always imperfect given our fallen condition.   Additionally, one need not be a French post-modern deconstructionist from Algiers with a predilection for philosophical scandal in order to throw believers a curve ball.  One of my favorite mystical writers, Julian of Norwich in her Revelations of Divine Love, openly avers that God does not forgive since he is incapable of being offended.  What he does, according to Julian, is to continue to give us the gift of His infinite love despite our ongoing rejection.    My aim in this essay is twofold: 1)  To shed some light upon what is meant by human forgiveness from the Catholic perspective;  and 2)  To consider whether the evolutionary or scientific approach to the problem of forgiveness has anything to offer the Christian conception of forgiveness.
2. To Err is Human, to Forgive Humane

For people of faith divine forgiveness provides the ontological starting point for any possible extension of the concept of forgiveness.  Divine forgiveness is the subject matter of Psalm 50 (The Miserere).  In verse six of this prayer of repentance King David quite strikingly says that sin is a grievance only against God (tibi soli peccavi).  While we offend other human beings with our acts of selfishness and injustice we do not, in any theologically technical sense of the term, sin against them.  And if we do not sin against them then they cannot forgive us unless forgiveness can be extended to offenses other than sin.   For Alexander Pope, forgiveness, one might argue, is the prerogative of God alone:  “To err is human, to forgive divine.”
   On the other hand such a poetic exclamation could also be interpreted as meaning that we, in some way, imitate God when we forgive.

My focus here concerns the status of human forgiveness in the sense of one person forgiving another.  There are however opposing ways by which the concept of human forgiveness might be contracted or expanded.  By a contraction of human forgiveness I refer to the ultra-fuzzy concept of self-forgiveness, in which not two but only one person is allegedly involved in the forgiving process.  Pop psychology and new age religion instruct us to forgive ourselves, but never come close to telling us anything significant about the epistemology of such a daunting philosophical task.  Neither will I.  One interesting danger when dealing with the issue of self-forgiveness however is the possibility that one’s so-called act of self-exoneration might be premature.  If we forgive ourselves too quickly, in the absence of remorse and proper penance, then we only increase the risk of behaving in the same way that initially prompted our need for self-forgiveness.  Christian self-forgiveness, assuming it is possible, requires that we esteem ourselves highly enough to be worthy of forgiveness, but never to the narcissistic extent that we sidestep the gauntlet of self-examination and repentance.  A proper relationship to God, in relation to whom we are both beloved children and subordinate creatures, offers perhaps the only legitimate basis for achieving the proper psychological balance necessary for real self-forgiveness.
On the other hand, forgiveness involving groups, institutions, nations and the like represent an expansion upon the basic model of one-to-one interpersonal forgiveness.  Desmond Tutu’s book entitled No Future Without Forgiveness is symbolic of the late 20th century elevation of forgiveness into a principle of social justice within the political arena.  The author of The Prince would no doubt declare the notion of political forgiveness to be oxymoronic. Of the many complexities involved in attempting to make philosophical sense out of any extension of forgiveness into the political arena I find the following to be of great interest.  In the case of the Truth and Reconciliation Committee in post-apartheid South Africa truth served as both a necessary and sufficient condition for amnesty.  Those guilty of apartheid era crimes were granted amnesty by the newly elected Mandela government simply by coming clean and confessing to everything they had done.  No remorse was requested or required.   Thus, in a quite literal sense, it was the truth which in this instance set these moral scoundrels free.         
In the case of divine forgiveness we are absolved from our sins by God.  Note that this does not necessarily imply that some stain or blot has been purged or erased from the soul, although this view does have scriptural support.  In verse nine of The Miserere, for example, King David petitions God to purify him of his sin with hyssop so that he might be cleansed and made whiter than snow.  In Works of Love Soren Kierkegaard even describes divine forgiveness as a counterpart to creation, for in an act of divine forgiveness God might be said to decreate or cast something which exists back into nothingness.  But if evil is a privation of being, as Augustine contends, then the forgiveness of our sins by God actually restores us to an elevated spiritual state.  It augments us rather than depletes us, in a way which is analogous to the anomaly that once attached itself to the old phlogiston theory during the early days of modern chemistry when phlogiston-depleted substances would, surprisingly,  end up weighing more after the removal of this hypothetical element than they did when it was supposedly still present.  Although God is undoubtedly pleased when one of his creatures returns to the fold of grace, we nevertheless do not theologically ascribe any change whatsoever to God’s unchanging nature.  Yet we the sinners are changed dramatically in the remissio peccatorum of the confessional.   As Aquinas pointed out in his innovative treatment of the sacrament of penance in Part III of the Summa Theologica, such a change occurs when sinners are forgiven their sins by the conjunction of the formal sacramental causality of God’s grace, which is mediated in persona Christi by the priest, and the materially penitent acts of contrition, confession, and satisfaction.  

We use the language of forgiveness all the time in connection with our interpersonal relationships with other human beings.  Moreover, even though the prayer was  given to us by Christ himself, it is we the people, God’s people, who in The Lord’s Prayer continually invoke that divine forgiveness be granted to us only contingently upon our own extension of forgiveness to others:  et dimitte nobis debita nostra, sicut et nos dimittimus debitoribus nostris.     While our being is analogous to that of God, it is not equally as clear, at least to me, as to what would constitute the basis for arguing that human forgiveness is analogous to that of divine forgiveness.  God forgives us of our sins whereas we forgive only offenses or crimes, and not sins, committed against our own persons.  Perhaps there is too much of an asymmetry between the cases of divine and human forgiveness to ever contemplate such an analogous link.  When God forgives we are spiritually healed with no effect upon Himself.  But when we forgive others, while no corresponding ontological change occurs in the forgiven, both forgiver and forgiven  derive whatever emotional benefits ensue from the healing power of human forgiveness.  As is sometimes said, when we forgive the prisoner we set free is none other than ourselves.  But despite these differences between the cases of human and divine forgiveness, one important similarity is that in both cases there is, if not in the ontological sense, an emotional or spiritual benefit which accrues to the forgiven that stems from the affirmation of love which has been extended in the process.  Such a benefit, albeit unquantifiable and immeasurable, and thus perhaps unsatisfactory for those who would demand scientific precision, is nevertheless phenomenologically real and authentically holy.  Whereas divine forgiveness might be characterized as a divine action in which God’s healing grace and love is communicated to us, human forgiveness on the other hand is actualized by the adoption of a loving attitude, or state of being, on the part of the human forgiver which in turn impacts the state of being of the forgiven.  As all good marriage counselors know, or ought to know:  A happy marriage is the union of two good forgivers. 

 While the Lord’s Prayer stipulates that forgiveness constitutes a real component of our human repertoire of actions and attitudes, it is nevertheless the case that the concept of human forgiveness remains for the most part neglected by mainstream Catholic theology, although books galore have been written upon the subject and are easily found upon the pop psychology shelf in your neighborhood bookstore.  Saint Thomas Aquinas barely scratches the surface of what human forgiveness entails.  When he does refer to human forgiveness he does so, almost exclusively, in the context of the divine.  Such a neglect is due to the fact that human forgiveness is linked by Thomas to the divine grace that is a sine qua non of its conferral.   The restoration of a fractured human relationship in the case of human forgiveness cannot take place except in the presence of God’s grace.  Even when Thomas deals directly with the text which petitions God to withhold divine forgiveness in the absence of prior human forgiveness in his commentaries upon the gospel of Matthew and the Lord’s Prayer he does not probe too deeply into any independent mystery associated  with human forgiveness.  He does however exemplify the meaning of this contingent petition via his analysis of the parable of the unmerciful servant in Matthew 18: 23-35 in the former work.  Just as in the case of this ungrateful servant, people who are unwilling to forgive those who have offended them simultaneously demonstrate a sense of ingratitudo to God and thus are not properly disposed to receive divine forgiveness.
   

 It is important to remind ourselves that the Christian call to forgiveness does not derive from the Decalogue but from the Beatitudes:  “Blessed are the merciful, for they shall obtain mercy.”  We imitate God more perfectly when we fulfill the full spirit of the Law which Jesus shares with us in his Sermon on the Mount than when we merely comply with the prescriptive and proscriptive rules set forth in the commandments.  From the minimalist baseline for holiness represented by the commandments human forgiveness is rightly perceived as a kind of supererogatory attitude by which we rise to the Everest of our human condition.  And as Dante informs us in Canto XXXIII of his Purgatorio, after himself ascending to the Earthly Paradise which sits atop Mount Purgatory, only after scaling such a summit  are we then puro e disposto a salire a le stelle  (pure and prepared to climb unto the stars.)
3. Nice Guys Don’t Finish Last
While the Christian or theological understanding of forgiveness provides many of us with our working model of what forgiveness actually means, the literature on forgiveness abounds with other, what one might call secular, models of forgiveness.  These secular models can interact, overlap, or compete with each other as well as with the Christian model.  When we are ensured by faith that our Christian understanding of a particular issue is correct then we must resist the temptation to allow secular novelties to lead us astray.  But when well recognized gaps exist in what we believe on the basis of faith then it is only fitting that we consider what the sciences or philosophical reflection have to offer.  Fides quaerens intellectum is just as valid a motto today as it ever was.    One  example of a secular model of forgiveness is the health model.    Many experiments have been conducted, for example, as in the case of prayer, to try and demonstrate the physiological advantages of forgiveness.  Another such secular model is what one might dub the game-theoretic model in which strategies of forgiveness are compared with other competitive strategies in order to determine which yields the greatest quantifiable measure for cooperative success in the pursuit of goals which maximize self-interest.
  But the focus of this section of the essay however will be to examine and assess the philosophical credentials of the evolutionary model of forgiveness.  

The massive literature in sociobiology and evolutionary psychology purports to provide us with a not so kind evolutionary interpretation of altruism. The sociobiological verdict against the Christian interpretation of altruism or caritas can be best summed up in the words of that great Darwinian scholar, Leo Durocher, who in the title of his autobiographical memoir about his life in baseball reminded us of a great competitive and survivalist truism:  Nice Guys Finish Last.  Thinkers who attempt to extend evolutionary theory to both animal and human behavior have spilled much ink in an effort to convince us that truly selfless and charitable instincts and attitudes are not suitable for survival on that great playing and slaying field of Natural Selection.  The same kind and caliber of evolutionary reasoning is also applied to the concept of forgiveness.  According to evolutionary theory the rise and persistence of forgiveness in human civilization is due to its fitness as a means for survival, and not to any transcendent claim upon our commitments and behavior.      

Materialist exponents of evolutionary theory can concoct a covering explanation for almost every facet of human behavior, but glibness is no substitute for knowledge.  After all, both Marxist theory  and Freudian psychoanalysis boasted a kind of explanatory omniscience in their heyday and just look at how far it got them.  Sociobiologist David Buss gives an evolutionary explanation as to why men and women forgive differently in cases of infidelity.  He says that men are less likely to forgive a partner who is impregnated by another man whereas a woman is more likely to forgive the father of her children.  The man presumably has no investment in the genetic progeny of another male, while the woman, as we all know so well, easily forgives her husband’s cheating heart as long as he keeps his checkbook close to hearth and home.   I don’t know about you but I would rate the psychological sagacity of such an evolutionary interpretation as unworthy  of the wisdom promulgated by even the most trite of predictions to be found within  a Chinese fortune cookie.

But of course I am being a little unfair to both evolutionary theory and Chinese fortune cookies.  The old adage which says that men forget but never forgive, while women forgive but never forget has, for all its hyperbole, both the ring and sting of social truth.  Research into the existence of a forgiveness instinct within human nature is a legitimate and currently ongoing scientific enterprise, funded by no less than the deep pockets of the Templeton Foundation.  Such an instinct, like the infamous God gene of recent memory, has not yet been discovered in our genetic constitution or in our neural wiring.  Belief in the existence of such a biological instinct is not necessarily damaging to the spiritual pedigree of forgiveness. Christianity, after all, is a religion based upon the principle of incarnation.  Just because a forgiveness instinct might be rooted in our physical nature does not mean that it has no spiritual significance.  Research into animal behavior, for example, strongly indicates the existence of mechanisms which are thought to be analogous, to use the language of primatologist Frans De Waal, to those which prompt the so-called human instinct to forgive.

   According to the evolutionary interpretation of forgiveness the persistence of forgiveness as a virtue in our civilization must be due to the fact that success in healing broken relationships and in overcoming the compulsion to exact revenge must have been advantageous for survival of the human species in the distant past.  Evolutionary interpretations of this type coupled with the postulation of some sort of forgiveness instinct accomplish little more however than a public acknowledgement or confession of one’s allegiance to the wide explanatory horizons of Natural Selection.  Logicians call this Begging the Question.  But it would be wrong to conclude that the psychological dynamics and neural foundations of forgiveness as understood from an evolutionary perspective have nothing to offer the Christian conception of forgiveness, although a significant portion of what passes for forgiveness research from an evolutionary perspective deals not with authentic Christian forgiveness, but with a kind of mockery of forgiveness which treats it as a subtle tool of self-promotion within a utilitarian framework.

One example of  how an evolutionary or at least scientific approach to forgiveness can enhance our understanding about how Christian forgiveness functions in our lives comes from research done on the feeling known as empathy.  According to recent work in both standard psychology and neuropsychology one of the conditions which can trigger the alleged evolutionary based forgiveness instinct is called careworthiness, which is defined by psychologist Michael McCullough as the condition of a transgressor which makes him or her an appropriate target for kindness and compassion.
  As might be expected there is a high correlation between those we are willing to forgive and the percentage of our genes that they share.   Yet this is not the end of the story.  According to neuroscientific studies forgiveness is most likely to be triggered when we care for someone, whether there is a close genetic relationship between us and the people we care for or not.  Additionally, we are more likely to care for others say these studies if we can empathize with their situation and mindset.  When people feel empathy toward those who have wronged them then they do not experience any increase, on the average, in the activity of the prefrontal cortex that usually accompanies the desire for revenge.
   If we can manipulate the conditions that induce empathy, either clinically or medically, then we might be able to, whether we should or not is another story, create the kind of psychological climate that will facilitate our loving others as we love ourselves.  For while to know all is certainly not to forgive all as is sometimes said, being able to share the same psychological perspective as someone else who has harmed you is to make of them, in the words of Aristotle’s remarks on friendship, a kind of second self.  
4. Concluding Remarks

Those who are discontent with the Christian concept of forgiveness try to get around it in various ways.    One way is by arguing that forgiveness is both humanly and philosophically impossible, another is by trying to demonstrate that on a deeper level forgiveness is just as motivated by self-interest as any other kind of behavior or attitude, and yet another is that the so-called spirituality of forgiveness is a sham that should be completely reinterpreted by the biological imperatives that form our personalities.  As a person of faith I prefer to engage in philosophical argument and not to quarrel with those who do not share my views.   In saying so I adopt both a Chestertonian as well as a fraternal attitude towards those with whom I disagree.  About his relationship with his brother Cecil the great Chesterton once said that while they always argued they never quarreled.   As members of an incarnational religion  we should not expect the full mystery of human forgiveness to be unraveled without any help from our embodied condition.  Neither should we expect forgiveness to be completely understood in biological terms without any spiritual remainder.  What is required is the kind of multi-layered or multi-causal approach to explanation that Aristotle pioneered over two millennia ago.  As I began this essay on forgiveness upon a literary note with quotes from St. Augustine and Shakespeare,   in the interests of symmetry I will end in a similar literary vein, but this time with a quote from Mark Twain, who tells us that:  “Forgiveness is the fragrance that the violet sheds on the heal that has crushed it.”
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