
Spirituality / Personal Growth

Whether you are uncertain what real forgiveness looks like, are tired of 
forgiving, or don’t know where to start, Forgiveness: A Catholic Approach 
offers you: 

• A practical guide to understanding forgiveness
• The seven characteristics of forgiveness
• Scripture and stories that illustrate the process of forgiveness
• Tips for avoiding common pitfalls on the road to forgiveness
• A ten-step process toward forgiveness

“Forgiveness is one of the most godlike things that we can do, yet it is so much 
easier in theory than in practice. Fr. Scott Hurd has provided a wonderful 
manual concerning the need for and the procedures to forgive.”

— Fr. Jude Winkler, OFM Conv, Author of I Cry To You O Lord!

“I found myself reflecting on the important issues Fr. Hurd raises on almost 
every page, and that reflection continues long after the reading is done.”

— Deacon William T. Ditewig, PhD, Professor of Theology & Religious Studies,
Saint Leo University

“Fr. Hurd wraps Scripture, theology, and story together to offer readers the 
gift of a thoughtful examination of the process of forgiveness. Forgiveness: 
A Catholic Approach is a resource for preachers and spiritual directors and 
a manual for people looking for guidance in taking the first steps.”

— Susan Timoney, PhD, Executive Director Department of Evangelization and Family Life, 
Archdiocese of Washington

“Drawing from real life examples, Fr. Hurd sets before us the self-inflicted 
misery of a constricted, unforgiving heart and the deep joy and spacious 
happiness that forgiveness bestows. It is a very wise and practical book.”  

— Marc Foley, OCD, Author of The Context of Holiness and Peace of Heart

Reverend R. Scott Hurd is a priest of the Archdiocese of Washington. He currently serves 
as Executive Director of the Archdiocese’s Office of the Permanent Diaconate, assists 
at St. Hugh of Grenoble Church in Greenbelt, MD, and is liaison with the USCCB for the 
implementation of the Apostolic Constitution, Anglicanorum coetibus. Fr. Hurd began his 
ordained ministry as an Episcopal priest and entered the Catholic Church in 1996. He holds 
degrees from Oxford University and the University of Richmond. He and his wife, Stephanie, 
live in Virginia with their three children.

$9.95 U.S. 





BOOKS & MEDIA
Boston

Forgiveness 
A Catholic Approach

By R. Scott Hurd

Foreword by  
Cardinal Donald Wuerl





Contents

Foreword

—  xiii  —

Part I

Why Forgive?

Chapter 1

A Lovely Idea?

Forgiveness can be difficult,  
but it is a beautiful gift of love.

—  3  —

Chapter 2

Forgive for You

Forgiving benefits us— 
physically, spiritually, and relationally.

—  7  —



Chapter 3

Forgive for Others

Our forgiveness blesses those we forgive,  
and indeed all those around us.

—  11  —

Chapter 4

Forgive for God

Forgiveness glorifies God  
and reveals his love to the world.

—  17  —

Part II

Hallmarks of Forgiveness

Chapter 5

No Fair!

Forgiveness isn’t fair.  
It’s an expression of love and mercy.

—  23  —

Chapter 6

No Exceptions

Everyone is a candidate for forgiveness— 
no matter what they’ve done.

—  27  —



Chapter 7

No Strings Attached

Christian forgiveness  
is unconditional and unlimited.

—  31  —

Chapter 8

Forgive and Forget?

We can’t forgive and forget.  
But we can forgive and let go.

—  35  —

Chapter 9

Don’t Be a Doormat

Forgiving another doesn’t condone  
what was done to us.

—  39  —

Chapter 10

Kiss and Make Up?

We can always forgive,  
but we can’t always reconcile.

—  43  —

Chapter 11

All Things Are Possible

Radical forgiveness is possible  
only with God’s grace.

—  47  —



Part III

How to Forgive

Chapter 12

Pray It Through

Prayer is essential to forgiveness.

—  53  —

Chapter 13

Receive God’s Forgiveness

To forgive others,  
first seek God’s forgiveness.

—  57  —

Chapter 14

“Bless me, Father . . .”

The role of Confession in forgiveness.

—  61  —

Chapter 15

Broken Bread for Broken People

The role of the Eucharist in forgiveness.

—  65  —

Chapter 16

Forgive Yourself

To forgive others, we must forgive ourselves.

—  69  —



Chapter 17

Walk in Their Shoes

Seeking to understand  
and empathize with our offender.

—  73  —

Chapter 18

Lower the Bar

Lowering our expectations  
of others helps us forgive them.

—  77  —

Chapter 19

What Did I Do?

Did we play a role  
in the situation that led to our hurt?

—  81  —

Chapter 20

Get Mad, Just Don’t Get Even

Understanding anger and its purpose.

—  85  —

Chapter 21

Let’s Talk About It

The benefits of sharing  
our feelings and experiences with another.

—  89  —



Chapter 22

Keep on Keeping On

Forgiveness requires patience and time.

—  93  —

Chapter 23

Check Your Pulse

Signs of authentic and successful forgiveness.

—  99  —

Chapter 24

The Choice Is Ours

Whether we forgive or not  
determines the person we become.

—  105  —

Appendix

A Final Word . . . About Where to Begin

Practical steps to take when we need to forgive.

—  111  —

Notes

—  117  —

Acknowledgments

—  121  —



xiii

Foreword

Courage, child, your sins are forgiven” (Mt 9:2). 
These powerful, consoling, healing, and restoring 

words addressed to the paralytic in Matthew’s Gospel 
are directed also to each of us.

The sacrament of Reconciliation is the story of God’s 
love that never turns away from us. God’s love endures 
even our shortsightedness and selfishness. Like the father 
in the parable of the Prodigal Son, God awaits and 
watches and hopes for our return every time we walk 
away. Like the son in the same parable, all we need to do 
to make our way to our Father is to recognize our wrong, 
our need, and God’s love.

But we are called to even more than the passive recep-
tion of God’s mercy. Jesus asks us to be instruments of 
forgiveness. “Forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive 
those who trespass against us” (Mt 6:12). We who so 
generously receive the gift of God’s mercy and forgive-
ness are expected to share as graciously with those who 
have offended us. In all of the petitions of the Lord’s 
Prayer, this is the only one that carries with it a 
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xiv Foreword

condition. We should expect our forgiveness to be mea-
sured by the gauge of our own mercy.

In Forgiveness: A Catholic Approach, Father R. Scott 
Hurd writes of the spiritual, psychological, physical, and 
social benefits of learning how to forgive and find peace. 
Drawing from his pastoral experience, in twenty-four 
short chapters, Father Hurd examines how human weak-
ness affects such things as our ability to forgive and 
reconcile, our capacity to trust, and how we cope when a 
plea for forgiveness is rejected by a person we have 
wronged. We learn that through these very experiences, 
we find in Jesus Christ and the sacraments a way to move 
forward toward healing.

The first question Father Hurd addresses is one that 
perplexes many people, “Why forgive?” Here we learn 
that forgiveness is essential for human growth and flour-
ishing. Forgiveness is not only a human experience, it is 
also an expression of God’s love and mercy. Forgiveness 
is at once deeply personal and an opportunity for sharing 
the Good News. As participants in the New Evangeliza- 
tion, our acts of forgiveness and reconciliation offer 
people an experience of God’s love. Father Hurd writes, 
“forgiveness from our hearts can turn others’ hearts 
toward God” (see p. 20).

All of us know that there is more to forgiveness than 
simply saying “I’m sorry.” In the section entitled, “Hall- 
marks of Forgiveness,” Father Hurd deftly outlines 
seven such marks of forgiveness that reflect the teaching 
and example of Our Lord. In Jesus, we learn how to 
forgive others as God has forgiven us. Forgiveness is a 
decision, a process, and a gift (see p. 6).
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Equally challenging today is the question of how to 
forgive. In Forgiveness: A Catholic Approach we find an 
entire section on this topic. With priestly wisdom, Father 
Hurd examines a wide variety of experiences of forgive-
ness and reconciliation. With examples from Scripture, 
Church tradition, literature, and his own ministry, he 
offers a useful ten-step process to aid people ready to 
make the decision to forgive.

As we seek to grow deeper in our understanding of 
the meaning of forgiveness in the Catholic tradition, this 
book is a welcome companion for both meditation and 
prayer. I am pleased to recommend Forgiveness: A 
Catholic Approach for readers looking for help in taking 
the first step toward forgiveness or seeking support in 
moving from forgiveness to reconciliation. This book is a 
sure guide because it so clearly, faithfully, and engagingly 
presents a Catholic approach to the beautiful blessing of 
forgiveness.

Cardinal Donald Wuerl
Archbishop of Washington
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Chapter 1

A Lovely Idea?

Everyone says that forgiveness is a lovely idea,” wrote 
C. S. Lewis, “until they have something to forgive.” 

How true that is! When we’ve been hurt, forgiving the 
one who has hurt us may be the last thing we want to do. 
We’re angry. Forgiveness doesn’t seem fair. We don’t 
think the ones who have hurt us deserve it. We fear that 
forgiving them would “let them off the hook.” In our 
pain, being told we need to forgive can seem offensive. 
Maybe we’ve been hurt often and we’re just plain tired of 
forgiving. And that’s somewhat understandable: forgiv-
ing can be a difficult and painful process that requires 
large doses of humility and grace. It can seem easier to 
stay mad or get even rather than let go and move on.

We may even conclude that forgiveness is impossible 
or just plain foolish. Or perhaps we’ve decided there are 
some things that never can nor should be forgiven. For 
instance, over half of those who responded to one survey 
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said they would never forgive an armed robber, a rapist, 
or a murderer.1 When we think this way, forgiveness is 
anything but a “lovely idea.” It’s a monstrous one!

The wisdom of Lewis’s words was reinforced for me 
when reading comments posted in response to an Internet 
article about forgiveness.2 Over and over again, hurting 
individuals expressed strong objections to the idea of for-
giveness. One insisted that those who speak of forgiveness 
are “naïve” and “just don’t get it.” Another confessed 
that the article “made me sick to my stomach.” A con-
tention was made that those who speak of forgiveness 
have never truly been hurt themselves. If they had, they’d 
know that only retribution, and not forgiveness, would 
bring any real relief to the pain. “As time passes,” the 
posting concluded, “the revenge factor grows.”

Given the nature of the article and content of the 
comments, I couldn’t be sure whether or not those who 
posted were Christian. Nevertheless, even the most com-
mitted Christians can be resistant to the idea of for- 
giveness, as I experienced once on a weekend retreat I 
led. Most of the participants had signed up for the retreat 
long before they knew who would be leading it or what 
the topic would be. Upon their arrival, as they would 
share with me later, many were disappointed to discover 
that the retreat would focus on forgiveness. Some didn’t 
want to hear about forgiveness, because they thought the 
topic was too “heavy.” Others thought, “This won’t 
apply to me. I really don’t have any issues with forgive-
ness.” As the retreat unfolded, however, their attitudes 
changed. Many were challenged, most were inspired, and 
everyone learned something. They came to appreciate 
that perhaps they did have some forgiving to do after all. 
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A few realized that they needed to forgive themselves. 
Misconceptions about forgiveness were identified and 
clarified: forgiveness doesn’t involve forgetting, nor does 
it require reconciliation or making up. Some came to 
admit that they really didn’t know how to forgive or 
where to start. In the end, just about all the participants 
left with an understanding that they had some work to 
do. But they were no longer disappointed. They were 
grateful.

The truth is, we all have someone to forgive: from the 
rude driver who cut us off in traffic to the spouse who 
abandoned us. There’s the parent who neglected us or 
always put us down; the friends who vanished when we 
needed them most; the confidant we trusted who betrayed 
our secret; the boss who took credit for our idea; the 
bully who made our school years miserable; the compas-
sionless priest who snapped at us in the confessional; the 
contractor who took our money but never finished the 
job; the teacher who shamed us before our classmates; 
the back-stabbing coworker; the lover who used us; the 
gossiping neighbor; the lying or corrupt politician; the 
greedy business executive whose decisions impacted our 
livelihood or our environment; the ungrateful child who 
never calls; the racist or sexist bigot; the hypercritical 
mother-in-law; a violent criminal; a war-time enemy. . . . 
Needless to say, this is a very incomplete list.

Without exception, we’ve all been hurt by others; 
without exception, our faith invites us to forgive those 
who hurt us. For whatever they’ve done. For however 
many times they’ve done it. Even if they refuse to apolo-
gize or admit that they did anything wrong. Even if we’ll 
never see them again, but especially if we will. We do it 
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for ourselves. We do it for those around us and for those 
who’ve harmed us; and we do it for God, to give him 
glory and reveal his love to the world.

The forgiveness we’re called to offer is a decision, a 
process, and a gift. It’s a decision because by forgiving 
we choose to let go of any desire for revenge or retalia-
tion, and we free ourselves of the bitterness and 
resentment that harden our hearts. Forgiveness is a pro-
cess because letting go of resentment takes time; we may 
need to make the decision to forgive over and over 
again! Finally, forgiveness is a gift of love that we give 
freely, without expectations, exceptions, or limits. It is 
neither earned nor deserved. When we love the ones we 
forgive, we wish them happiness, not harm; well, not 
woe; heaven, not hell.

As always, Jesus shows us the way. He instructs us by 
his example, challenges us through his teaching, and for-
gives us from his cross. Like us, Jesus too has been hurt. 
He still bears the marks of that hurt in his hands, his feet, 
and his side. Jesus knew the betrayal of a friend and was 
abandoned by those he loved. He was a victim of pre-
judice, greed, selfishness, and cowardice. Although 
completely innocent, he experienced the most extreme 
injustice by being condemned, tortured, and executed. 
Yet it is he who calls us to forgive and who gives us the 
grace to do it. He shows us that forgiveness is not only 
possible, but that it is a necessity for those who would 
follow him. Far from being simply a “lovely idea,” for-
giveness is a requirement of love. Mother Teresa put it 
well: “If we really want to love, we must learn how to 
forgive.”
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Chapter 2

Forgive for You

Dick Fiske, an Army veteran who survived the 
Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, tells of his stay in 

a V.A. hospital after the war.3 He was suffering from 
severely bleeding ulcers, part of his stomach had been cut 
out, and his prospects for survival were dim.

One day a burly, cigar-chomping military doctor 
strolled into his room and demanded, “Sarge, what in 
the hell is eating at you?” “I don’t know,” Fiske replied, 
“but I think a truck ran over me.” The doctor looked 
directly at Fiske, pointed to his gut, and said, “I can cure 
that, but”—as he pointed to his head—“I can’t cure 
that.” “What do you mean?” asked Fiske. “I went 
through your record,” explained the doctor. “Good God, 
Sarge, who do you hate?”

It was then that the tormented veteran realized that 
for years he had been consumed by hate—hatred of the 
killing, hatred of his wartime enemies. And it was 
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literally eating away at him, killing him from the inside 
out. He was living proof of the truth of an old Chinese 
proverb: “If you’re not willing to forgive, you’d better 
get ready to dig two graves.”

It’s ironic that in refusing to forgive others, we are the 
ones who often wind up hurt—just as Sergeant Dick 
Fiske learned the hard way. But when we do forgive, 
we’re filled with God’s healing grace. Thankfully, Dick 
Fiske learned this lesson too. After talking with the doc-
tor for about an hour, Fiske says that although he was 
bawling like a baby, it felt as if a 500-pound weight had 
been taken off his shoulders, and he could breathe once 
again. He had begun to forgive, and pain was replaced 
with peace. It was as Pope John Paul II wrote: “The lib-
erating encounter with forgiveness can be experienced 
even by a wounded heart, thanks to the healing power of 
God, who is love.”

Recent scientific studies confirm the healing power 
of forgiveness. They conclude that people who forgive 
live longer, healthier, and happier lives. One experiment 
measured the heart rate, blood pressure, and stress lev-
els of adults who were asked to think about people who 
had lied to, insulted, or rejected them. Then they were 
given a choice. They could either imagine holding a 
grudge, or they could think about forgiving their 
offender. The results? Those who imagined forgiveness 
had lower heart rates and blood pressure while feeling 
calmer and more in control. On the other hand, those 
who held grudges were physically stressed, and they 
experienced greater feelings of anger and sadness.4 
Other studies suggest that, by not forgiving, we weaken 
our immune systems and place ourselves at risk for 
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depression, a heart attack, chronic back pain, and can-
cer. Even our memory and the ability to think straight 
are compromised.5

Failing to forgive can ruin not only our health, but 
also our relationships. When we fail to forgive a hurt, we 
can become fearful of being hurt again. So we retreat 
into a shell and keep others at a distance, because we 
have a hard time trusting them. We wind up feeling not 
only angry, but also very much alone. At the same time, 
misery usually loves company. We want to share our bit-
terness with others. Our resentment spreads, affecting 
more and more people within our sphere of relationships, 
making us difficult to love. We drive people away. Or, if 
they can’t get away, we drive them crazy.

Our misery may even come to define us; our identity 
will become one with our hurt. We’ll be known as the 
cheated spouse, the unappreciated child, the wronged 
employee, the victim to be pitied. At one level, we might 
even like this, because it allows us to get sympathy by 
playing the martyr. We may become proud, self-righ-
teous, and holier-than-thou, because we feel morally 
superior to the person who hurt us. What’s more, we 
may enjoy looking good at their expense: we’re the “good 
guy,” and they’re the “bad guy.” And to make sure that 
others know this, we gossip, slandering the one who has 
harmed us far and wide.

When we forgive, we shed this identity. We may fear 
losing it, because we’ve become so comfortable with it. If 
so, we need to take a step back and look at who we’ve 
become. Is that really who we want to be? Is that really a 
person others would want to be with? In both cases, the 
answer is probably “No!”
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It’s certainly not who God wants us to be. God 
wants us to be healthy, happy people. Jesus came that 
we might have life—and have life in abundance! By fail-
ing to forgive, we deny ourselves the abundant life Jesus 
invites us to share. We also deny ourselves God’s for-
giveness. Think about what we pray in the Our Father: 
“Forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who 
trespass against us.” God’s forgiveness cannot enter an 
unforgiving heart. A priest friend of mine says, only 
half-jokingly, that when we meet Jesus face to face at 
the end of our lives, he’ll appear as our worst enemy. 
Why? Because our enemy is the measure of our forgive-
ness. If we’re not willing to forgive an enemy, how can 
we expect Jesus to forgive us?

When we’ve been offended, we suffer. By not forgiv-
ing, we only add to our suffering; we rub salt into our 
own wound. Not forgiving hurts us physically, relation-
ally, and spiritually. We become miserable; we make 
others miserable; we push God away. We may even, like 
Sergeant Dick Fiske, quite literally be killing ourselves.

As Charles Dickens wrote, “Without a willingness to 
forgive those who have hurt us, it is not likely that our 
lives can go on in any meaningful manner.” But we all 
want to live meaningful lives. We all want to be healed of 
our pain. We want to be happy, and we want to be loved 
instead of pitied. We want to be close to God. That’s why 
forgiving is so essential for us.


