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Lewis Smedes: Forgive and Forget is a profound concept that embodies the essence of healing and
personal growth within the framework of human relationships. Smedes, an influential theologian and
author, explored the intricacies of forgiveness and its potential to transform lives. His work
emphasizes that forgiveness is not merely an act of benevolence but a process that liberates the
individual who chooses to forgive. In this article, we will delve into Smedes’ philosophy of
forgiveness, the implications of "forgive and forget," and practical ways to implement this in our
lives.

The Philosophy of Lewis Smedes on Forgiveness

Lewis Smedes was a prominent figure in the field of ethics, theology, and psychology. His writings
reveal a deep understanding of human emotions and the necessity of forgiveness in the healing
process. Smedes articulated the idea that forgiveness is a gift we give to ourselves, allowing us to
move beyond the pain inflicted by others.



The Nature of Forgiveness

According to Smedes, forgiveness is not an instantaneous act but a gradual journey. He
characterized forgiveness as a three-step process:

1. Recognizing the Hurt: Acknowledging the pain caused by someone else’s actions is the first step.
This recognition is crucial because it validates the feelings of hurt and betrayal.

2. Choosing to Forgive: The second step involves a conscious decision to forgive. This choice may not
come easily, especially when the pain is deep. However, Smedes argues that forgiveness is
ultimately a personal decision, one that empowers the forgiver.

3. Letting Go: The final stage is the act of releasing the burden of resentment and anger. Smedes
emphasizes that letting go does not mean forgetting the offense but rather choosing to no longer
allow it to control one’s emotions and life.

The Distinction Between Forgiveness and Forgetting

Smedes made a clear distinction between forgiveness and forgetting. He argued that "forgive and
forget" is a simplistic view of a much more complex emotional process. Here are the key points that
outline this distinction:

- Forgiveness is an Active Process: It requires introspection, courage, and emotional labor. It is an
act of will that involves confronting the pain rather than burying it.

- Forgetting is Not Required: Forgiveness does not demand that one forget the offense. In fact,
forgetting can sometimes lead to repeating the same mistakes. Smedes posited that remembering
the hurt can serve as a protective measure to prevent future harm.

- Healing vs. Reconciliation: Forgiveness is about personal healing, while reconciliation involves

restoring relationships. Smedes notes that one can forgive without reconciling, particularly if the
relationship is toxic or harmful.

The Benefits of Forgiving

Embracing Smedes’ notion of forgiveness can lead to numerous benefits, both psychological and
emotional. Here are some key advantages:

1. Emotional Freedom: Forgiveness allows individuals to release negative emotions such as anger,
resentment, and bitterness, leading to a sense of liberation.

2. Improved Mental Health: Studies have shown that forgiving can lead to lower levels of anxiety and
depression. Smedes highlighted that forgiving fosters peace and contentment.

3. Health Benefits: Research indicates that forgiveness can lead to physical health improvements,
including lower blood pressure and reduced stress levels.



4. Stronger Relationships: By choosing to forgive, individuals can build stronger, more resilient
relationships based on understanding and compassion.

Practical Steps to Implement Forgiveness

To bring Smedes’ philosophy into practice, one can adopt several practical steps. These steps can
help individuals navigate the complex journey of forgiveness:

1. Reflect on the Offense

- Take time to understand the emotional impact of the situation.
- Write down your feelings to clarify your thoughts and emotions.
- Consider the motivations behind the other person’s actions.

2. Acknowledge Your Feelings

- Permit yourself to feel anger, hurt, or disappointment.
- Recognize that these feelings are valid and part of the healing process.

3. Make the Choice to Forgive

- Consciously decide to forgive the person who hurt you.
- Understand that this choice is for your benefit, not necessarily for the other person.

4. Engage in Dialogue

- If possible, communicate your feelings to the person who caused you pain.
- Use "I" statements to express how their actions affected you without placing blame.

5. Let Go of Resentment

- Practice mindfulness or meditation to help release negative emotions.
- Visualize the act of letting go, imagining your burdens lifted.

6. Seek Support

- Talk to trusted friends, family, or a therapist about your feelings.



- Consider joining support groups focused on forgiveness and healing.

7. Embrace the Journey

- Understand that forgiveness is a process that takes time.
- Be patient with yourself and recognize that healing is not linear.

Forgiveness in Different Contexts

Smedes’ insights on forgiveness are applicable across various contexts, including personal
relationships, societal issues, and even spiritual realms.

Personal Relationships

In personal relationships, forgiveness can mend rifts and restore trust. It can be particularly
important in romantic partnerships, where misunderstandings and betrayals can occur. Smedes
encourages individuals to navigate these challenges with empathy and understanding.

Societal Contexts

On a broader scale, Smedes’ concepts can apply to societal issues such as racial injustice, war, and
conflict. Forgiveness at the community level can pave the way for reconciliation and healing in
societies torn apart by division and hatred. Smedes believed that collective forgiveness could lead to
societal transformation.

Spiritual Dimensions

From a spiritual perspective, Smedes emphasized that forgiveness is a vital component of many
religious teachings. He argued that embracing forgiveness aligns with principles of love,
compassion, and humility. Practicing forgiveness can deepen one’s spiritual journey and foster a
sense of connection to a higher purpose.

Conclusion

Lewis Smedes: Forgive and Forget encapsulates the profound journey of healing through
forgiveness. By understanding Smedes’ philosophy, individuals can embrace the complexity of
forgiveness, recognizing it as a transformative process that benefits both the forgiver and the
forgiven. The journey may be challenging, but the rewards of emotional freedom, improved mental
health, and stronger relationships are invaluable. By choosing to forgive, we not only liberate



ourselves from the shackles of past hurts but also open the door to a brighter, more compassionate
future.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Lewis Smedes and what is his significance in the
context of forgiveness?

Lewis Smedes was an American theologian and author known for his work on the psychology of
forgiveness. His book 'Forgive and Forget' emphasizes the importance of forgiveness as a process
for healing and personal freedom.

What are the main themes discussed in Smedes' book 'Forgive
and Forget'?

The main themes of 'Forgive and Forget' include the nature of forgiveness, the difference between
forgiving and forgetting, and the psychological benefits of releasing resentment and embracing
healing.

How does Lewis Smedes define forgiveness in his writings?

Smedes defines forgiveness as a conscious decision to let go of resentment and thoughts of revenge
against someone who has wronged you, allowing for emotional healing and personal growth.

What does Smedes mean by 'forgiving does not mean
forgetting'?

Smedes emphasizes that forgiveness does not require forgetting the offense. Instead, it involves
acknowledging the hurt while choosing to release the emotional burden associated with it.

What practical steps does Smedes suggest for the process of
forgiveness?

Smedes suggests several steps, including recognizing the hurt, making a conscious decision to
forgive, working through feelings of anger, and ultimately choosing to release the offender from the
debt of their actions.

How does Smedes relate forgiveness to personal well-being?

Smedes argues that forgiveness is essential for personal well-being as it frees individuals from the
toxic effects of grudges and bitterness, leading to improved mental and emotional health.

What impact has Lewis Smedes' work had on contemporary
discussions about forgiveness?

Smedes' work has significantly influenced contemporary discussions about forgiveness by providing
a theological and psychological framework that encourages understanding, compassion, and the



transformative power of forgiveness in personal relationships.
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