
How Can Healing Yourself Help You Forgive Someone (After Experiencing Abuse or Trauma)?

The simplest answer

In my work with survivors of childhood sexual abuse, I’m often asked, “How did you manage to forgive 
someone when the things they chose to do resulted in enormous pain to you?”

I do not believe that forgiveness is something you do. Rather, I
believe that forgiveness is the place where you naturally arrive after
you’ve learned how to care for yourself in the here and now.
Forgiveness is just one of the many milestones you pass when you
embark on a journey to heal from something painful that happened
to you. While forgiveness can contribute to the healing process, it
has been my experience that when we focus our efforts on healing
ourselves, we pave a natural path to forgiveness. So the simplest
answer I can offer is to just work at healing. Forgiveness will
bloom naturally in it’s own due time.

A more detailed consideration

From a very young age, most of us have only ever been exposed to a fairy-tale happily-ever-after concept 
of forgiveness. We are all taught you buy forgiveness from someone by saying the words, “I’m sorry,” and that
magically makes everything all better. Sounds simple and wonderful, doesn’t it?

Except it isn’t so simple or so wonderful. When you are the person who has been hurt and you hear the 
words, “I’m sorry,” it’s suddenly become YOUR job to forgive the other person. And what a nightmare of a 
job that can be! It’s not as though we even asked or wanted to be hurt in the first place, but now that we’re 
drowning in pain, we’re also given an additional burden. It’s just not fair! Not only does it seem impossible to 
do, but it doesn’t magically make everything all better and good as new! Even though we all seem to know the
“I’m sorry” game doesn’t really work out like the fairy-tale we’ve been taught, there doesn’t seem to be much 
else we can do except continue to play along.

What else can we do?

Think back to a time when you were deeply hurt and then you heard that painful, “Sorry.” What did you 
really want to say in response? Did it maybe sound anything like this?

“NO!! I don’t want your sorry!! How could you do this?! Sorry doesn’t change or fix anything! I want to 
know that you understand how much pain I’ve suffered as a result of your choices and actions. I want to know 
that things are going to be different now, that you won’t ever do something like this to anyone ever again. I 
want to know that everyone will be safe from this point onward. I want to know that you see a need to learn 
something from all of this. I want you to change because YOU see a need to change. I want to know what you 
are going to do differently from now on. Your ‘Sorry’ doesn’t help reassure or convince me of any of that.”

If you’ve ever wanted to say something like that to someone when they offered you an apology, then 
you’re not alone. You may not know it, but incredibly, you’ve just expressed what is probably one the best 
prescription’s I know for healing and forgiveness.

“I don’t want your sorry!”

Suppose I punch you right in the face, perhaps breaking your nose, and then immediately say, “I’m sorry.” 
Do you even want my apology right now? I might just as well have asked you to go get me a bandage because 
my knuckles got hurt and, while you’re at it, take and wash my white shirt and make sure you get all the blood
spatters out of it. 
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“Forgiveness, while it may bring 
healing, has its own timing. It should
be nurtured and invited, but never 
pushed. Any fear and rage must be 
honored and allowed to be true for as
long as it is present. The heart knows
when it is ready to forgive.” 

 — Wayne Muller, “Legacy of the 
Heart – The Spiritual Advantages of 
a Painful Childhood”



When I say “Sorry” and then expect you to forgive me before either of us have assessed the extent of your 
injuries, and before we’ve acknowledged and soothed your hurt, I’ve implied that your pain is of little 
consequence to me, and that my wounds and discomfort are more important and in more serious need of 
attention than your wounds and pain.

As long as you are still wounded and hurting, you are not interested in hearing about my pain. You’re not 
anywhere near being ready to forgive. And at this rate, with me still adding insults and injuries, you might 
never be ready to forgive. It’s not the least bit surprising that hearing an “I’m sorry” isn’t what you most need 
or want in this particular moment because, for right now, it only adds to your pain.

“How could you do this?!”

We are desperate to make sense of what happened. We sincerely do want to understand the how and why. 
Sadly, for the same reason that we aren’t yet ready to hear an “I’m sorry,” we are not yet able to hear and 
appreciate any explanations, reasons, rationalizations, justifications, and excuses we might be offered. We first
need to tend our wounds, soothe our pain, and heal from it before we are going to be in any frame of mind to 
try and consider the other person’s side of what we have just experienced. Maybe later, much later, we might 
be more willing and able to hear with our hearts. For the time being, we can’t hear our hearts; we can only 
hear our hurt.

“Sorry doesn’t change or fix anything!”

Hearing the word “sorry” does not address our most immediate and critical needs. We are in such pain and 
distress that we likely don’t even know how to name some of the things that we are really needing most, things
like: trust, safety, support, confidence, order, predictability, comfort, validation, hope, direction, purpose, 
healing, and choice. Even if we could name these needs, because we’re so overwhelmed and disoriented, we 
have no idea how to try and meet these without help. To make matters worse, we’re likely feeling so 
vulnerable we simply cannot trust anyone enough to risk asking them for help. We might even find we can no 
longer manage to trust ourselves.

Regardless of what happens from this time forward, a part of us already seems to know that we must begin
to accept that life will never again be just like it was. From now on everything is going to be a whole lot 
harder, different, scary, laborious, lonely. Everywhere we look, we see reminders that terrible things can 
happen to us, did happen to us, and could happen to us again. We do not know how to get back the innocence 
we’ve lost, and we have not yet learned how to assimilate and integrate the many new awarenesses we have 
gained since they were painfully and unexpectedly thrust upon us. 

“I want to know that you understand how much pain I’ve suffered as a result of your choices and 
actions.”

One of things we desperately want to know is that our suffering
didn’t go unnoticed. We need to make sense of what happened to us,
to know that we did–and still are–reacting “normally” to extremely
abnormal circumstances, and we need to find a way to end the
isolation we now feel since experiencing things that have left deep,
private, and invisible wounds.

Sometimes we try to tell our story to others. Sometimes we’re
unable or too afraid to tell it. Sometimes we tell it over and over and
over again, but never come to know or understand what we’re
needing and wanting from the telling of it. Sometimes, no matter how
badly we want to tell it, we cannot find adequate words to express it.
Sometimes, out of hurt, frustration or discouragement we give up and
try to stop telling it. Sometimes our stories are so painful, we cannot
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“Incidentally, when the victim is 
there and when they can empathize 
with the other person’s [choices], 
that’s forgiveness. They can forgive 
then. But we never would want them 
to get to that until they first had the 
empathy and the mourning. After the 
empathy and the mourning they’re 
kind of hungry. They’ll often say, 
‘How could you have done it?’”
 — Marshall Rosenberg, “Creating a 
Life-Serving System Within Oneself”



seem to find anyone that is able to bear hearing it. Sometimes we can’t even risk admitting our own story to 
ourselves.

What we’re needing most at this point in our healing journey is empathy and compassion. We seem to 
intuitively know that talking can help us find the compassion and empathy we so desperately need and crave. 
We cannot rush this process though. We need to spend however much time is required to grieve and hurt and 
mourn the many things we’ve lost. 

If we can get the listening, empathy, and compassion we crave directly from the person who hurt us, that 
can be very healing. However this is not always possible, nor advisable, nor even absolutely necessary. We can
talk with a skilled therapist, an empathic listener, a close and trusted
friend, or even learn how to listen to ourselves so as to receive all the
empathy and self-compassion we need to facilitate our own healing.
The most important thing we can do for relief and healing is to work at
getting to know and intimately understanding our own pain.

“I want to know that things are going to be different now…”

When we have been deeply hurt due to having experienced abuse or trauma, our lives have been 
drastically and irreversibly changed. We had no direct power to prevent those changes, to stop them, or to 
escape them. The relative blissfulness of the past is gone. The future is bleak, gloomy, and fraught with peril 
and difficulty. Things have already changed, and not for the better. Life is different now. We are different now. 

We didn’t ask for these changes to be thrust upon us. We don’t like many of the changes. We’ve seen 
terrible things that we cannot ever unsee, experienced pain which we can’t ever forget. We’ve seen a side of 
ourselves that we didn’t expect and it’s left us in shock. We have seen ourselves as completely helpless, and 
denied any real choices. Perhaps we were even made to feel complicit in the painful things that were done to 
us. If coercion was involved, we might experience guilt, shame, self-loathing, and a perceived self-betrayal.

A part of us wants to know that what we’ve experienced won’t ever happen to us again, while another part 
of us is painfully aware that we couldn’t control or prevent it from happening to us in the first place, and so we
are brought face to face with our helplessness and vulnerability all over again. It’s as if we are still suffering at
the hands of the other person. We feel so weak, so pathetic, so shaken, and so broken that it can often seem as 
though we still have no other choice except to depend upon them to make our world and future safe. Part of us
desperately cries our for restorative justice. “YOU stole my
life from me. I want YOU to give it back.” Yet no matter
how desperately the both of us might want that, it simply
isn’t possible. So we try to settle for their promise instead.
Yet, even if they could offer us some sort of guarantee, the
voice of reason inside us still screams “Don’t trust them!” 

We don't see any obvious way of getting back what has been lost. We cannot
choose a different, better past for ourselves, and looking forward we cannot
simply choose to not hurt, to not distrust, to not be confused, to not be afraid. We
seem to be almost as trapped now as we were before. We might also slowly lose
hope because we desperately want things to change and yet we don’t know what
to change, nor how to bring about change.

From the time we are born, it is out of both desire and necessity that we grow, adapt, and change. But 
abuse and trauma leave us afraid of change, unable to enjoy growing and adapting. In order for us to try to 
reclaim our sense of agency, our sense of safety, our sense of order and predictability, we need to be able to 
once again embrace and welcome change. It takes time and effort to learn to notice and to adjust to the many 
differences in our lives. While many things can eventually be restored or reclaimed, some things, such as one’s
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“Understand the enemy and you
can defeat him; understand 
yourself and there is no enemy.”
 — Ancient Chinese Proverb

Humpty Dumpty was sat on a wall,
Humpty Dumpty was pushed off the wall.
Neither all the king's men, nor Humpty himself,
Could put Humpty Dumpty together again.

“Forgiveness means 
letting go of the hope of 
ever having a better past.”
 — A Course in Miracles



childhood, one’s innocence, a lost relationship, or lost time, can never be restored. The best we can hope for is 
to accept into our awareness a deepening appreciation of the impact of the loss of those things. To hope for 
change within the other person is noble and healthy. For now, though, we first need to rediscover the power we
ourselves possess which we can use to make things different. It takes time and effort to sort it all out. 

If we only allow ourselves to see how helpless, weak, naive, and scared we once were–and might still 
seem to be–then we’re still trapped in the ongoing nightmare. If, instead, we can look at how much stronger, 
wiser, and more resourceful we are now, then we will begin to notice choices and options we couldn’t see 
before, and we’ll begin to see how powerful we can yet be. To the extent that we can focus on how things are 
different now, then to that extent we'll begin to see how different things can be in the future.

This is one of the darkest, most confusing, and toughest stages of healing as we try to sort it all out. We 
can so easily get stuck playing “The Blame Game.” We all know that game. It’s the game where everybody 
loses because we’re all stuck trying to determine who was responsible; what were they responsible for; who 
needs to suffer; and how much do they need to suffer? 

Both healing and forgiving lay in a different direction and in a different time zone: The game we need to 
play in order to heal is the game called “What Would Make Life Wonderful?” That’s a more challenging, yet 
infinitely more rewarding game. It’s the game where we try to determine who can take responsibility for 
envisioning a better world now; what can each person do now to help create the kind of world we’ll all want to
live in; what obstacles are preventing each of us from creating this better world; what can we do to remove or 
overcome those obstacles?

“...that you won’t ever do something like this to anyone ever again.”

We are aware that if this painful thing happened to us, it can happen to others. We have endured and 
suffered so much that we naturally want to try and protect others from similarly painful experiences. What 
happened was inexcusable, and yet there seems to be no way for us to personally guarantee it couldn’t happen 
again. We face the painful truth that only so much is up to us. The rest really requires the cooperative 
collaboration of not just the other person, but of our entire community.

“I want to know that everyone will be safe from this point onward.”

Becoming concerned about the well-being of others
requires that we also begin to look towards the future.
We’re now looking at the choices all of us can make to
help create a better, safer, more wonderful future. We can
easily overlook the subtle yet important shift that occurs
when we look that tiny bit further beyond concerns for
immediate protection, and start turning our thoughts
toward prevention. While protection often involves the
use of force, prevention focuses on a way of educating
that inspires the voluntary and eager cooperation of others.
Instead of imprisoning ourselves in the never ending
struggle to defend and protect ourselves each and every
passing day, we look more towards the freedom that can
be enjoyed when we can figure out ways to put our fears
and suspicions further behind us.

“I want to know that you see a need to learn something from all of this.”

We’re beginning to add to our focus the restoration and healing of even the person who hurt us. We’ve 
come to appreciate that we want the other person to accept some responsibility. We want them to move past 
their own ignorance about the impact their choices and actions had on others. We want to move past ignorance
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“Punitive action... is based on the assumption 
that people commit offenses because they are 
bad or evil, and to correct the situation, they 
need to be made to repent. Their “correction” is 
undertaken through punitive action designed to 
make them (1) suffer enough to see the error of 
their ways, (2) repent, and (3) change. In 
practice, however, punitive action, rather than 
evoking repentance and learning, is just as likely
to generate resentment and hostility and to 
reinforce resistance to the very behavior we are 
seeking.”
 — Marshall Rosenberg, “Nonviolent 
Communication – A Language of Life”



regarding other options, other choices, and other actions. We want
them to get unstuck from all the self-blame, self-loathing, shame,
and fear which keeps them focused exclusively on self-
preservation. We want them to feel sufficiently free of any
potentially distracting pain or threat that they can more fully turn
their attention to learning how to preserve the dignity, safety, and
rights of everyone, including themselves.

Surely, they must have had some reason for choosing to do the
things they did. We want them to be able to learn how to perceive
and then make better, healthier choices; choices which will not
only better meet their own needs, but also demonstrate a healthy
awareness and respect for the needs of others.

“I want you to change because YOU see a need to change.”

We want the other person to change not because they’re
terrified of being caught. Not because they fear shame, or
punishment, or revenge. Not because they are full of hate. But
because they are full of love and compassion and good intentions
towards both themselves and others. As long as they
perceive any need to defend themselves, they are
going experience things like anger and distrust, and
this will make it almost impossible for them to
develop a genuine, internal desire to change. 

The question is then, “How do we inspire them to
love us, and to want to act out of that love?” To
answer that question will challenge each and every
one of us to rid ourselves of the belief that the best
way to teach people to love one another is by
teaching them to hate themselves and to fear others.

“I want to know what you are going to do differently from now on.”

Now that we’ve come this far, we want to know what their next steps are going to be. What exciting new 
plans are they going to make? What options do they see now that they didn’t see previously? How are they 
going to become active participants alongside of us in creating the kind of world we can all enjoy? What 
dreams do they have? What new dreams will we be able to dream when their dreams are realized?

“Your ‘Sorry’ doesn’t help reassure or convince me of any of that.”

When it comes to healing and forgiveness, the words “I’m sorry” are
only the tiniest fraction of what everyone really needs and craves. It
could be said that the best apology for pain-inducing actions of the past
is to wholly commit to sensitively responsible actions in the present.
Once we see that we can all enjoy having a share in creating and
investing in the kind of world we’d all love to live in, is there really
anything left to forgive? And after we’ve seen that we can do much to
help unlock and inspire incredible transformations within ourselves and
others, we begin to appreciate both how things can be different, and
how different things can be. Together now, all of us can play the game
called, “What would make life Wonderful?”
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Suffering ceases to be suffering...
1) as soon as we form a clear and 
precise picture of it
2) at the moment it finds a 
meaning, such as the meaning of 
a sacrifice.
 — Viktor E. Frankl, “Man’s 
Search for Meaning”

“To perceive a new aspect of oneself is the first step 
toward changing the concept of oneself. The new 
element is, in an understanding atmosphere, owned 
and assimilated into a now altered self-concept. This 
is the basis, in my estimation, of the behavior changes
that can come about as a result of psychotherapy. 
Once the self-concept changes, behavior changes to 
match the freshly perceived self.”

 — Carl Rogers, “A Way of Being”

“The assumption behind the protective 
use of force is that people behave in 
ways injurious to themselves and others 
due to some form of ignorance. The 
corrective process is therefore one of 
education, not punishment. Ignorance 
includes (a) a lack of awareness of the 
consequences of our actions, (b) an 
inability to see how our needs may be 
met without injury to others, (c) the 
belief that we have the ‘right’ to punish 
or hurt others because they “deserve” it, 
and (d) delusional thinking that involves,
for example, hearing a ‘voice’ that 
instructs us to kill someone.”
 — Marshall Rosenberg, “Nonviolent 
Communication – A Language of Life”



In Closing

I want to leave you to consider the following words written by Carl Rogers. I can unreservedly attest that 
my experience has been identical to his, and that his words accurately reflect both my experience and the 
convictions which have likewise been forced upon me, and which I now regard as sacred and precious.

“There is one deep learning which is perhaps basic to all of the things I have said thus far. It
has been forced upon me by more than twenty-five years of trying to be helpful to individuals 
in personal distress. It is simply this. It has been my experience that persons have a basically 
positive direction. In my deepest contacts with individuals in therapy, even those whose 
troubles are most disturbing, whose behavior has been most anti-social, whose feelings seem 
most abnormal, I find this to be true. When I can sensitively understand the feelings which they
are expressing, when I am able to accept them as separate persons in their own right, then I find
that they tend to move in certain directions. And what are these directions in which they tend to
move? The words which I believe are most truly descriptive are words such as positive, 
constructive, moving toward self-actualization, growing toward maturity, growing toward 
socialization. I have come to feel that the more fully the individual is understood and accepted, 
the more he tends to drop the false fronts with which he has been meeting life, and the more he 
tends to move in a direction which is forward.

“I would not want to be misunderstood on this. I do not have a Pollyanna view of human 
nature. I am quite aware that out of defensiveness and inner fear individuals can and do behave 
in ways which are incredibly cruel, horribly destructive, immature, regressive, anti-social, 
hurtful. Yet one of the most refreshing and invigorating parts of my experience is to work with 
such individuals and to discover the strongly positive directional tendencies which exist in 
them, as in all of us, at the deepest levels.” — Carl Rogers, “On Becoming a Person”
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Making Peace With Painful Emotions Through Increased Awareness

Bitterness shows you where you need to heal, where you’re still holding onto judgments of others and yourself.
Resentment shows you where you’re living in the past and not allowing the present to be as it is.
Discomfort shows you that you need to pay attention right now to what is happening, because you’re being given 
the opportunity to change, to do something different than you typically do.
Anger shows you what you’re passionate about, where your boundaries are, and what you believe needs to 
change about the world.
Depression shows you that you're only seeing all the things you can't do, and that you you're telling yourself that 
you don't have any alternatives or choices.
Disappointment shows you that you tried for something, that you did not give in to apathy, that you still care.
Guilt shows you that you’re still living life in other people’s expectations of what you should do.
Shame shows you that you’re internalizing other people’s beliefs about who you should be (or who you are) and 
that you need to to reconnect with yourself.
Anxiety shows you that you need to wake up, right now, and that you need to be present, that you’re stuck in the 
past and living in fear of the future.
Sadness shows you the depth of your feeling, the depth of your care for others and this world.

“No matter who they are or what they've done... you can't treat 
people as less than human without becoming less than human 
yourself.” — Flora Robson (as Nell Dawson) in “Frieda” (1947)

“Those who have suffered 
much become very bitter or 
very gentle.” — Will Durant


