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The most substantial source for thinking about forgiveness is Christian ethics. Some Christians offer
forgiveness even for atrocities in the absence of repentance and reparations. The paper critically examines
Christian idealism about forgiveness, while looking beyond Christianity toward a humanistic approach
that acknowledges the tragic conﬂict between forgiveness and justice. Christian forgiveness is part of a
radical revaluation of values regarding the goods of this world, personal identity, and temporality.
Humanistic approaches, as found in Kant and the Greeks, do not embrace this radical revaluation of
values. But it remains useful to consider the beneﬁts of forgiveness, even for those who are not willing to
commit to such a radical revaluation.

In October 2006, a gunman invaded a school in Nickel Mines, Pennsylvania, in the heart of
Amish country, shooting ten girls, killing ﬁve of them. The murderer ﬁnally killed himself.
The world was astounded as the Amish community gathered together around the value of
forgiveness.1 The Amish reached out to the murderer’s family and community members
even attended a memorial service held for the gunman. The most extraordinary aspect of
this expression of forgiveness is the fact that it was not possible for the dead gunman to
make amends or repent. This is a clear example of what we might call ‘radical forgiveness,’
forgiveness that is offered even when the forgiven party remains unrepentant.
In our daily interactions, we routinely forgive those who admit fault, apologize, and
make amends. In such circumstances, forgiveness is part of an economy of harms and
reparations that can be understood in terms of rational self-interest and the social
contract. It is often in the interest of the one harmed to offer forgiveness in exchange for
reparations and repentance on the part of the wrongdoer. But radical forgiveness of the
sort witnessed in the Amish case goes beyond any economic exchange that can be
comprehended in terms of rational self-interest. This sort of forgiveness should be
understood as grounded in a religious worldview that does at least some of the following:
establishes a duty of forgiveness that is grounded in divine command, discounts the goods
of the present world, does not view harms suffered in this world as signiﬁcant losses, and
hopes that in the long run justice and mercy are preserved within the mystery of divine
omniscience, omnipotence, and omnibenevolence. In short, this sort of forgiveness is
understood as a religious duty for human beings that asks us to revaluate our normal
concern for retributive and retaliatory justice.2 It is this religious basis that makes radical
forgiveness difﬁcult for humanists to comprehend. Humanists, such as Kant, doubt that
forgiveness is even morally permissible. And prior to that, in the Greek tradition, there is
little room for forgiveness in a worldview based on political and warrior virtues.
Humanists generally reject the theological standpoint and its revaluation of values. And
when humanistic moral traditions permit forgiveness, it is often not the preferred option in
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a system that values justice. At best humanistic forgiveness is based on pragmatic interests
– psychological or emotional needs – and not on a radical revaluation of values.

1. KANT, DUTY, AND DIVINE COMMAND

The call for forgiveness is a common refrain for those in the Christian tradition.3 One
interpretation of radical forgiveness would trace it back to its source in divine command
ethics: we must forgive others because God commands it.4 Indeed, there seems to be an
implicit spiritual exchange in this way of thinking: I should forgive the other so that I
might be forgiven by God. The source for this way of thinking can be found in the Lord’s
Prayer (Matthew 6:12; Luke 11:4), where the idea seems to be that we should forgive
wrong-doing so that we might also be forgiven. In his study of the Amish response to the
Nickel Mines shooting, Donald Kraybill has noted that the Lord’s Prayer is a central text
used by the Amish to explain their forgiving attitude.
For the Amish, forgiveness is not a one-dimensional relationship between an individual and God.
Rather, their acceptance of God’s forgiveness means that they need to pass it on to others and, if
they balk at forgiving others, they may jeopardize their very salvation. ‘If we don’t forgive, we
won’t be forgiven,’ they say.5

This explanation appears to reduce forgiveness to an exchange with God, which seems to
sully the transformative spiritual experience of forgiveness. The idea of forgiving others in
order to gain forgiveness appears to conceive forgiveness as an instrumental value or a
commodity to be exchanged. But a deeper explanation would emphasize how forgiveness
transcends the logic of exchange. At the very least, one supposes that genuine forgiveness
should be a free gift offered without hope of a return. Or, to use Kantian language, we
would suppose that forgiveness should not be offered merely in conformity with duty but
should arise from duty (aus Pﬂicht). If forgiveness is a duty, then genuine forgiveness
(forgiveness that has moral worth) would have to be forgiveness that arises from duty.
Forgiveness offered as an exchange would not count as genuinely moral. On such an
analysis, we would then not count forgiveness that comes from hope of future gain or
forgiveness that is offered as a result of exhaustion, apathy, forgetfulness or what have you
(as when the effort to prosecute a crime is given up because it takes too much effort or
because people no longer care about it or have forgotten about it). Genuine radical
forgiveness is not merely a spiritual exchange. Rather, it is part of a revaluated worldview
in which harms and values in this world are reconceived from a standpoint that focuses on
the mysterious union of justice and love in God. From this standpoint, forgiveness is not
merely a moral duty; rather, it is a religious obligation.
The language of duty poses a problem, however, since forgiveness appears to be a
violation of duty. At least that is Kant’s idea: justice appears to require punishment and
forgiveness runs counter to that duty. Moreover, where could a moral duty to forgive come
from; how would it be grounded? A duty to punish appears to make more sense – in line
with the logic of lex talionis that requires retaliation for wrongs done in order to reestablish the status quo ante. But forgiveness appears to neglect the wrong-done. It does
not repair or restore the disruption created by wrongs that are done. Forgiveness is thus
usually grounded in a religious worldview that revaluates the more mundane approach to
justice. In other words, when forgiveness is conceived as a duty, it is usually grounded
upon some sort of divine command that points beyond the human sense of justice. And
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when forgiveness is understood in this way it can even be divorced from a focus on
repentance and restoration. Consider that the command to love one’s enemies (Matthew
5:44; Luke 6:27, 6:35) is not contingent on the enemy reforming himself or repenting.
This sort of radical love and forgiveness makes little sense when it is taken outside of the
religious context. Humanists usually reject the idea that there is a duty to forgive because
they reject the basic ground upon which such a duty can be established. Some will allow
that forgiveness may be supererogatory or, at the very least, that it can be morally
permissible. But a supererogatory or merely permissible sort of forgiveness would not be
sufﬁcient to motivate a whole community to respond to wrongdoing with the sort of
forgiveness that the Amish displayed. In a worldview that does not include a divine
command to forgive, it would be very odd to ﬁnd much room for forgiveness, except
perhaps as a pragmatic response to wrongdoing. And it would be quite odd for a humanist
to maintain that forgiveness is appropriate for unrepentant (or dead) wrongdoers.
One problem, of course, for the divine command approach is that God appears to
demand both punishment and forgiveness. And there are major disputes in the Christian
tradition about how to interpret these conﬂicting demands – as seen, for example, in
debates about the morality of the death penalty. This is one of the reasons that humanists
may be skeptical of the religious tradition. How do we know whether God requires
punishment or forgiveness? How do we know that by forgiving (and neglecting justice), we
will somehow earn God’s forgiveness of our own sins? As Jeremy Watkins has correctly
pointed out, the philosophical tradition has little use for forgiveness, since this tradition
focuses primarily on utilitarian and retributive conceptions of justice.6 Nonetheless, as
Paul von Tongeren has concluded, it is useful for humanists to try to understand the
spiritual power of forgiveness.7 And even without the deep sense of spiritual
transformation elicited by Christian reﬂection on forgiveness, it is possible to make sense
of forgiveness in a consequentialist approach to punishment: if forgiveness – as part of the
broader approach to restorative justice – produces good outcomes for people, then it may
be of use. This may explain why it is useful even to forgive the dead and the unrepentant:
forgiveness can be psychologically beneﬁcial to victims and communities. But such an
interpretation of forgiveness as pragmatically useful cannot turn forgiveness into a duty,
since it is possible that it is also useful to feel righteous indignation and a lack of
forgiveness in the face of unrepentant evil.
It is difﬁcult to ﬁnd room for forgiveness in a retributivist framework. This point is
made quite clearly by Kant. Kant thinks that forgiveness is unjust because wrongdoing
deserves punishment. Kant hints that forgiveness may be appropriate if there is a genuine
change of heart. But since humans cannot gauge such spiritual transformations,
forgiveness is not up to us – it is up to God. Kant suggests that it is wrong to imagine
that God forgives.
If God could forgive all evil-doing, He could also make it permissible and if He can grant it
impunity, it rests also on His will to make it permitted; in that case, however, the moral laws would
be an arbitrary matter, though in fact they are not arbitrary, but just as necessary and eternal as
God. God’s justice is the precise allocation of punishments and rewards in accordance with men’s
good or bad behavior. The divine will is immutable. Hence we cannot hope that because of our
begging and beseeching God will forgive us everything, for in that case it would be a matter, not of
well-doing, but of begging and beseeching.8

Kant’s worry is connected to the larger set of worries found in the Lutheran Reformation.
As Kant puts it, religion should not be about ‘courting favor, but about leading a good
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life.’9 He is opposed to any sort of religion that makes it appear that one could purchase
forgiveness and manipulate divine justice. Kant’s unforgiving view of God’s justice
obviously runs counter to the more forgiving theology of those who defend the idea of
universal salvation.10 But the Kantian vision of an unforgiving God can lead to
unpalatable conclusions. For example, David Lewis argues that an unforgiving God who
metes out eternal punishments is evil: if God does not forgive, then even minor sins can end
up with major (i.e., eternal) punishments – and that seems to make God quite evil.11 In this
way, theological speculation about justice and forgiveness can lead us to give up on God
all together. The argument goes something like this: if God forgives, then He seems
arbitrary; but if He does not forgive, then He seems evil; since neither makes sense, it is best
to leave God aside. Humanists thus focus on the more pragmatic and mundane issues of
how forgiveness can work to repair broken communities and heal psychological wounds
caused by wrongdoing. But humanists will also be compelled by arguments about how
punishment deters crime, while also giving criminals what they deserve.
All of these complex issues in morality and theology help explain, perhaps, why the
mainstream culture was fascinated by the Amish case and by other examples of radical
forgiveness – such as the account of forgiveness after the Rwandan genocide, chronicled by
Immaculée Ilibagiza.12 Even humanists can acknowledge that forgiveness is an important
aspect of the moral life. No one can deny that it is often useful to forgive minor
transgressions. But can we forgive mass murder and unrepentant dead people without
appealing to some deeper theological notion?
When we bring religion in, we end up with another problem: forgiveness only make
sense within a particular religious context; and not all religions appear to require
forgiveness. Consider, for example, the problem of diversity that is exempliﬁed in Simon
Wiesenthal’s The Sunﬂower: different religious traditions – even different monotheistic
traditions – teach different things about forgiveness.13 For the most part in Wiesenthal’s
‘symposium’ – which includes comments from a variety of thinkers in diverse faith
traditions – forgiveness comes through as a Christian virtue. But the Dalai Lama also
contributes the idea of forgiveness in this symposium. He writes, ‘I believe one should
forgive the person or persons who have committed atrocities against oneself and
mankind.’14 For humanists, it is much harder to forgive atrocities, since there is no larger
framework in which suffering is redeemed. Humanists may claim that some acts are simply
unforgiveable and may agree with Herbert Marcuse that ‘the easy forgiving of such crimes
perpetuates the very evil it wants to alleviate.’15 At least, humanists will claim that
forgiveness – if it is acceptable at all – must be held together in creative tension with justice.
At best, there is a delicate balancing act between justice and forgiveness. Justice requires
that we take seriously our responsibilities toward the past while forgiveness aims to keep us
open to the possibility of a new future. This can be cashed out in terms of Christian
theology; but it can also make sense to humanists. And indeed multiple faith traditions
recognize that justice and forgiveness must be combined.16
Christians do attempt to link justice and forgiveness. One attempt to do so is found in
the effort to move toward a non-retributive conception of justice, such as the idea of
‘restorative justice.’ The goal here is to avoid dwelling in the past and focusing on ways of
punishing past injustice (as retributive justice does) by looking forward to the future in
which a community disrupted by wrongdoing will be restored. In his reﬂection on the
Rwandan genocide, for example, Archbishop Desmond Tutu argued that Hutus and
Tutsis should learn ‘to go beyond retributive justice to restorative justice, to move on to
forgiveness, because without it there was no future.’17 In his World Peace Day Address on
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January 1, 2002, just months after 9/11, Pope John Paul II similarly focused on efforts to
combine justice and forgiveness. As he put it in the title of his remarks: ‘No Peace without
Justice and no Justice without Forgiveness.’ John Paul argues that forgiveness and justice
must be combined: ‘shattered order cannot be fully restored except by a response that
combines justice with forgiveness.’18
While talk of forgiveness in the face of atrocity can be spiritually uplifting, such an
approach is quite paradoxical and may only be suitable for moral saints. Justice and
forgiveness cannot be easily combined. Justice appears to require that we punish
wrongdoing, even if we would rather forgive and forget. Plato and Kant, each in their own
way, maintain that it is our duty to punish, even if we’d prefer not to. From this
perspective, forgiveness is unjust. Of course, others – like Tutu – will claim that restorative
justice is also a legitimate conception of justice. There may in fact be good reasons to forgo
the requirements of retributive justice and permit, or even require, ofﬁcial offers of
forgiveness – mercy or clemency. This can stem from a utilitarian concern to heal the
community (or the psyche of the individuals involved) and move forward. It can also come
from a commitment to the dignity of the person, such that even a criminal is deserving of
forgiveness if he expresses remorse and works diligently to make amends. In the Christian
tradition there is a deeper theological ideal: even though all human begins are sinners, God
forgives. Or perhaps the idea is that since God will in the end mete out justice to all, there is
nothing to be lost if we were to offer forgiveness. The more important point is that we
should reorder our values in such a way that forgiveness and love become the preferred
response to wrongdoing.
The difﬁculty of religious approaches to the question is, however, that we are left with
apparently paradoxical beliefs and antithetical demands about how God wants us to
combine justice and forgiveness. Richard Holloway – an Episcopalian Bishop – argues
that justice is one essential component of Christian religion and that forgiveness is another;
and that these are antithetical.19 Religious approaches to such rival commands often fall
back on the mystery of God or faith in resolution in the fullness of time. This does not
make it any easier to dwell in the paradox – but it does provide hope that the paradox will
ﬁnd some resolution.

2. JUSTICE, FORGIVENESS, TRAGEDY, AND TEMPORALITY

It is more difﬁcult to afﬁrm any reconciliation of these antithetical demands from within a
humanistic standpoint. Rather, from a humanistic standpoint the tension between rival
goods is best described as a tragic conﬂict. For tragic conﬂicts of this sort, there is no easy
resolution. In fact, to choose between justice and forgiveness is to sacriﬁce one substantial
good for another. Justice and forgiveness represent two aspects of the human project of
remaining true to the past while also looking toward the future. Justice keeps us true to the
past, while forgiveness opens us toward the future. Since human life consists in negotiating
between past and future, there will always be a signiﬁcant tension between justice and
forgiveness.
The difﬁculty of combining justice and forgiveness is found in basic tensions we
encounter when thinking about time, personal identity, and ethics. In a sense, the Christian
solution demands too much while also making things too easy. By claiming that there can
be no justice without forgiveness, Christian thinkers such as John Paul II weave the two
values too tightly together. Christianity allows us to resolve the difﬁculty of uniting these
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values in the mystery of God who bears witness to changes of heart and who, in the long
run, protects those who forgive from the onslaughts of those who might take advantage of
their forgiveness. Trust in God’s omniscient ﬁnal judgment assures the Christian that
radical evil will not, in the end, go unpunished. And Christianity maintains that any selfabnegation that occurs in forgiveness will ultimately be redeemed.
A humanistic approach recognizes the genuine difﬁculty of linking justice and
forgiveness in a world without God. For the humanist, there are no guarantees that
those who forgive will be rewarded; nor is there any assurance that changes of heart are
authentic; nor is there any promise that evil will be punished in the next life. Thus for
humanists, forgiveness can only be one virtue among others, held in creative tension with
other virtues such as justice and self-respect. And sometimes we may have to make a tragic
choice in which we choose justice or forgiveness.
Retributive justice takes the past as primary and it is unwilling to let past misdeeds go
without rectiﬁcation. From this perspective, respect – either for oneself or for others –
demands that wrongs be righted. Forgiveness is less committed to the past and it allows for
the possibility of changes of heart that create the possibility of a new future and a new
identity liberated from the weight of the past. Hannah Arendt explained the importance of
forgiveness in terms of the possibility of release from what we have done. For Arendt,
forgiveness allows for the possibility of beginning again, creating something new, and
moving forward into a future pregnant with possibility. Forgiveness liberates us from a
cycle of vengeance that becomes reactionary, automatic, and un-free. And she maintains,
with a special focus on the Christian tradition, that mutual forgiveness is essential to
spontaneously creative social life. ‘Only through this constant mutual release from what
they do can men remain free agents, only by constant willingness to change their minds
and start again can they be trusted with so great a power as that to begin something new.’20
Of course Arendt recognizes that we cannot actually undo the past.21 But Arendt also
explains that forgiveness is one of the mechanisms that allow us to establish at least some
freedom from the past. Forgiveness is a forward-looking concept that makes exceptions to
the impartial demands of justice and the retrospective focus of memory.
Justice and forgiveness each represent important values in human life. But these values
obviously conﬂict. It seems that it would be unjust to the victims to leave perpetrators
unpunished. And indeed, some atrocities seem absolutely unforgiveable.22 We seem to owe
it to those who were harmed in the past to pursue justice; and it would be disrespectful of
the victims of atrocity to forgive the perpetrators on their behalf. Perhaps forgiveness can
only be authentic when it is offered by the victims themselves. Moreover, as Jeffrie
Murphy has argued, ‘a too ready tendency to forgive may properly be regarded as a vice
because it may be a sign that one lacks respect for oneself.’23 Since the past matters to us, it
would be odd simply to disregard the past and the demand for rectiﬁcation.
Christianity grounds forgiveness in a metaphysical account of the way that God
structure the universe. It allows the drama between justice and forgiveness to play out into
the afterlife. The Christian approach can advise forgiveness even for atrocity, trusting that
the victims and the perpetrators will get their just and eternal reward. But humanists must
admit, I think, that some acts are unforgiveable. For a humanist, this life is the only one we
have; and suffering will not be redeemed in the afterlife. Humanists must also admit that to
offer forgiveness without the consent of the injured parties can be disrespectful, since
injustice is a serious affront in a world of ﬁnite human beings, where there is no offer of
redemption. This is why it is odd to speak of forgiveness as a social and political value,
rather than as a virtue for individuals. We want our leaders to administer justice, not to
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offer forgiveness. At best, one might argue that forgiveness is a value for Popes and other
spiritual leaders. It might also be a virtue for individuals. But one wonders whether it can
have any place in political life. One might go further and argue, following Nietzsche, that
forgiveness is merely a part of the slave morality of the impotent. Nietzsche thinks that
forgiveness is sublimated form of resentment – the way that the powerless and oppress
respond to injustice is by claiming that the path of weakness is in fact the higher ground.24
Now one need not be as cynical as Nietzsche to see that often forgiveness is the recourse of
last resort for the weak, such as when an abused wife ‘forgives’ the man who beats her. We
should be careful to avoid the taint of ‘slave morality’ that surrounds the discourse of
forgiveness, when forgiveness serves merely to further disempower the oppressed.
But one should not throw the baby of forgiveness out with the bath water of resentment
and impotence. It remains true that forgiveness does release us from our obligations to the
past; it allows us to escape a cycle of vengeance and revenge; and it allows us to look
forward toward the creation of a future not beholden to the crimes of the past. Humanists
can admit the creative and liberatory power of forgiveness without buying into Christian
metaphysics and eschatology or giving up on justice out of a sense of impotence. Christians
and humanists can agree that forgiveness frees us from the domination of the injustices of
the past. It is true, for humanists and Christians alike, that an obsession with retaliation,
vengeance, and justice can give more power to wrong-doers than they deserve – in the sense
that the criminal’s past injustice can continue to direct the victim’s actions in the present.
Forgiveness is a way of acknowledging past injustice, while allowing us to move forward
more freely into the future.
The tragic conﬂict between forgiveness and justice and the tensions created by our
different ethical relations to the past cannot be eradicated. In fact, it is a sign of maturity to
recognize the conﬂicting demands of justice and forgiveness. This conﬂict reminds us that
human beings are continually negotiating the demands of the two conﬂicting horizons of
time: the past and the future. Justice carries out obligations to the past, while forgiveness
releases us from bondage to the past. Obviously, forgiveness does remain linked to the past
to some extent, since history ﬂows in only one direction. Forgiveness only occurs in
response to a past mis-deed: for example, it makes little sense to speak of forgiving you for
something you have not yet done. But rather than dwelling on the past and seeking to erase
the misdeed through retribution, compensation, or retaliation, forgiveness allows the past
to remain past by refusing to allow the demand for rectiﬁcation to dominate action in the
present. Human beings must look in both directions. We are temporal beings who are
obliged to the past while also looking toward the open future. We need to fulﬁll our
obligations to the past; but we also need to release the past and remain open toward the
future. And so we must develop a set of virtues and habits that allows us dwell creatively in
the present while acknowledging both the givenness of the past and the openness of the
future.
Of course, this is not obvious or easy. Jacques Derrida has claimed that forgiveness is a
sort of interruption of ‘the ordinary course of historical temporality,’ by which I take it
that he means that forgiveness offers an alternative to the tit-for-tat of justice in the course
of human history.25 Some have claimed that the key to forgiveness is a radical alteration of
our sense of personal identity over time, in a way that echoes Kant’s claims about the
importance of the ‘change of heart’ that creates a ‘new man.’26
This idea ﬁts with the transformative spiritual power of forgiveness, as found in the
Christian tradition. But we should also note that this transformation can be understood in
contexts that are not speciﬁcally Christian. William Long has recently argued that the key
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to radical forgiveness is a non-essentialist or ‘no-self’ view of personal identity. According
to this point of view, to forgive is to admit that no injury – no matter how signiﬁcant – can
leave a permanent mark on the non-existent self; and the ‘no-self’ idea also allows for the
possibility that wrong-doers can be radically transformed over time. ‘The core of forgiving
is an understanding that there is no transcendent self that ‘‘owns’’ the past injuries and
therefore, one is able to both acknowledge and to release an event, experience, memory, or
intention and replace it with another that allows for a different view of self and other
without destroying oneself.’27
Forgiveness does rely on a radical revaluation of time, the self, and the importance of
history. But the normative question is which view of time, the self, and history is the one we
should adopt? This question seems to push us toward an either-or: either one should focus
on justice and the quest to ‘right’ past wrongs, or one should focus on the future and the
project of healing, rebuilding, and renewing that is made possible by forgiveness. Both
aspects are obviously important. From a humanistic perspective, the double-sided
approach, which acknowledges a tragic conﬂict between justice and forgiveness – between
the concern to ﬁx the past and the desire to create a new future – is the best we can come up
with. There are good reasons to pursue justice with a view to righting past wrongs; but
other times, there are good reasons to direct our attention to the future with a view toward
healing and rebuilding. The key is to recognize the importance of each approach and keep
them in creative tension with each other.

3. GREEK AND CHRISTIAN VIRTUES

To understand how one might keep such seemingly opposed values in creative tension with
one another, it is useful to consider the approach of virtue ethics. Virtues are habits which
exist over time; and virtues exist in the character of an individual in just this sort of creative
tension. One of the difﬁculties of virtue ethics is that discussions of speciﬁc virtues can
become one-sided. But virtues belong together in a complex whole. We need courage,
justice, temperance, and wisdom. It is unvirtuous to cultivate only one without the others.
The goal is to create an integrated whole life in which virtues are balanced and combined.
Perhaps justice and forgiveness must be balanced and integrated in this way.
It is important to note that the four cardinal virtues of Greek philosophy do not include
forgiveness. One might argue that this is because Greek culture was an ‘honor’ culture
focused on obligations to the past. One might also argue that Greek virtue was understood
in a political context, where justice was a primary good. Christian culture allows for a
radical break with the past and it focuses on hope for the future, while also turning away
from the political and investing personal life with ultimate signiﬁcance. The idea of Christ
as the incarnation of God symbolizes the radical break from the past, the resurrection
symbolizes hope for the future, and the anti-political message and example of Jesus shows
us that justice is less signiﬁcant than forgiveness.28 It is telling that at his cruciﬁxion (at
least as explained in Luke), Jesus prays for forgiveness rather than for justice.
The dialectic between justice and forgiveness can be simpliﬁed in historical terms to a
conﬂict between Greek and Christians virtues. Plato and the Greeks remind us of the
importance of the virtue of justice, which is the tendency to give each thing its due or to
give equal to equals, like for like. In this scheme forgiveness has no place. Charles
Griswold explains that Greek moral perfectionism causes the Greeks to exclude
forgiveness from the virtuous life: a perfectly virtuous man has no need of forgiveness,
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since he does not do wrong.29 At best mercy and clemency are gifts offered by the powerful
to the powerless. There are times when it is expedient for the virtuous and powerful to
tolerate the misdeeds of inferior sorts. But this sort of forgiveness is not a central value for
the Greeks. Although thinkers in this tradition such as the Stoics Seneca and Marcus
Aurelius more fully developed ideas about the importance of mercy and clemency, the
Greek tradition remains primarily focused on justice.
The focus on justice continues today, primarily in thinking about political philosophy,
with less emphasis on justice as a virtue of individuals. But justice as a virtue is regarded
even by John Rawls, for example, as central to political life. Indeed, Rawls claims that
‘being ﬁrst virtues of human activities, truth and justice are uncompromising.’30 In such an
uncompromising schema there is little room for forgiveness. It is signiﬁcant that Rawls
links truth and justice in this way. Justice aims to deal openly and honestly with facts of the
world. If there has been wrong-doing, truth requires that we admit it. Justice requires that
we take steps to remedy these past wrongs.
Forgiveness must also be linked to truth. Forgetting or covering up, or merely
condoning, is not the same as forgiving.31 Kolnai emphasizes ‘reaccepting’ the one who is
forgiven; but reaccepting can only occur if we acknowledge that wrong has been done. In a
response to Kolnai, Richards argues that reacceptance demands too much (especially if the
one to be forgiven was never in relation to us prior to his offense against us); Richards
argues that forgiveness is, at a minimum, banishing hard feelings.32 Others, especially
Christians, will argue that forgiveness is linked to more positive virtues and dispositions
such as compassion and love. Whether forgiveness is simply the negative act of refusing to
act on hard feelings, changing or abolishing those feelings themselves, or a more positive
acceptance of the other, the point is that forgiveness turns us away from the past and
allows us to look to the future.33
Forgiveness cannot, then, simply ignore the past. It is linked to truth insofar as it must
admit the fact of wrong-doing. Like justice, forgiveness is a response to wrong-doing that
must understand and admit the wrong that has been done. Forgiveness, like justice, must
take account of the intentions, contexts, and harmful results of the misdeed. But rather
than pursuing retribution, when we forgive we choose to turn away from the past and
direct our attention toward the future. And in this sense, forgiveness is more Christian than
Greek – to the extent that it is connected to ideas about hope, salvation, and redemption.
Like justice, forgiveness can be used to describe a virtue and not only an act.34 But this
virtue is primarily a virtue for thinkers in the Christian tradition. Martin Luther King Jr.
once said that ‘forgiveness is not an occasional act; it is a permanent attitude.’35 And this
permanent attitude or virtue is linked to other virtues such as compassion, peacefulness,
and hopefulness, virtues that are central for Jesus and to his followers. Unlike the Greek
tradition in which self-sufﬁcient virtuous men do not need forgiveness and in which selfrespecting men would pursue justice with courage, the Christian tradition is much more
aware of human imperfection. As Arendt noted, it is the need for mutual forgiveness that is
at the heart of the Christian approach: no one is perfect – we are all sinners – but we are
also deserving of forgiveness.
It is possible to see the value of the so-called ‘Christian’ virtues even from within a
humanistic world view, especially one that acknowledges ﬁnitude and imperfection. When
we admit that no one is perfect, we also admit that each of us needs compassion, love, and
forgiveness from others. However, if there is no God to grant forgiveness through His
grace and to protect us from evil, then forgiveness becomes much more difﬁcult to
cultivate as a virtue toward others. It seems that in a world without God, we would be
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more adamant about our need for justice and for swift and decisive responses to evil. But
on the other hand, in a world without God, in which moral luck is an obvious factor, we
might also reach the conclusion that forgiveness is needed.
Of course Christianity contains the same tension between justice and forgiveness. While
some Christians emphasize the creative future of God’s forgiveness, there is also a
backward-looking retributive aspect of monotheism. Retribution in Christian monotheism is grounded in the idea that God punishes wrong-doers in a last and ﬁnal judgment;
and it shows up in the lex talionis of the Torah’s ‘eye for eye, tooth for tooth.’ But in
Christian thought, the idea is that God makes it possible to overcome the past via love and
forgiveness. In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus provides an argument – grounded in
theology – that explains why forgiveness is important. Jesus concludes: ‘If you forgive men
their trespasses, your heavenly Father also will forgive you; but if you do not forgive men
their trespasses, neither will your father forgive your trespasses’ (Matthew 6:14–15). Three
points are important here. First, as Yoder has claimed, the model for forgiving debts was
the Jubilee – the Hebrew custom of releasing debtors from their debts, freeing slaves, and
leaving land fallow.36 The point here is that it is possible for legal, social, and religious
institutions to be set up in such a way as to allow for forgiveness. Second, Jesus models
human forgiveness on divine forgiveness. God is understood as a forgiving God. Third,
Jesus claims that God’s forgiveness is conditional. Human beings earn God’s forgiveness
when they learn to forgive others. This implies that forgiveness is not unearned. Rather, to
be forgiven, one must have some sort of change of heart. But what is interesting is that
learning to forgive is central to the process that makes the change of heart possible. We
begin to change our hearts when we learn to forgive. In other words, we become the sorts
of persons who deserve forgiveness when we become the sorts of persons who are willing to
forgive others. Or to put it yet another way, we ﬁnd ourselves beyond the calculus of justice
when we ourselves are willing to give up on the demands of justice. And to return to the
ﬁrst point, if social and legal institutions were set up with forgiveness as a possibility, then
it would be possible for people to learn to develop a more forgiving disposition toward
others.
This idea about the psychological and spiritual work that must be done in order to give
and earn forgiveness is interesting even for those who are not Christians. But Christian
thinkers are among the most important for understanding forgiveness. Consider Martin
Luther King’s reﬂection on Jesus’ supposed words on the cross: ‘Father, forgive them; for
they know not what they do.’37 King argued that the Christian path of ‘aggressive love’ is
the way of a ‘higher law.’ King claimed that history is rife with vengeance and lex talionis.
But hope for a new beginning is found in love and forgiveness. And King also claims that
forgiveness is predicated on the fact that human beings are benighted by ignorance. The
second part of Jesus’ claim ‘they know not what they do’ is, for King, representative of
most wrong-doing. And ignorance thus provides a reason to forgive.
King’s reﬂections on forgiveness are linked to paciﬁsm. He claims that Jesus ‘knew that
the old eye-for-an-eye philosophy would leave everyone blind.’38 King claims that now we
know that ‘war is obsolete.’39 And forgiveness is an essential part of paciﬁsm. If we reject
war, then the logical response to evil and injustice is forgiveness (either that or resentment).
And this idea can be extended toward a Christian paciﬁst critique of the death penalty and
the prison system. For a Christian paciﬁst such as Hauerwas, ‘the telos of punishment
must be reconciliation and forgiveness.’40
But since Augustine, the Christian tradition also contains a strong commitment to
administering justice as seen in the just war tradition and in Christian defenses of capital
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punishment. Thus Christianity recognizes that there are two poles in moral thought:
justice and forgiveness. In his advice after 9/11, John Paul acknowledges these two aspects.
He says, ‘Forgiveness is in no way opposed to justice, as if to forgive meant to overlook the
need to right the wrong done. It is rather the fullness of justice, leading to that tranquility
of order which is much more than a fragile and temporary cessation of hostilities,
involving as it does the deepest healing of the wounds which fester in human hearts. Justice
and forgiveness are both essential to such healing.’41 Such ideas can be grounded, for
example, in the Christian parable of the prodigal son. A just and benevolent God is also a
forgiving God. And we should model our behavior on this fact: justice and forgiveness
should always work hand in hand. Moreover, deep in the Christian doctrine of atonement
is the idea that a loving God makes it possible for sin to be forgiven. The problem for
Christian theology is that the Christian emphasis on forgiveness can appear to result in a
non-resistant paciﬁsm of the sort advocated by Tolstoy, Yoder, Hauerwas, and others who
view the original teachings of Jesus as radically paciﬁst. This paciﬁst conclusion is quite
different from what we ﬁnd in the Greek tradition and its warrior virtues.

4. CONCLUSION

Humanists can learn from Christians to see the value of forgiveness. But without a
larger metaphysical story that provides for resolution, any attempt to combine justice
and forgiveness will remain mired in tragedy. The moral life winds between two poles.42
On the one hand, the demands of justice obligate us right past wrongs. And in a world
of violence, self-respect seems to demand that we ﬁght for the right. On the other hand,
the need for happiness, tranquility, and a new and open future can inspire us to give
up justice and take up the task of forgiveness. Some actions – genocide, mass slaughter,
and systematic oppression – are unforgiveable. But individual psyches and entire
communities can be healed by developing the virtue of forgiveness even in the face of
atrocity. This conﬂict is tragic: we need to move forward; but we also need to remain true
to the past.
Part of the need for forgiveness is psychological and emotional. It is often more healthy
psychologically to pursue tranquility in the face of radical evil than to beat one’s head
against the wall in pursuit of justice. Radical evil cannot be erased or transformed. But it is
possible to let the past be, while turning toward the future. Wounds that would otherwise
heal often remain open when we dwell in outrage or feel the need for vengeance. Moreover,
forgiveness should not come at the expense of the victim’s self-respect. Some degree of
psychic progress can be made and some sort of emotional stability can be reestablished via
forgiveness. The basic idea here is that it is often better to reside in a frame of mind that is
positive, hopeful, and forward-looking than to dwell in the reactive emotions of moral
outrage and the disappointment of injustice. It is often better to learn to tolerate perversity
than to be offended and outraged by it. And it is often better to forgive than to pursue
justice relentlessly. Outrage and a sense of injustice can lead to excessive reactions and
equally excessive responses that only exacerbate wrong doing and break down human
solidarity. And dwelling in outrage and the need for vengeance can keep wounds open that
deserve to heal.
But on the other hand, too much forgiveness can result in a moral weakness. When we
are too quick to forgive, we give up on the demands of justice and relinquish self-respect.
And it seems that we should resist forgiveness when it leads to forgetfulness, when it is
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merely an impotent accommodation of evil, and when it empowers criminals to literally get
away with murder. It is unjust to the victims to forget their suffering and oppression. And
forgetfulness can cause us to be inattentive to evil and not see the need for swift action in
defense of justice.
We should endeavor to keep Greek and Christian virtues in balance. Forgiveness is
virtuous when it contributes to personal tranquility and social solidarity and when it
develops in conjunction with self-respect and justice. We must certainly take actions to
prevent and deter wrong-doing. And we must act swiftly to defend the innocent and
remedy injustice. But deterrence and the pursuit of justice must be guided by a cool and
reasonable mind, unclouded with negative emotions such as anger and outrage. The spirit
of forgiveness allows us to pursue justice in a more dispassionate way. Forgiveness
functions as a means to promote personal tranquility and social solidarity, and it allows us
to release the past and move into the future. When kept in proper balance, the virtues of
justice and forgiveness are essential components of the moral life.
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