
C.H.A.R.I.S: A PILOT STUDY EXPLORING THE POTENTIAL EFFECTIVENESS OF AN 

INTRAPERSONAL FORGIVENESS MODEL THAT UTILIZES SPIRITUAL AND 

PSYCHOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES IN A GROUP PROCESS AT REDEMPTIVE LIFE 

CHRISTIAN FELLOWSHIP 

 

by 

 

Jaye Lynn Peabody Smith 

 

A Thesis Submitted to the Faculty  

of the James & Carolyn McAfee School of Theology 

 at Mercer University  

in Partial Fulfillment of the  

Requirements for the Degree  

 

 

 

DOCTOR OF MINISTRY 

 

 

 

 

Atlanta, GA 

2021



 

 

C.H.A.R.I.S: A PILOT STUDY EXPLORING THE POTENTIAL EFFECTIVENESS OF AN 

INTRAPERSONAL FORGIVENESS MODEL THAT UTILIZES SPIRITUAL AND 

PSYCHOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES IN A GROUP PROCESS AT REDEMPTIVE LIFE 

CHRISTIAN FELLOWSHIP 

by 

Jaye Lynn Peabody Smith 

 

 

Approved: 

 

 

__________________________________________________ Date_________________ 

Beth Toler, M.Div., Th.D., LMFT 

Faculty Supervisor 

 

 

 

__________________________________________________ Date_________________ 

Beth Toler, Th.D., LMFT 

Ministry Coach 

 

 

 

__________________________________________________ Date_________________ 

Angela Parker, Ph.D. 

Faculty Reader 

 

 

 

__________________________________________________ Date_________________ 

Robert N. Nash, Jr., Ph.D. 

Associate Dean, D.Min. Degree Program, James & Carolyn McAfee School of Theology 

 

 

 

__________________________________________________ Date_________________ 

C. Gregory DeLoach, D.Min. 

Dean, James & Carolyn McAfee School of Theology 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© 2021 

Jaye Lynn Peabody Smith 

All Rights Reserved 

 

 



 

iv 

DEDICATION 

 

This body of work, as is everything I do, is dedicated to my children. It is my children 

who unknowingly taught me most about God. They have provided me with earthly examples of 

God’s divine love, strength, grace, mercy, forgiveness and even perfection. 

My kids, you all are the real MVPs and mommy is your biggest fan. I love you…to the 

moon and back…simply because you’re you. Always remember, no matter what, God loves you 

and so do I. 

 

 



 

v 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

I am humbled and grateful for the numerous God’s children who have encouraged me 

and inspired me, knowingly or unknowingly, during this DMIN journey. They came in the form 

of parents, family, friends, peers, sorority sisters, church members, clients, and even strangers.  

I would especially like to  thank: 

The faculty, students, and alumnae of McAfee School of Theology who guided and 

strengthened me to be my authentic self. I especially appreciate Dr. Michelle Garber, who 

continues to be a staple of support. Dr. Denise Massey, who was with me since I began this 

counseling journey, and Dr. Nancy Penton, who has been the greatest encourager as she guided 

me to the finish line.  

My Faculty Advisor Dr. Robert Nash, and my Ministry Coach Dr. Beth Toler, who 

poured their wisdom, shared their experience, and fortuitously affirmed my pastoral identity. I 

must also thank Dr. Angela Parker for her willingness to share her expertise and insight by 

serving on my committee.  

My Redemptive Life Christian Fellowship Family, especially the study participants, who 

trusted me to abide with them on their forgiveness journeys.  

My Senior Pastor and Father in Ministry, Dr. Mark W. Thompson, who has always given 

me a safe place to learn, grow, mess up, try again, discover, experience, and so much more.  His 

theological wisdom and servant’s heart are the hallmarks of a Pastor. It was over 20 years ago 

when I went to his office to tell him I think I was called to preach. His response was, “I have 

been waiting for you.” He believed in me then, and he still does today. I am so grateful. 

 



 

vi 

My children who are my everything. There are simply not enough words to express my 

love. When I even think of them, my heart expands, and tears of joy fill my eyes. I thank God for 

them daily.  

My husband Tommie, the man I love, who cheers me on, provides unrelenting support, 

loves me like crazy, and still makes me smile like a schoolgirl crush.  

And finally, I must thank my 22-year-old self, who, after looking for love in all the 

wrong places, found that unconditional, forgiving, and empowering love from our Lord and 

Savior Jesus the Christ. You took that brave walk down the aisle, in front of that huge church, to 

give your life to Christ.  That was the first day of the journey. I always say, “God took me from 

the pit to the pulpit.” And I will always thank God by being a vessel of God’s love, mercy, and 

grace for others.   

 

 



 

vii 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Page  

DEDICATION ............................................................................................................................... iv 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS .............................................................................................................. v 

ABSTRACT .................................................................................................................................. xii 

CHAPTER 

1. INTRODUCTION .......................................................................................................... 1 

Statement of the Problem ........................................................................................ 3 

Overview of Project ................................................................................................ 3 

Assumptions ............................................................................................................ 6 

Terms ...................................................................................................................... 7 

2. PSYCHOLOGICAL, THEOLOGICAL, AND SCRIPTURAL FOUNDATIONS ..... 10 

Psychological Perspectives on Forgiveness .......................................................... 11 

Decisional vs. Emotional Forgiveness .................................................................. 14 

Psychological Benefits .......................................................................................... 15 

Psychological Barriers to Forgiveness .................................................................. 16 

Theological ........................................................................................................... 17 

Scriptures .............................................................................................................. 20 

3. PROJECT METHODOLOGY...................................................................................... 30 

Description of the Project ..................................................................................... 30 

Research Method .................................................................................................. 34 

Steps to CHARIS .................................................................................................. 36



 

viii 

TABLE OF CONTENTS (Continued) 

CHAPTER 3 (Continued) 

Session 1: Choose to Forgive ................................................................................ 36 

Session 2: Holding the Hurt .................................................................................. 36 

Session 3: Asking Introspective Questions ........................................................... 38 

Session 4: Releasing the Hurt to God ................................................................... 39 

Session 4: Identifying the Response ..................................................................... 39 

Step 6: Serenity ..................................................................................................... 40 

Rationale for the Project ....................................................................................... 41 

4. RESULTS OF THE CHARIS MODEL IN ACTION .................................................. 42 

The Participants .................................................................................................... 42 

Session 1: Choosing to Forgive ............................................................................ 43 

Session 2: Holding the Hurt .................................................................................. 45 

Session 3: Asking the Introspective Question ...................................................... 46 

Session 4: Releasing the Hurt ............................................................................... 48 

Session 5: Identifying the Response ..................................................................... 50 

Session 6: Serenity ................................................................................................ 50 

Individual Participant Summary Results .............................................................. 51 

Group Summary Results ....................................................................................... 52 

What Did Not Work Well ..................................................................................... 54 

Data from Survey Results ..................................................................................... 55 

General Forgiveness Model .................................................................................. 57 

Self-Reflection as a Facilitator.............................................................................. 62 

5. CONCLUSIONS........................................................................................................... 64



 

ix 

TABLE OF CONTENTS (CONTINUED) 

CHAPTER 5 (Continued) 

Future Directions .................................................................................................. 65 

Forgiving Forward: New Directions ..................................................................... 67 

Impact ................................................................................................................... 69 

BIBLIOGRAPHY ............................................................................................................. 72 

APPENDICES .................................................................................................................. 76 

A.MERCER IRB APPROVAL ............................................................................ 77 

B. INFORMED CONSENT FOR PARTICIPATING IN THE CHARIS 

PROJECT .............................................................................................................. 79 

C. STUDY PARTICIPANT ANNOUNCEMENT ............................................... 81 

D. THE CHARIS MODEL: FACILITATOR’S LESSON PLAN ....................... 83 

E. PRE-POST SURVEY RESPONSES ............................................................... 86 

F. PRE-POST CORE QUESTIONS CHARTS .................................................... 89 

G. PRE-POST FORGIVENESS CHARTS .......................................................... 92 

H. COMMON BARRIERS TO FORGIVENESS ................................................ 96 

I. CYCLE OF ANGER MODEL .......................................................................... 98 

J. WHO I AM IN CHRIST ................................................................................. 101 

 

 

 



 

x 

LIST OF TABLES 

 

TABLE 1. Decisional Forgiveness vs. Emotional Forgiveness  ............................14 

TABLE D1. The CHARIS Model: Facilitator’s Instruction Plan .........................83 

 

 



 

xi 

 

LIST OF FIGURES 

 

Figure 1. General Forgiveness Model. ...................................................................57 

Figure 2.Thinking about Forgiving.  ......................................................................58 

Figure 3. I Have Forgiven.  ....................................................................................59  

Figure 4. Reasons for Not Forgiving.  ...................................................................60 

 



 

xii 

ABSTRACT 

JAYE LYNN PEABODY SMITH 

C.H.A.R.I.S: A PILOT STUDY EXPLORING THE POTENTIAL EFFECTIVENESS OF AN 

INTRAPERSONAL FORGIVENESS MODEL THAT UTILIZES SPIRITUAL AND 

PSYCHOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES IN A GROUP PROCESS AT REDEMPTIVE LIFE 

CHRISTIAN FELLOWSHIP 

Under the direction of Beth Toler, M.Div., Th.D., LMFT  

 

Six African American women from Redemptive Life Christian Fellowship engaged in a 

six-week psychoeducational group process to overcome their barriers to forgiveness. The 

curriculum used was called “The CHARIS Model.” 

This is a pilot study of the CHARIS Model, a uniquely developed psychoeducational 

group curriculum that addresses spiritual and psychological aspects of interpersonal forgiveness. 

This pilot study seeks to explore the potential effectiveness of the CHARIS curriculum in the 

process of interpersonal forgiveness. 

The study is a mixed-methods approach, quasi-experimental, pre-post test non-

comparative pilot study. The study examined the effectiveness of the intervention on the process 

of inter-personal forgiveness using the General Measure of Forgiveness (GMF) assessment tool 

(Law, 2008). Qualitative questions were answered by the participants at the end of each weekly 

group meeting to acquire participants' views of the CHARIS curriculum and the study. 

The study shows the promising effectiveness of the CHARIS Model. Participants 

overcame barriers to forgiveness as indicated in the pre and post-assessment of the General 

Measure of Forgiveness. The group process, in a church setting, provided a community for the 

participants. Bridging together spiritual and psychological approaches significantly enhanced the 

forgiveness process. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

“Relational trust is built on movements of the human heart such as empathy, 

commitment, compassion, patience and the capacity to forgive.” (Parker Palmer) 

Forgiveness is a common practice in many religions and cultures. We can define 

forgiveness but knowing exactly “how” to forgive is often a challenge. I once longed to forgive a 

heinous act. It took time to process. I leaned on my faith and my therapy. It was the combination 

of the two that allowed me to forgive. What I have learned then, and since that time, was used to 

create a model of forgiveness. This model was born from pain and grew into purpose.  

When I was in college I was brutally raped. This tragic, life-altering event left me filled 

with self-blame, shame, embarrassment, and anger. I felt stupid for putting myself in a position 

to be hurt. I should have known better.  

Like a lot of people who are survivors of sexual assault, I turned to therapy to help me 

make sense of this event and pick up the pieces of my life. Therapy was an essential part of my 

healing process primarily because it helped me understand that I was not to blame for being 

raped. I learned that rape is about power and control. I came to see that somewhere in this man’s 

life, someone used their power and control to hurt him. Even though his actions were 

unacceptable, I realized that hurt people hurt others and that I was faultless. 

Therapy also helped me understand how my low self-esteem, rooted in childhood, may 

have contributed to my self-blame and why I may have been attracted and susceptible to such a 

harmful person. For example, on the day of the incident, I distinctly remember something inside 

me telling me not to go on the date with the perpetrator. I did not love myself or believe in 

myself enough, however, to trust my instinctual inner voice.  
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During my healing journey, I became a new Christian. After hearing a sermon from John 

3:16, I gave my life to Christ, and I was baptized. In that sermon, I learned that God forgives me 

for all of my sins and loves me just as I am. Later, I also learned that as a Christian, I am called 

to forgive others the way God has forgiven me. In light of my experience of sexual assault, I 

struggled greatly with this concept. I recall wondering if I was a “good” Christian since I had 

failed to forgive. I was concerned that I was disappointing God because I was unable to forgive 

the person who raped me the way God forgave me so many times in the past. 

Often, forgiveness is framed as something that can happen immediately. My forgiveness 

process took a very long-time, particularly the process of forgiving my perpetrator. Eventually, 

however, I did forgive, and the catalyst for this ability came from a community of women I 

studied with in small church groups. Their presence made me feel safe, loved, and forgiven. The 

group space helped me understand the relationship between sin, brokenness, grace, and mercy. 

Ultimately, these women helped me come to grips with my individual pain, despair, loss, and 

anger and helped me realize that compassionately embracing my own suffering enables me to 

have room for others’ suffering. Creating space for the sufferings of others, particularly for the 

man that hurt me, is what ignited my ability to forgive him. My ability to forgive the man who 

raped me empowered me, allowed me to heal fully, and ultimately increased my love for God 

and myself.  

My experience of exploring forgiveness in therapy and in my church community not only 

strengthened my personal healing process, it now serves as the foundation of my vocation as a 

Licensed Professional Counselor. As a dually trained therapist with a Master of Science in 

Clinical Mental Health and a Master of Divinity in Pastoral Counseling, I combine my 
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knowledge of psychotherapy and Christian theology so that others may experience the healing of 

mind, body, and spirit. Furthermore, my experience and training have led me to create the 

CHARIS group process model of interpersonal forgiveness so that others may explore the 

process of interpersonal forgiveness from both psychological and spiritual perspectives.  

Statement of the Problem  

The desire to create a model of forgiveness that addresses and integrates spiritual and 

psychological dynamics arose from my own process of healing and from my own research that 

indicated a gap in models of forgiveness. Overall, the current models of forgiveness I have seen 

focus either on the spiritual or psychological aspects of forgiveness. The few models hoping to 

integrate the two are generally focused on a nonspecific religion as opposed to a distinctly 

Christian perspective. Everett Worthington’s C - REACH  forgiveness model is adapted to 

include a Christian perspective. There are limitations, however, which will be discussed in 

Chapter 2.  

While the primary purpose of this study was to explore the potential effectiveness of the 

CHARIS Model, a six-week psychoeducational group that I created to address the spiritual and 

psychological dynamics of interpersonal forgiveness, ancillary goals were also included. It was 

my hope that the CHARIS Model also helped participants identify and overcome their personal 

barriers to forgiveness. 

Overview of Project 

This project is a pilot study designed to explore the potential effectiveness of The 

CHARIS Model in the process of interpersonal forgiveness. Derived from the Greek word charis, 

meaning grace, love, and kindness, the CHARIS Model is a closed, six-week psychoeducational 
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group that purposefully addresses the spiritual and psychological dynamics of interpersonal 

forgiveness from a Christian perspective. The CHARIS model includes six steps: Choosing to 

forgive, Holding the Hurt, Asking introspecting questions, Releasing the hurt to God, Identifying 

the response, and Serenity. Each week’s session focused on one of the six steps, Bible studies, 

psychoeducation about forgiveness, therapeutic exercises, and personal experiences sharings.  

This pilot study employed a non-comparative, mixed-method, quasi-experimental, pre-

post-test approach to evaluate the CHARIS psychoeducation group’s overall effectiveness as an 

intervention that utilizes psychological and spiritual perspectives in the process of interpersonal 

forgiveness. The study examined the intervention’s potential usefulness in the process of inter-

personal forgiveness using the General Measure of Forgiveness (GMF) assessment tool (Law, 

2008). The participants also answered qualitative questions at the end of each weekly group 

meeting to acquire participants’ views of the CHARIS curriculum and their experience of each 

group session.  

As part of the intake and screening process, I asked participants to fill out and sign intake 

forms, informed consent paperwork, and HIPPA Notice of Privacy Form. The participants also 

completed a pre/post group GMF assessment and post weekly meeting qualitative questions 

acquiring participants’ views and experience of the curriculum. I coded intake paperwork 

containing basic identifying information and signatures for confidentiality. The pre and post-

group assessments and pre and post-meeting qualitative instruments did not include any 

identifying information. I used Survey Monkey to administer and collect data. Survey Monkey is 

an online domain that contains a secure sockets layer (SSL) to ensure confidentiality and 

anonymity. 
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I stored all intake forms, assessments, surveys, notes, screening tools, et cetera 

electronically on my personal password-protected computer and a private Google Drive file that 

is password protected. I am the only person who has access to these forms and information. They 

will be stored for three years and then permanently deleted from the principal investigator’s 

personal computer. No hard copy records have been created and maintained. Upon completion of 

the dissertation, I will transfer the digital files and completed forms to Mercer University.  

As the group was planned and facilitated by a Licensed Professional Counselor in the 

State of Georgia, limits to confidentiality included information shared that falls under the 

mandatory reporting laws and regulations of the State of Georgia for the practice of Licensed 

Professional Counseling. Mandatory reporting laws include information containing threats of 

suicide and homicide and any situation where child abuse or elder abuse may be suspected. 

Participants included voluntary, self-select, adult African-American women over the age 

of eighteen who are affiliated with the Redemptive Life Christian Fellowship and wished to 

explore the process of interpersonal forgiveness. Males of any age and race, or ethnicity, were 

excluded from this study. I used a general, standard mental health screening process to determine 

if participants were appropriate for the group, including screening for any personal emotional 

and mental health issues that would indicate an inability to successfully and healthily participate 

in the group. 

This project took place at Redemptive Life Christian Fellowship, a non-denominational 

church in Conyers, Georgia, where I currently serve as the Executive Pastor. My duties 

encompass youth, worship, congregational care, and counseling. I provide workshops and studies 

on various topics, including relationships, grief, and forgiveness. I also provide short term 
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individual counseling, pre-marital counseling, and group counseling. As a practice, the Senior 

Pastor refers congregants to me who need services beyond the scope of pastoral care.  

 RLCF is a predominantly middle-class, African-American church in the suburbs of 

Atlanta with 662 members. Congregants range from children to senior citizens, with most of the 

members falling within an average age of 35-55 years. A significant portion of the adult 

congregation is college-educated. The church sits in Conyers, Georgia, right along the Lithonia 

border and within twenty miles of the city of Atlanta. Redemptive Life intentionally focuses on 

spiritual growth rather than numerical growth. The mission is “to lead people into an abiding 

relationship with Jesus Christ, which involves Teaching the Word, Touching the Soul and 

Transforming the Life.”  

Assumptions 

The idea that interpersonal forgiveness is a crucial factor in the overall process of 

forgiveness and is an essential aspect of overall psychological health and well-being forms this 

project’s basis.1 Furthermore, from a Christian perspective, the process of interpersonal 

forgiveness is grounded on Jesus’ call to forgive those who have hurt us. I believe congregations 

need a forgiveness model that addresses and integrates spiritual, emotional, and psychological 

dynamics, particularly for those who are finding barriers to forgiveness. I have preached on 

forgiveness quite often. In speaking to congregants after I have heard the same two comments. 

“It’s hard to forgive” or “I don’t know how to forgive.” 

 
1 Elizabeth Conway-Williams, “Forgiveness and Health: Psychospiritual Integration and the 

Promotion of Better Healthcare,” Mental Health Religion & Culture 18 (July 2015): 418–24.  
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Terms 

Forgiveness: Studies in psychology identify forgiveness as an individual’s voluntarily 

internal process of letting go of feelings and thoughts of resentment. The concept also includes 

bitterness, anger, and the need for vengeance and retribution toward someone who we believe 

has wronged us, including ourselves. 

Forgiveness in Christianity: Christianity often expresses forgiveness as an act of 

pardoning. The Dictionary of Pastoral Care and Counseling states, “usually the understanding of 

God’s forgiveness of sin has been articulated in the doctrine of the atonement, which essentially 

says that God has graciously pardoned human sin through the ministry and death of Jesus, 

thereby allowing the intended divine-human relationship to become realized.”2 Subsequently, we 

apply this form of forgiveness when another person unjustly hurts us. When we forgive, we 

overcome the resentment toward the offender, not by denying our right to resent, but by offering 

the wrongdoer compassion, benevolence, and love. Even as we apply these qualities, we realize 

that the offender does not necessarily have a right to these gifts.3 

Interpersonal Forgiveness: When someone has been harmed (or perceived to have been 

harmed) or offended by someone else and is motivated toward retaliation or justice. 4  

 
2 Rodney J. Hunter, Dictionary of Pastoral Care and Counseling, Nancy J. Ramsay, ed. 

(Nashville: Abingdon Press 2005), 438. 

 
3 Robert D. Enright, Forgiveness is a Choice: A Step-by-Step Process of Resolving Anger and 

Restoring Hope (Washington DC: American Psychological Association 2013), 25. 

 
4 Everett L. Worthington, Jr., and Steven J. Sandage, Forgiveness and Spirituality in 

Psychotherapy: A Relational Approach (Washington, DC: American Psychological Association, 

2016), 22. 
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Decisional Forgiveness: Deciding to forgive the transgressor. 

Emotional Forgiveness: Emotional processing of an event leading to forgiveness. 

Unconditional Forgiveness: Forgiveness in the absence of the wrongdoer’s repentance.5 

Psychospiritual: Incorporating both psychological and spiritual theories. 

Sense of Self: Your perception of the collection of characteristics that define you. 

Differentiation of Self: an ability to “hold on to oneself” in close proximity to others, 

which suggests a mature relational capacity to handle anxiety.6 

Intrapersonal Group Therapy: A psychoeducational process with three or more persons 

guided by a leader providing structure to a therapeutic process. Intrapersonal is having an 

awareness of the thoughts and emotions occurring in oneself. Discussions are the primary 

method in which change occurs in a group process.7 

Closed Group: Private group where participants begin and end at the same time.  

Barriers: Obstacles preventing someone from offering forgiveness  

This project’s primary goal is to provide an understanding of the spiritual, emotional, and 

psychological barriers that affect forgiveness and to utilize a forgiveness model to address the 

spiritual, emotional, and psychological facets. This project was a pilot study exploring the 

 
5 Heidi Chamberlin Giannini, “Hope as Grounds for Forgiveness: A Christian Argument for 

Universal, Unconditional Forgiveness,” Journal of Religious Ethics 45, no. 1 (March 2017): 58–

82.  

 
6 Worthington and Sandage, Forgiveness and Spirituality in Psychotherapy, 48. 

 
7Everett Worthington, Eric L. Johnson, Joshua N. Hook, and Jamie D Aten, Evidence Based 

Practices for Christian Counseling and Psychotherapy (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press 

2013), 27. 
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potential emphasis of the CHARIS model. This thesis continues in Chapter 2 with the 

psychological and theological foundations of forgiveness. 
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CHAPTER 2 

PSYCHOLOGICAL, THEOLOGICAL, AND SCRIPTURAL FOUNDATIONS 

“To err is human; to forgive is divine.”1  

This chapter will focus on the psychological, historical, theological, and biblical 

foundations of forgiveness. Forgiveness is often defined as an individual voluntary interpersonal 

process of letting go of feelings and thoughts of resentment, bitterness, anger, and the need for 

vengeance and retribution toward someone who we believe has wronged us, including 

ourselves.2 Experts who study or teach forgiveness also clarify that forgiveness does not mean 

forgetting, nor does it mean condoning or excusing offenses. Instead, forgiveness is intended to 

bring the forgiver peace of mind and free him or her from the corrosive anger that often 

accompanies a hurtful offense. While there is some debate over whether true forgiveness requires 

positive feelings toward the offender, experts agree that letting deeply held negative feelings 

empowers an individual to recognize the pain of an offense without letting that pain define 

him/her. 

This modern, psychologically-based understanding of forgiveness stands in stark contrast 

to the historical, biblical, and theological notions of forgiveness in the Judeo-Christian context 

and highlights how the frameworks of psychology and Christian theology differ in their 

 
1 Alexander Pope, “An Essay on Criticism,” 

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/articles/69379/an-essay-on-criticism/ (accessed April 24, 

2021). 

 
2 Sounders, “What Is Forgiveness and What Are the Benefits?” 

https://positivepsychology.com/forgiveness-benefits/ (accessed February 20, 2021). 
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methodological, teleological and ethical frameworks.3 Forgiveness from a psychological 

perspective primarily focuses on individual psychological health and wellness, including 

resolving and restoring the intra-personal and inter-personal emotional dynamics within a 

relationship. The concept of forgiveness in the Judeo-Christian context, however, is framed 

primarily in terms of the God-human relationship and restoring individuals to the life of the 

community. In other words, the most important relationship is one’s relationship with God and, 

for one to be in the right relationship with God, other human relationships must be intact.  

This project rests on the importance of understanding and integrating forgiveness from 

both psychological and Christian theological perspectives. Consequently, what follows is an 

overview of forgiveness from both of these disciplines. First, drawing on the work of Everett 

Worthington and others, I will highlight forgiveness from a psychological perspective. Then, 

using scriptures and other theological resources, I underline forgiveness from a Judeo-Christian 

perspective.  

Psychological Perspectives on Forgiveness 

From a psychological perspective, defining forgiveness is an individual’s voluntary 

interpersonal process of letting go of feelings and thoughts of resentment, bitterness, anger, and 

the need for vengeance and retribution toward someone we believe has wronged us, including 

ourselves.4 In this framework, forgiveness is a complex, psychosocial construct intricately tied to 

 
3 For further discussion see Don Browning’s book, Religious Thought and the Modern 

Psychologies (Minneapolis: Augsburg Press), 2000. 
 

4 Ibid. 

 



 

12 

 

the family of origin experiences, social history, personality, and sense of self. For example, 

people who have had overall positive life experiences may find forgiveness a more 

straightforward process to engage. Conversely, people who have had more negative life 

experiences may find forgiveness difficult, especially if the pains of their past remain 

unprocessed.  

In this section, I highlight the complex process of forgiveness through the work of 

Everett Worthington, a prominent psychologist whose research focuses on forgiveness. Everett 

Worthington, Jr. is one of the more recent psychotherapists to include spirituality in his model, 

with the therapeutic relationship being a source of sacred space and healing. He has researched 

and demonstrated how the theories of attachment, coping, etc., combined with spirituality 

influence the forgiveness process. He is an engineer turned renowned clinical psychologist. He 

does not, however, have theological training or serve in a ministerial role.  

Worthington’s model of forgiveness is called REACH, which is an acronym for Recall 

the Hurt, Empathize with the Person Who Hurt You, Give an Altruistic Gift of Forgiveness, 

Commit to the emotional forgiveness that was experienced, and Hold on to forgiveness when 

doubt arises.5 It is a cognitive behavioral approach that reframes the narrative about the 

transgression and the transgressor.  

Allow me to explain the steps of the REACH model briefly. The first step, Recalling the 

Hurt, is to think objectively without blame or self-pity. Persons are asked to visualize the event 

while taking deep, calming breaths. Empathize moves right into trying to understand the 

 
5 Everett Worthington, “Forgiveness of Others,” http://www.evworthington-

forgiveness.com/reach-forgiveness-of-others (accessed April 29, 2021). 
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offender’s point of view by creating a plausible account of why the person committed the act. 

The next step is to give the Altruistic gift of forgiveness. The challenge is to give the gift, not out 

of self-benefit, but for the benefit of the transgressor. Commit is to commit yourself to forgive by 

writing a letter of forgiveness to the offender, or in a journal, or even a song. The last step is to 

hold on to forgiveness. Remembering the choice to forgive is what drives this model. The steps 

are simplified and surface-level.  

Worthington also has a Christian version of REACH called C-REACH. Worthington 

added the adaptive model for use in church settings. It is adaptive in that it includes traditional 

scripture verses on forgiveness, for example, and discussion.  

Both models have shown to be effective; however, the models have not given much 

attention to diverse cultural, racial, and ethnic groups. Only two studies have examined the 

efficacy of REACH and C-Reach in minority cultures, and those were primarily Filipino 

populations.6 Dr. Kayla Shinette Martinez, as a doctoral student at Texas A&M University, 

studied the efficiency of C-REACH with African American Christian Women. She concluded C-

REACH did not decrease symptoms of depression and anxiety. 7 

Worthington argues that positive, stable self-esteem might be one of the most important 

aspects linked to the ability to forgive. Persons with positive self-esteem tend to be securely 

attached individuals with relatively stable beliefs, values, and attitudes. Worthington suggests 

 
6 Kayla Shinette Martinez, “The Efficacy of the Christian- Adapted REACH Forgiveness 

Intervention with African American Christian Women” (Dissertation Thesis Texas A&M 

University 2018), 2. 

 
7 Ibid. 
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examining and changing one’s own beliefs, values, and attitudes can make the forgiveness 

process much easier.8 

Decisional vs. Emotional Forgiveness 

In addition to Worthington’s important work on forgiveness, other aspects of 

psychological forgiveness should be highlighted. One of those is decisional vs. emotional 

forgiveness. 

There is a difference between deciding to forgive (decisional forgiveness) and emotional 

forgiveness. Decision-based forgiveness is the cognitive decision to let go of resentment. It is a 

choice, but it typically does not end any emotional pain or hurt. Emotional forgiveness is 

replacing negative emotions (anger, hate) with positive emotions (empathy, compassion, etc.).  

 

TABLE 1: Decisional Forgiveness vs. Emotional Forgiveness 

Decisional Forgiveness Emotional Forgiveness 

Arrived at rationally or by will Arrived by emotional replacement 

May come before or after emotional 

forgiveness 

Necessarily reduces unforgiving emotions 

May occur with emotional forgiveness Usually comes after decisional forgiveness 

Aimed at controlling future behavior but not 

motives or emotions 

May occur with decisional forgiveness on rare 

occasions 

May improve interactions by de-escalating or 

promoting reconciliation 

Will change motivation 

 It makes a person feel less negative 

emotionally and perhaps more positive 

 May improve interactions and promote 

reconciliation 

 
8 Everett Worthington, “REACH Forgiveness of Others,” http://www.evworthington-

forgiveness.com/reach-forgiveness-of-others (accessed April 29, 2021). 
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 May reduce the injustice gap 

 May reduce the justice motive 

 

 

Psychological Benefits 

Forgiveness has been recognized as being beneficial to overall mental and emotional 

health. Research has shown “forgiveness can facilitate the development of general positive affect 

such as feelings of hope, gratitude, and happiness.”9 Forgiveness is also linked to positive 

emotions such as empathy and compassion. 

Positive psychology, or forgiveness therapy, boasts many benefits, including: 

• reduction in negative affect and depressive symptoms  

• restoration of positive thinking  

• restorations of relationships  

• reduction in anxiety  

• strengthen spirituality 

• raised self-esteem 

• a greater sense of hope  

• a greater capacity for conflict management and  

• greater ability to cope with stress and find relief 10 

 

Forgiveness has been found to be a pivotal process in helping clients resolve anger over 

betrayals. This process leads to a decrease in anxiety and depression and is the primary reason 

 
9 Sounders, “What Is Forgiveness and What Are the Benefits?” 
 
10 Ibid., Sounders. 
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forgiveness has become a major part of the treatment for trauma. Negative impacts of 

unforgiveness include feelings of guilt, worthlessness, lack of confidence, and fear.11 

Physically, stress and unresolved anger are outcomes of unforgiveness. Both have 

negative impacts on our physical bodies, such as cardiovascular difficulties, increased blood 

pressure, and headaches. During unforgiveness, “when people are angry, brain activity is similar 

to that of stressful situations in which cognitive activity in the ventromedial prefrontal cortex 

diminishes.”12  

Psychological Barriers to Forgiveness 

From a psychological perspective, some barriers often prevent a person from engaging in 

the process of forgiveness. One barrier to forgiveness may be the use of psychological defense 

mechanisms. People with mature defense mechanisms differ from people with immature defense 

mechanisms. Examples of immature defense mechanisms include projection (attributing to one 

own’s unacceptable behaviors), passive-aggressiveness (indirectly expressing negative feelings), 

or acting out (destructive behaviors.) Immature defense mechanisms are ways to suppress feeling 

difficult emotions. As a result, these defense mechanisms prevent the emotions necessary for 

forgiveness.  

 
11 Alchtar, Barlow, and Dolan, 460. 

12 Enright Lee Y-R, RD, “A Meta-Analysis of the Association between Forgiveness of Others 

and Physical Health” Psychology of Health (V. 34, 2019): 628. 
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A mature defense mechanism may include altruism, empathy, or service to others. In the 

face of transgression or betrayal, however, it is easier to be deeply hurt or betrayed than to find a 

feeling of benevolence or compassion.  

 I have conducted numerous workshops on forgiveness in various settings, including 

churches, nonprofit organizations, and schools of higher education. In each, I ask the question, 

“What makes it difficult to forgive?” These are consistently the most common answers: 

• The offender does not deserve forgiveness. 

• Forgiving them would be “letting them off the hook.” 

• Needing the offender to acknowledge what they did and/or apologize. 

• Forgiveness is a sign of weakness. 

• Not wanting to trust the person again.  

• The act still hurts or angers. 

• Wanting revenge. 

• Not being able to forget.  

• Not knowing how to forgive. 

 

Theological 

The understandings of forgiveness today in contemporary Christian understandings of 

forgiveness are very different than those found in ancient Greece and Rome. Davin Konstan, an 

academic who studies the emotion of the ancient world, contends forgiveness is not fully present 

in the Hebrew Bible nor in the New Testament. He states, “It would be centuries before the idea 

of interpersonal forgiveness, with its accompanying ideas of apology, remorse and a change of 

heart on the part of the wrongdoer would emerge.”13 

 
13 David Konstan, Before Forgiveness: The Origins of a Moral Idea (Cambridge, MA: 

Cambridge University Press, 2010), 21. 

 



 

18 

 

Christian forgiveness has been divinely focused, meaning God is the subject and the One 

who chooses to forgive. Interpersonal forgiveness can be considered a more recent understanding 

created in the eighteenth century. Forgiveness, by definition, has been moved from a province of 

God to also a trait of humans. Forgiveness is God’s to give. Christians who have experienced 

forgiveness are expected to forgive others because Christians know what it means to be forgiven. 

The definition of forgiveness is impacted over time spans and cultural contexts, which can make 

a shared definition of understanding of forgiveness difficult to obtain. Forgiveness always, 

however, is rooted in the character of God. God cannot be bound by definition. God’s love and 

forgiveness can be experienced: 

In many ways, forgiveness is more than an explanation. Forgiveness is an experience. 

Forgiveness, when seen as neither an act or action, is then understood as an experience of 

grace, which invites all into the wholeness of life. Forgiveness as an experience of grace 

permits humanity its imperfections and shortcomings and yet continues to call humanity 

to account for the injustice, disrespect, and disregard it shows one another. Forgiveness as 

an experience of grace opens up the possibilities by not denying anyone the opportunity 

to experience it. 14 

The Christian Church, from its inception, has forgiveness as a central theme. It is more 

than a request embedded in the Lord’s Prayer. Forgiveness is an experience. “God has graciously 

pardoned human sin through the ministry and death of Jesus Christ, thereby allowing the divine 

relationship God intended.”15 God’s forgiveness is not based on our actions. It is given in grace, 

and as a result, we are reconciled with God. In our forgiveness, the intent is not always to 

 
14 Louise Casey Keree, “Surviving Abuse: Shame, Anger Forgiveness,” Pastoral Psychology 

6, no. 4 (November 4, 1998): 229 

 
15 Rodney Hunter, Dictionary of Pastoral Care and Counseling, ed.by Nancy J. Ramsay 

(Nashville Abingdon Press 2005), 439. 
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reconcile with the person. Divine forgiveness is our model of earthly forgiveness in that we may 

seek to forgive someone even though they do not deserve it. By doing so, we offer a reflection of 

God’s compassion, love, and grace with the hope it will impact the offender. If nothing else, the 

gift of forgiveness will impact ourselves and our relationship with God.  

Louis Casey Keree, a pastoral psychologist, shared it as: 

It is not enough to just understand forgiveness but forgiveness should be embodied in 

every aspect of our life. This is a way of life for us as Christians, a life that embraces 

love, grace, mercy, and community. Our ability to forgive is strengthened as we grow in 

the body of Christ, just as our relationship with Christ strengthens as we forgive. When 

we think of how difficult it is to forgive others and how easily God forgives us, we often 

fall deeper in love with God. 

 

Embodying Forgiveness: A Theological Analysis, by L. Gregory Jones, has been one of 

the most insightful resources. Jones refers to forgiveness as a craft and understands that it is 

indeed a journey. He supports the limitation of psychospiritual forgiveness and ascertains “those 

accounts that have attended to the theological issues have tended to do so by engaging a theistic 

perspective rather than a trinitarian doctrine of God.”16 Jones also argues the Christian practice 

of forgiveness is much deeper and richer than we tend to profess. Forgiveness is a reminder, “a 

gracious irritant of what communion with God and with one another can and should be. People 

learn to embody forgiveness by becoming part of Christ’s body.17 

In his article, “Restorative Justice and the Theological Dynamic of Forgiveness,” Paul 

Fiddes claims, “Forgiveness, according to certain Christian perspectives, is disclosed in the 

 
16 L. Gregory Jones, Embodying Forgiveness: A Theological Analysis (Grand Rapids: Wm. 

B. Eerdmans, 1995), 210. 

 
17 Ibid., 4. 
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atonement of or process of reconciliation that God offers through the death and resurrection of 

Jesus Christ.”18 

This extortionate act at the cross provided forgiveness for all, and so we are charged to 

forgive others. Some theologians, such as Dietrich Bonhoeffer, wrestle with the idea of 

forgiveness and “cheap grace.” He would argue “the preaching of forgiveness without requiring 

repentance, baptism without church discipline, Communion without confession, absolution 

without personal confession” 19simply means there is no change or justification in the sinner. In 

CHARIS, the focus is not on the change of the aggressor. The focus is on the one needing to 

forgive. It is an expectation for all who have been forgiven by God. This expectation is expressed 

in the Lord’s Prayer when it reads, “Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who have 

trespassed against us.” 

The cross brings all humankind into the journey of awareness and discovery of his 

condition clearly bringing out into the open the vicious nature of human sin and the end to which 

it leads. This is what it looks like for people to sin against their neighbors to crucify love.”20 

Scriptures 

In the Hebrew scriptures, various words speak to God’s forgiveness. The most common 

is “salach” which is often translated to “pardon.” Another term is “kipper,” which is atonement 

 
18 Paul Fiddes, “Restorative Justice and the Theological Dynamic of Forgiveness,” Oxford 

Journal of Law and Religion 5 (2016): 56. 

 
19 Jones, 12. 

 
20 Fiddes, 59. 
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with a ransom or deliverance from punishment. In Judaism, Yom Kippur is known as the day of 

atonement and repentance. The word “nasa,” in the context of forgiveness, is similar to 

removing or forgiving sin.21 

In the Hebrew Bible, the focus tends to be on a God that forgives instead of interpersonal 

forgiveness between humankind. Acts that require forgiveness are more consistent with a 

rejection of God than dealing with wrongs committed against another person. In the Old 

Testament, God is typically the subject.  

Personal forgiveness does exist in the Hebrew Bible, particularly in the story of Joseph. 

In this biblical text, Joseph was the favorite son of his father, Jacob. His brothers were jealous of 

him. They plotted against Joseph, threw him into an empty well, and later sold him into slavery. 

Joseph was falsely accused and sent to prison. During that time, he interpreted a dream for 

Pharoah so well he was appointed second in command over Egypt. He was later reunited with his 

family, including his brothers.  

After the death of their father, the brothers find themselves in a position of anxiety and 

guilt. They began to fear what Joseph would do. Could he really forgive them for selling him 

into slavery? They pleaded to their brother, Joseph, for forgiveness. It mimicked the form of a 

lament often seen in the Psalms.  

 
21 David Montgomery, Forgiveness in the Old Testament (Brentwood, Tenn: Howard House, 

2000), 3. 
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Joseph’s response was tearful. He then says to his brothers in verse 19, “Fear not. Am I in 

the place of God?” Beginning with “fear not” was a way to reassure his brothers. It spoke to 

forgiveness not being interpersonal but between God and humans. Walter Brueggemann states,  

In chapter 45, in the first disclosure, Joseph claims everything, including the capacity to 

forgive his brothers, but now things are sobered, perhaps more realistic. Joseph now 

seems aware of the limits of his authorities. The brothers had been rendering to Joseph 

what did not belong to him. Perhaps his response shows a high theological sensitivity in 

which he refuses to transgress the things of God.22  

One of the greatest teaching moments of this text is when Joseph proclaims in verse 

50:20, “You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good.” Brueggemann refers to this as 

“the salvation oracle.” It shows the power of God is greater than the power of guilt. Other 

examples of a “salvation oracle” include both the birth of Jesus and the resurrection. It is a 

beautiful reminder that God can take burdens and turn them into blessings.  

At the end of the CHARIS model, the end of the forgiveness process will include finding 

peace in ourselves and sharing transformation with others. Lamentations speaks to this concept. 

The book of Lamentations does not attempt to deny the reality of pain while at the same time 

offering impassioned hope. In “Lamentations and the Tears of the World,” Kathleen M. 

O’Connor, states “prayers of lament in general and Lamentations, in particular, make space for 

justice to be born. One point of lamenting is to name injustice, anger, and hurt.”23  

Lamentations call us to move our prayers beyond just ourselves. It calls us to the 

wrongdoings of others while still having compassion and empathy. As stated, compassion and 

 
22 Walter Brueggemann, Genesis: Interpretation: A Bible Commentary for Teaching and 

Preaching (Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster John Knox Press, 2010), 372. 

 
23 Kathleen M. O’Connor, Lamentations & the Tears of the World (Maryknoll: Orbis Books 

2006), 132. 
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empathy are critical components of forgiveness. Empathy and compassion also allow some 

forgivers to find pain from the purpose and turn anger into advocacy. One great example is 

Mothers Against Drunk Drivers (MADD). MADD was founded in the 80s by a mother whose 

son was killed by a drunk driver and is largely responsible for the creating of a “designated 

driver.” Forgiveness and healing are often the first steps to embracing or creating justice.  

  The New Testament speaks about forgiveness in the form of forgiving a debt. In the 

Sermon of Mount, Jesus says, “Forgive us our debts as we forgive others” (Matt 6:12). Here 

there is no act of wrongdoing. Unless the debtor did not make good on the deal, the idea of 

forgiving is to forgo the debt. No harm has been done. Even still, we refer to this text in speaking 

of forgiveness when someone has hurt us. It is used as a reminder that we need to forgive, and 

we have been forgiven. One could read the Sermon on the Mount as Jesus paid the debt of our 

sin, and therefore, the text is about wrongdoing to be reconciled. The point is, however, there are 

historical variables to the vast understanding of what forgiveness is.  

In Luke 23:33-43, people gather to see the crucifixion of Jesus. The miracles and all the 

healing he performed in the past three years were not able to convince all of his divinity. Earlier, 

people were waving palm branches and laying down their cloaks as a form of honor, and now 

they are mocking him and abusing him. They hung him on a cross and allowed his body to suffer 

slowly. Yet, in Luke 23:34, Jesus called out, “Father forgive them for they know not what they 

are doing.”24  

This thief in our story was with Jesus as they entered the place of the crucifixion. In the 

 
24 All Scripture references are taken from the New International Version unless otherwise 

indicated. 
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synoptic gospels of Mark and Matthew, scriptures state he actually was mocking Jesus with the 

others. This thief was spiritually transformed (quite possibly in response to watching Jesus’s 

nonreactive self), and now he says to Jesus, “Jesus remember me when you come into your 

kingdom.” He was asking for forgiveness.    

One of the scriptures to be discussed in this project is the woman at the well with Jesus. It 

is not scripture traditional to forgiveness, but it does speak to God’s grace and mercy. It is also a 

wonderful example of giving someone the benefit of the doubt. My interpretation is just one of 

many different interpretations in feminist theology and in the black church.25 

In John 4, we meet this Samaritan woman. We know she has much to be ashamed about 

because, typically, women did not go to the well at noontime (the 6th hour) because it was 

extremely hot. Women went in the morning when it was cool. But clearly, her shame made her 

not want to be around the other women. Scriptures do not state, however, what caused her 

shame. Based on her history of having many husbands and her currently “shacking up” with 

another man, one can speculate that her actions are sexually derogatory. Some attempt to say this 

no-named woman is a prostitute or a harlot or some other sexually derogatory term. This 

categorization probably was not the case. In this biblical time, prostitutes did not tend to marry. 

 
25 For further discussion read, Parker, Angela  “And the Word became….Gossip?” 

Unhinging the Samaritian Women in the age of #metoo Review & Expositor, 2020 Vol. 117 (2):  

259- 271, or Mary Coloe The Woman of Samaria: Her Characterization, Narrative and 

Theological Significance : Characters and Characterization in the Gospel of John. Library of 

New Testament Studies(461), ed. Skinner, Christopher. Bloomsbury, T & T Clark, London, pp. 

182-196. 
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In Judea, women who did marry could not simply choose to divorce their husbands. Whatever 

the situation was, the shame was not her fault. There are other possibilities for her shame if we 

are willing to give her the benefit of the doubt.   

The Samaritan woman comes to the well with no children. Could it have been each man 

divorced her because she could not have children? During those times, a woman’s worth was 

often defined by how many babies she could give birth to, particularly boys. 

She could have been shamed because each of her husbands had died, and she was 

considered cursed. In the Leverite tradition, when a husband dies, the wife is passed on from 

brother to brother. What if man number six was willing to take the woman in but not marry her 

because she indeed was cursed.  

Jesus was not supposed to be in Samaria. If I could paint the picture, you had Jerusalem 

here, Samaria here, and Galilee here. Jews avoided Samaria so much when they traveled; they 

would go around. There was just too much hostile racial tension between Jews and Samaritans. 

And quite honestly, another reason they would go around was that the shorter route was full of 

mountainous terrain; hence, why even Jesus needed to rest. 

A Jewish man would never speak to a woman in public, not even his wife. Not only was 

Jesus speaking to her, he asked her for a drink. I can try to compare it to what I imagine during 

Jim Crow laws: a white man asking a black woman for a drink from a colored-only water 

fountain. This request was unheard of, and he was breaking all the rules, crossing all the 

boundaries; male vs. female, saint vs. sinner, chosen vs. rejected. The conversation alone is 

reflective of God’s love, mercy, and grace.  
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This conversation is where he brings up her past. And watch what Jesus does. He does 

not care about her past or her current marital status. He does not say, “if you want this water, you 

have to marry that “shacking up’ man. He does not judge her; he does not question her. He 

receives her just as she is. He brings up her past, NOT to rebuke her but to prove he is a prophet. 

He knows things that no other stranger could know, and he loves her anyway.  

What does all of this have to do with forgiveness? It is the idea we have to give people 

the benefit of the doubt. We have to be willing to consider that there is more to what our anger or 

pain may tell us. If we can show compassion for one of God’s children, even if their actions 

appear to be shameful, it will be easier to forgive the person. This benefit of the doubt is 

compassion and empathy. 

In the Christian context, forgiveness is given primarily by God. Forgiveness is also a 

characteristic of God that Christians strive to embody. Because God forgives us, it is possible for 

us to forgive others and ourselves. Forgiveness is a spiritual experience. In the world of 

psychology, we focus forgiveness on changing the narrative. It is a change of our mind. Merging 

Christianity and psychology allows for a change of mind and spirit.  

In the next chapter, we introduce the context of the Redemptive Life Christian Church 

setting and the methodology of the CHARIS model. The history of RLCF is rooted in 

redemption and forgiveness and serves as a very appropriate environment for this endeavor.  
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CHAPTER 3 

CONTEXT AND METHODOLOGY 

“Forgiveness does not change the past, but it does enlarge the future” (Paul Boose) 

Redemptive Life Christian Fellowship focuses on the transforming love of God with 

special attention to forgiveness and redemption. As a church dedicated to social justice, there is 

also a charge to care for others and work towards change. This chapter describes Redemptive 

Life Christian Fellowship’s history and context and how the CHARIS model presents itself. 

The history of Redemptive Life sheds light on its current culture. Mark W. Thompson is 

the Pastor and Founder of the Redemptive Life Christian Fellowship. In 2007, Dr. Mark W. 

Thompson was pastoring a congregation in Cincinnati, Ohio, after being transferred from 

Atlanta, Georgia. The Lord had placed a calling in his life to return to Atlanta, Georgia, and 

“complete the work left undone.” This work centered on holistic ministry for the mind, body, and 

spirit. Conducted in a safe and open environment, this is a church where the unchurched could 

come and hear the life-changing truth that Jesus Christ loved them and died for their sins. Pastor 

Thompson and his wife, Rev. Stephanie, moved back to the Atlanta, Georgia, area, and the 

Redemptive Life Christian Fellowship was birthed. 

Since the first worship experience at Redemptive Life, the congregation began meeting 

each Sunday morning at 10:00 am at Shiloh High School before moving into their new 

church home in December of 2009. As stated on the Redemptive Life Christian 

Fellowship website: Redemptive Life made a strategic decision not to focus on numerical 

growth, but instead to center its attention on spiritual growth, Christian maturity and 

leadership development. Further, the goal was that when the church eventually moved 

into its own facility that they would have a core of leaders who not only had an abiding 

relationship with God but that they were a family that was prepared to take on the 

challenges of community ministry, changes, and even healing. Redemptive Life is 

committed to this course and realizes that we are in those defining days. 
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Changed lives are what drive the leadership and the Pastor at Redemptive Life. Our 

defined mission is to lead people into an abiding relationship with Jesus Christ by 

Teaching the Word, Touching the Soul, and Transforming the Life. 1 

Before pastoring in Ohio, Dr. Thompson was an Ordained Elder and Senior Pastor in the 

African American Episcopal Church (AMEC) in Georgia. He served as the Senior Pastor of Big 

Bethel AME Church in Atlanta(2005 – 2006) and New Bethel AME Church in Lithonia (1994-

2005). 

I joined New Bethel AMEC in 1998. My spiritual experience grew immensely. Here is 

where I learned about discipleship. I volunteered with the youth ministry. I began relationships 

that are still valuable in my life today. Dr. Thompson baptized all of my children.  

When I entered ministry under Dr. Thompson’s leadership in 2000, I was humbled and 

excited to learn from him. Dr. Thompson valued education, he was a great teacher, and most 

importantly, he had a compassionate heart. Much of what I learned about being a minister of the 

gospel was given to me by Dr. Thompson. 

In 2005, I was ordained as an Itinerant Deacon. A few months later, Pastor Thompson 

received the appointment to Big Bethel. It was a bittersweet moment for me. Although it was a 

well-deserved promotion for Dr. Thompson, it also meant that he would no longer be our pastor.  

Another pastor, Rev. Keith Lawrence, was assigned to New Bethel. He was a 

nontraditional, charismatic pastor. Under his leadership, the church experienced significant 

numerical growth.  

 
1 Redemptive Life Christian Fellowship, Atlanta, https://www.rlcfatl.com/about-us (accessed 

October 20, 2021). 
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Unfortunately, concerns about financial and sexual misconduct emerged a little over a 

year after his arrival. I was shocked and bewildered. I questioned myself for not being able to see 

what was happening within the church walls. Pastor Lawrence went before the ministerial 

efficiency committee, and the church went into a chaotic season of conflict and change. I was 

newly ordained and had been serving as the full time Youth Pastor during this time. Pastor 

Lawrence had temporarily removed clergy serving in leadership from their duties, and I was one 

of two people left in their roles. (The other was the kind woman who served as the receptionist.) 

Congregants would come to me asking how to forgive. At the time, I had no answers. I asked 

myself that same question daily as I once again wrestled with my own feelings of hurt and 

betrayal.  

New Bethel AMEC eventually experienced a painful three-way split. Many members 

stayed at New Bethel while others followed Pastor Lawrence. He had decided to leave the 

denomination and start his own church. And then there were those members who left New Bethel 

and found themselves without a church home at all.  

Many of those without a church home rejoiced when Pastor Thompson left Cincinnati, 

Ohio, and the AME Church. He then founded the Redemptive Life Christian Fellowship. If you 

ever met Dr. Thompson, you knew RLCF would be a safe place with an edifying word. Most 

persons who found refuge at Redemptive Life have become active members and now form the 

congregation’s most significant portion. Through the years, extensive Bible studies, sermon 

series, and workshops have addressed hurt and forgiveness. Teaching themes have included 

redemption, social justice, spirituality, discipleship, relationships, and God love.  
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Dr. Thompson not only teaches forgiveness, but he exemplifies it. On the occasions I 

have taught or preached on forgiveness, congregants would often offer kind words of 

affirmation. They would also ask the question, “How do I forgive?” It was the same question I 

received when teaching about forgiveness in secular settings. Because of Redemptive Life 

Christian Fellowship’s forgiving context, I wondered if we missed specific barriers to 

forgiveness or if we had not provided the tangible steps for the process.  

Redemptive Life Christian Fellowship (RLCF) affirms psychology. On Thursday nights, 

we have a small group dedicated to addictions. It is a powerful ministry and shows the success of 

merging psychology and Christianity. It is psychology, primarily in psychoeducation, which has 

been missing in our teaching of the forgiveness process.  

As the facilitator of this group, I represent both the church and the psychological world. 

On the one hand, I am an ordained minister, and I serve as the Executive Pastor. On the other, I 

am a licensed professional counselor with an independent practice. Though each one of the 

participants knows my vocation, they primarily identify with me as their pastor.  

PROJECT METHODOLOGY 

Description of the Project 

This project is a pilot study designed to explore the potential effectiveness of The 

CHARIS Model in the process of interpersonal forgiveness. The CHARIS model includes six 

steps: Choosing to forgive, Holding the Hurt, Asking introspecting questions, Releasing the hurt 

to God, Identifying the response, and Serenity. One of the six steps is the focus of each session: 

Bible studies, psychoeducation, therapeutic exercises, and sharing experiences. All of the steps 

address both spiritual and psychological processes. Each session begins and ends with prayer.  
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Self-identified Christian women who struggle to forgive served as participants in a 

psychoeducational group about forgiveness. The group met once a week for six weeks on 

Monday evenings from 7:00 – 8:30. Due to the COVID pandemic, the group met via a HIPPA 

compliant virtual platform in Simple Practice.  

The media video announcement (called Life Blast) and an invitation from the pulpit 

served to recruit women as participants. The bulletin distributed each Sunday also contained 

invitational information.  

The participants included voluntary, self-selected African American women who are 

members of Redemptive Life Christian fellowship and who wish to explore the process of 

interpersonal forgiveness. Participants were over the age of 18. Previous experience in therapy 

was not a requirement for women to participate in the process and participation was limited to 

those who are not in the midst of a crisis. Those who desired to participate, but needed more 

intense intervention, received a referral to a licensed professional therapist.  

I chose to focus on African American women for many reasons. In psychology, the 

inclusion of African American women is limited compared to their White men counterparts. 2 

Due to this limitation, mental health clinicians may not be as equipped to handle African 

American women’s unique needs.  

 
2 Kamesha Spates, “‘The Missing Link’: The Exclusion of Black Women in Psychological 

Research and the Implications for Black Women’s Mental Health,” Sage Publications 2, no. 3 

(July 1, 2012). 229 
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I was also purposeful about engaging African American women because African 

American women are the most untreated group for depression in the United States. 3African 

American women clients are often reluctant about seeking help for mental health issues. Not 

having time and not wanting to appear weak are two common reasons.  

African American women often identify with and tie their sense of self to being a “Strong 

Black Woman (SBW).” A SBW takes pride in taking care of others, succeeding with limited 

resources, resisting vulnerability, reducing emotion, and prioritizing independence. 4 

Dr. Chanequa Walker Barnes, in Too Heavy a Yoke: Black Women and the Burden of 

Strength, writes:  

Ironically the more they did the more people ask them to do. And on the rare occasions 

that they did ask for help, or voice a complaint, their cries were unheard. Not because 

others were trying to be cruel to them but because people had come to think of them as 

strong and capable of handling all that life threw at them. Over time the burden of 

responsibility became too heavy to bear. But because they did not want to let anyone 

down, and because the pride would not allow themselves to be seen as persons in need of 

help, they kept giving even as they felt their physical and or emotional health giving 

away. They ignored the weight gain, the hypertension, and the migraines. They hid their 

chronic unhappiness and crying spells from their family and friends, and so finally 

feeling on the verge of a breakdown, they decided to see a therapist.5 

 

As African American women in the church, we have grown up hearing about the almost 

idolized Proverbs 31 woman. The Proverbs 31 woman is amazing with over ten vocations and 

 
3 Tamara Nelson, Nyasha Shaid, and Esteban Cardemil, “Do I Really Need to Go and See 

Somebody? Black Women’s Perceptions of Help-Seeking for Depression,” Journal of Black 

Psychology 46, no. 4 (May 1, 2020): 264. 

 
4 Ibid., 264. 

 
5 Chanequa Walker-Barnes, Too Heavy a Yoke Black Women and the Burden of Strength 

(Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2014).  
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many more roles. She is the epitome of a strong black woman. In actuality, the Proverbs 31 

woman is something like a dream or a wish list. It was a description created by a queen for her 

son. I believe the Proverbs 31 woman does not exist, or she has an enormous amount of help. 

Either way, I hoped this group provided an environment where women could release the 

unrelenting standard of being a Strong Black Woman and simply be.  

I resonate with the work of L. Gregory Smith. We disagree, however, when it comes to 

the idea of a therapeutic community or church group. L. Gregory Smith writes: 

We have privatized Christian practices and understandings; we have made public that 

which ought to remain private. Take for example, the way people parade themselves 

before television talk shows, self-help groups, and even church groups in order to share 

with the world intimate and outlandish details of their stories. Such behavior creates an 

Aurora of community but too often what transpires does not reflect the bonds of 

friendship. 6 

 

I have to disagree with Smith from a psychological perspective. Groups have many 

benefits. “The group provides the social context in which members can develop a sense of 

belonging and a sense of community.”7 It is the same sense of community many find when 

attending church.  

In the book of Numbers, when Zelophehad’s daughters decided to go before Moses, 

Eleazar the priest, and the leaders, they did not pick one sister to go. They went together. When 

Esther prepared to go before the king, she said in her message to Mordecai, “Go gather all of the 

Jews who are present and fast for me; neither eat nor drink for three days, night or day. My 

 
6 Gregory L. Jones, Embodying Forgiveness: A Theological Analysis (Grand Rapids, MI: 

Wm. B. Erdmans Publishing, 1995). 
 
7 Gerald Corey, Theory and Practice of Counseling & Psychotherapy, 7th ed. (Belmont, CA: 

Brooks/Cole, 2005). 
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maids and I will fast likewise” (Esther 4:16). She did not start on that journey alone. There is 

something powerful about women coming together.  

Research Method 

This project is a mixed-methods approach, quasi-experimental, pre-post-test, non-

comparative pilot study implementing the use of CHARIS psychoeducation group curriculum 

that focuses on the spiritual and psychological aspects of forgiveness as an intervention. The 

study examined the intervention’s potential effect on the process of interpersonal and 

intrapersonal forgiveness using the General Measure of Forgiveness (GMF) assessment tool 

(Law 2008).  

In the field of forgiveness, two widely used scales are the Heartland Forgiveness Scale 

by Laura Thompson and the Enright Forgiveness Inventory by Robert Enright to measure 

aspects of forgiveness. These scales were not used in this pilot study primarily because they do 

not explore both relational and nonrelational forgiveness. Neither inventory measures both 

interpersonal and intrapersonal forgiveness. The Heartland Forgiveness Scale measures a 

person’s tendency to forgive. The Enright Forgiveness Inventory is much longer and focuses on 

affect, behavior, and cognition. It is also expensive to administer. The expense would make the 

tool difficult to use in all church settings.  

The General Measure of Forgiveness (GMF) is a Likert response questionnaire developed 

by Mary Kate Law while attending Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University in 

Blacksburg, Virginia. The GMF is broad in scope, user-friendly, and does not take long to 
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complete. The chosen GMF has four subcomponents: affective correlates, cognitive correlates, 

behavioral correlates, and motivations. 8 

I conducted a basic screening interview to determine the participant’s suitability for the 

group, including verifying the participant met the inclusion criteria. Once a participant 

volunteered, I confirmed through the screening process that the participant did not have any 

emotional or mental health issues that prevent her from safely and successfully completing the 

group. If the participant was a suitable candidate to participate, I shared intake forms, informed 

consent paperwork, and HIPAA notice of privacy forms. The participant then completed the pre-

GMF assessment.  

This group was a closed psychoeducational group that met for six weeks, meaning that no 

other members were able to join once the group experience began. Guidelines and norms about 

confidentiality and process of the group meetings were established collectively with the group at 

the start of the group process. Simple Practice, the telehealth platform used for the group, is 

HIPAA compliant and requires a meeting identification number and password to enter the virtual 

space. SurveyMonkey administered the inventory via the domain surveymonkey.com. This 

domain includes secure sockets layer (SSL) security to ensure confidentiality and anonymity. All 

intake forms, assessment, screening tools, etc., are stored electronically on my personal, 

password-protected computer. I am the only one that has access to these forms and information.  

 
8 Mary Kate Law, Assessing Forgiveness (Virginia Polytechnical Institute and State 

University), 2008. 
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Steps to CHARIS 

Session 1: Choose to Forgive  

At the first session, everyone has a chance to introduce themselves. They share as much 

of their story, or at little of their story, as they like. The importance of confidentiality is 

highlighted in the group. Participants have tools to use if something caused them to be anxious or 

uncomfortable. For example, participants could take a time out by moving away from the group 

and returning when they feel comfortable. They could place their hand up in a “stop” motion if 

the questions were too personal.  

At this session, we discussed what forgiveness is and what forgiveness is not. There was 

a discussion about the two types of forgiveness; decisional and emotional. Forgiveness is a 

choice, but forgiveness is also an emotional process. The benefits of forgiving are also shared 

and discussed.  

The scripture text for this session is Luke 23: 33 – 43. The main point of the discussion is 

forgiveness is an act of love and not justice. Forgiveness does not mean there will be no 

consequences. For example, the forgiven thief in the text still had to face the consequences of his 

deeds with death by crucifixion. That was justice. Forgiveness is an act of love given to us by a 

loving and forgiving God.  

Session 2: Holding the Hurt 

In session two, we discussed what makes it hard to forgive. Participants shared their 

thoughts. Their answers named barriers to forgiveness. 

We also focused on anger, the definition of anger, and understanding anger. Anger is 

what we call a secondary emotion. Pain or fear is often behind anger. When we process the pain 
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or fear, we can pinpoint our triggers. In this context, triggers are those words or actions, or other 

stimuli that remind one of previous trauma or pain. 

The Anger Cycle consists of the triggering event, negative thoughts, physical symptoms, 

and behavioral response.9 The triggering event is what sparks the person’s anger. The negative 

thought derives from the event and is often an irrational thought. Negative thoughts lead to 

negative emotions, which often cause the body to react physically. An example would be a 

clenched fist or a rapid heartbeat. Combine the negative thought, emotional response, and 

physical symptoms, and the last part of the cycle is the behavioral response, which may be 

screaming or walking off.  

Our negative thought often has nothing to do with the transgressor or the triggering event. 

The negative thought may come from our family of origin or another traumatic experience. It 

may influence our sense of self. In this session, we learned to sit with our negative thoughts, 

decide if it is true before moving on to our emotional response. 

The participants made three columns in their homework assignment. In the first column, 

they named the person who has hurt them. In the second column, they put the act of betrayal. In 

the third column, they put how that act made them feel or made them feel about themselves. If 

there was a commonality or a theme, it was safe to say that this was indeed a trigger. 

Because getting to the anger often releases pain, we spent some time talking about tears 

during this session. Tears are not a sign of our weakness. We discussed Psa 56:8, which says 

“You keep track of my tears. You have collected all my tears in your bottle. You have recorded 

 
9 See Appendix I for the Anger Cycle. 
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each one.” Our tears matter to God. In many ways, our tears are a form of worship. We cry about 

things that we love or that are important to us. This session ends by giving participants 

permission to cry without judgment and name their tears.  

Session 3: Asking Introspective Questions 

Session 3 allows ample time for discussing homework from the previous session. Based 

on my previous experience, women need the extra time for this because of the emotional pain 

revisited. Each participant discussed how they felt about completing the assignment and what 

they may have learned about themselves. They were able to identify that negative response or 

trigger and were gently challenged to ask the introspective questions. Is this negative message 

true? Do I have to receive this message? What about this message hurts so much? There is a 

connection between our triggers and our sense of self. If one can heal the negative message and 

affirm a positive sense of self, forgiveness will be easier.  

Participants also examined the source of these negative messages. This process is often 

difficult for people because many of the negative thoughts we have come from our family of 

origin. This discussion can be difficult in fear of not honoring or understanding the 

commandment of “Honor your mother and your father.”10  

The scripture reference for this session will be John 4: 4 -26 as we explore the “Woman 

at the Well.”11 The focus was on giving each other, especially women, the benefit of the doubt. It 

 
10 Exod 20:12. 

 
11 John 4. 
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examines the way Jesus relates to the woman. Jesus replaced her unjustified shame with 

acceptance. 

Session 4: Releasing the Hurt to God 

Participants identified the negative messages that often cause or trigger a negative 

emotional response are not a true reflection of who they are. As a result, we rewrote the 

narrative. When I explain therapy to my clients, I tell them that babies are born wonderful and 

good. This is not in reference to a theological stance. The first time I held my grandson, I looked 

at him. I saw perfection. He had nothing to be afraid of, and he did not know if he was good or 

bad or good enough. The way we responded to him taught him to love. So in general, we are 

born wonderful, good, and loved, and then we come into the world. The world teaches us 

different messages about ourselves. Sometimes and many times, those messages are not valid, 

nor are they positive. For example, the world teaches us that we are not good enough in the way 

that people may act or treat us. We may learn that the world is unsafe, and so we have anxiety. 

Therapy allows us to go back, find the point of that message, and rewrite it with God’s truth for 

our lives. The next assignment was a little bit more emotionally challenging. Participants will 

rewrite their narrative by writing a message to their younger selves. This message will be what 

their younger self needed to hear, including affirmations and empathy. 

Participants received a handout of affirming scriptures entitled “Who I Am In Christ?” 

(Appendix J). This list helped them in completing their homework assignment.  

Session 5: Identifying the Response 

Once participants were able to identify their triggers, it was easier for them to identify 

their responses. If we are not defending or protecting our “sense of self,” we can return the anger, 
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shame, or blame back to the transgressor. The majority of this session was about understanding 

that hurt people hurt others. It does not make the harmful behavior acceptable. It also does not 

mean one has to accept the painful occurrences. But understanding the painful circumstances, 

factual or hypothetical, that motivated the hurtful action opens the door to compassion. Having 

compassion makes it easier for us to forgive, particularly when we no longer internalize the act. 

Our response is one of compassion, even from a distance. And the compassion is extended to us 

as well.  

The scripture reference is Luke 23:34. “Father, forgive them for they know not what they 

do.” People who are hurt may not understand what motivates them to hurt someone else. Broken 

people who attempt to break others may not even own their misdirected behavior. Sometimes, 

even the person who has hurt us knows not what they do.  

Step 6: Serenity 

This session was our final session together. We spent time talking about each women’s 

experience over the last six weeks. Participants shared what was helpful and what was not. They 

revisited the initial event that motivated them to be in this group process and apply what they 

learned.  

We considered Lamentations 4 and looked at how we could possibly turn pain into 

purpose. We considered the reflective question of whose Jeremiah we could be after releasing 

our pain’s heavy burden. After this session, participants once again completed the General 

Measure of Forgiveness assessment. 
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Rationale for the Project 

To relate this study to the process of interpersonal forgiveness, it explores the CHARIS 

curriculum’s contribution to counseling and ministerial activities and interventions. This pilot 

study aims to explore the effectiveness of an interactive, psychoeducational group-based model 

on the process of interpersonal forgiveness. The process of interpersonal forgiveness is a key 

factor in achieving positive psychological outcomes. Through engaging a group-based model of 

interpersonal forgiveness, the participant has the opportunity to experience improved affective, 

cognitive, and behavioral outcomes with interpersonal forgiveness. The project began in 

November 2020. In the next chapter, we witness the CHARIS model in action.  
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS OF THE CHARIS MODEL IN ACTION 

“Forgiveness is not an occasional act, it is a constant attitude. (Martin Luhter King Jr.) 

The first group session met on November 9, 2020. 

The Participants 

Participant 1 is a 48-year-old African American woman with an 8-year-old son. This is 

her second marriage, and she is in the process of her second divorce. She wants to forgive her 

estranged husband but also wants to understand why she continues to choose men that hurt her. 

Participant 2  is a single 55-year-old woman who has been divorced for many years. She 

wants to forgive her ex-husband for their failed marriage. She wonders if she needs to forgive 

herself but cannot name what in her needs to be forgiven. She has unrelenting standards and is 

very hard on herself, constantly telling herself what she should or should not do. She compares 

herself to women analyzing their successes and achievements.  

Participant 3 is the oldest woman in the group. She is in a good marriage now but was 

once married to a man who was an abusive alcoholic. He has since passed away, but she still has 

a lot of pain and anger when she thinks about him. The anger appears to be directed at herself as 

she blames herself for not being enough for him. She is ashamed of her life and feels she could 

be much further along if she had not married him.  

Participant 4 is a widow and a young mother of 4. After her husband died eight years 

ago, she found out he had committed many sexual indiscretions. She wonders if he was a sex 

addict. She was angry and felt resentment as she could not confront him. She is one of the 

participants who has had therapy in the past.  
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Participant 5 is an ordained minister with 2 adult children and a granddaughter she 

adores. Her children constantly need her and take advantage of her desire to be with her 

granddaughter to manipulate her to agree to their needs. Sher has not truly embraced her gifts in 

ministry. This seems to be connected to her inability to let go of the resentment she has for her 

children.  

Participant 6 is a married woman with two children. She is in her early 30s. She is also a 

primary caregiver for her mother who was abusive to her as a child. Her husband recently had an 

affair. They are still together but she cannot let go of her anger towards him. He mother 

constantly tells devalues her emotions regarding the situation. As a result, participant 6 questions 

herself and how she feels.  

 Session 1: Choosing to Forgive 

Our first session, like all sessions, started with prayer. The guidelines for the group were 

discussed in detail. There was a specific focus on the importance of confidentiality and the need 

to provide a safe, nonjudgmental space.  

The session focused on the various definitions of forgiveness in both a Christian and 

psychological context. Participants were asked to share what motivated them to want to forgive.  

The verbal responses included: 

• I want to feel the full joy of being a Christian. 

• I need to let go of the negativity inside so I could be emotionally healthy. 

• I don’t want to be a hypocrite. 

• I don’t like God being disappointed in me. 

• I don’t want him to have power over me. 

• I want to find my voice again.  

• I’m tired of being stuck. 

• It still causes me anxiety. 
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• I need to heal from within.  

• It’s messing up my relationship with God.  

• I’m tired of beating myself up about it.  

• I don’t want to be my old, bitter self.  

• God is not pleased. 

Each participant was invited to talk about a particular incident that each one was trying to 

forgive. As I listened to the stories, I realized many of the women were also caregivers for 

someone else. They cared for husbands, children, mothers, friends and more. This was in 

addition to working jobs and serving at church. I also noticed each woman shared a sense of 

needing to “fix things”. The participants often jokingly called themselves “fixers.”  

Unfortunately, there was a sense of shame or disappointment when they were unable to 

fix the situations around them. This negatively impacted their self-esteem. As mentioned earlier, 

the ability to forgive is correlated to one’s self esteem. Those who have a more positive self-

esteem, or a positive sense of self, find it easier to forgive.  

The biggest revelation was the fact that all of the women were struggling to forgive 

themselves. One woman was still angry with herself for staying with an abusive husband. 

Another woman had not forgiven herself for failing to be more successful. The activity around 

the unforgiveness did not appear to be nearly as offensive as the acts perpetrated against them. 

They believed God has forgiven them, but they had a difficult time forgiving themselves. In the 

pre-survey, only one participant mentioned having difficulty forgiving self.  

 As the creator of this CHARIS project, I began to feel anxious because I did not address 

the issue of forgiving self as much as I could have in the design. I knew it would indeed be an 

issue, but I had no idea it would be this large of an issue. 
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Session 2: Holding the Hurt 

When asked about what makes it hard to forgive or what are barriers to forgiving, some 

of the responses included:  

• They don’t deserve my forgiveness. 

• I don’t want to think about it. 

• I don’t want to hurt like that again. 

• I rather be angry. 

• I don’t even know how to forgive. 

• I don’t want to appear weak. 

• They will think what they did was ok. 

• I want them to feel the same pain I felt.  

• I’m still angry. 

• They haven’t apologized.    

Though the session focused a great deal on how the participants have not forgiven 

themselves, they did not list this as a barrier to forgiveness. It was not until the end of the project 

that the women realized not being able to forgive selfmade it difficult to forgive some else.   

During this session we discussed the Anger cycle and its components. This visual tool 

showed how we can stop and actually process our anger before moving forward. (Appendix I). 

Controlling anger is possible when we stop at the negative thought and take time to 

rationalize before submitting to the anger. Is this true? Does this matter? Anger is a secondary 

emotion which means there is some other emotion behind it. Behind anger is usually pain or fear. 

One way to understand our anger is to ask ourselves “What in me is being threatened or attacked 

or what do I believe this person is saying about me?” The most common answers were that I was 

not good enough or there was something wrong with me. We named these emotions as a 

personal trigger. Understanding the anger cycle allows participants to realize they have more 

control than the perpetrator.  
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For homework each participant was asked to create a list with three columns. In the first 

column they were to write the name or position of person that they’re struggling to forgive. In 

the second column, a word or two about what the person did that was an act of pain. The third 

column would need more introspection. They were to write down how what occurred made them 

feel about themselves or what they thought the person’s actions were saying about them. They 

were encouraged to pay attention to any repeat emotions or constant themes.  

The scripture was “You keep track of all my sorrows. You have collected all my tears in 

your bottle. You have recorded each one in your book.” (Ps 56:8 NLT) Tears are affirmed by 

God. Each participant was asked to reflect on what our tears would say if they had words.  

 Session 3: Asking the Introspective Question 

At this session, the participants were eager to share their results. I asked them to focus 

only on the feelings that appeared more than once. Was there a common theme? The responses 

were: 

• Not feeling good enough (4) 

• Stupid (1) 

• Weak (1) 

The common theme was “not feeling good enough.” The group was asked to share the 

earliest memory they had of feeling this personal trigger. Each spoke of a time when they were a 

child and a person, who was supposed to nurture and affirm, made them feel not good enough, 

stupid, or weak. One example was a mother who expected perfection and would criticize even 

the successes leaving her child feeling not good enough no matter how hard she tried. Another 

example was an uncle who constantly yelled at his niece for small mistakes like having her shoes 
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unbuckled. These emotions were “triggers” or reminders meaning the emotions negatively 

impact the current emotional state even if the initial occurrence occurred far in the past.  

In comparison, the perpetrators of the events that drew them to this group had  made 

them feel the same way. It was not necessarily the act that was damaging but how the act made 

them feel. And the feeling was imbedded inside of them from incredibly early on in their lives. 

For some, as shared from participants, there may have been abuse or abandonment issues early in 

childhood. These experiences will impact how one relates to people in their adult lives. 

One theory to explain this is called attachment theory. Attachment theory is based on the 

work of John Bowbly and Mary Ainsworth. It combines the study of human behavior, systems, 

and psychoanalytic therapy. One of the main tenets is internal working models. Internal tenet 

models are how we relate to the world based on our early relationship with our primary 

caregiver. It impacts how we learned to relate based on how people related to us. Attachment 

theory is strongly considered in Schema Therapy which is one of the main types of therapies I 

use in my practice. Schema Therapy was shaped by Jeffrey Young. It focuses on maladaptive 

schemas which are the way one looks at the world based on negative events experienced in early 

stages of life. 

Young explains it like this: 

Bowlby’s Notion of internal working models overlaps with our notion of early 

maladaptive schemas . Like schemas and individuals internal working model is largely 

based on patterns of interaction between the child and the mother or other main 

attachment figure. If the mother (caregiver) acknowledges the infants need for protection 

while simultaneously respecting the infant needs for independence the child is likely to 

develop an internal working model of the self as worthy incompetent if the mother 

(caregiver) frequently spurned the infant’s attempts to elicit protection or independent, 
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then the child will construct an internal working model of the self as unworthy or 

incompetent.1 

It is difficult to talk about our family of origin and most difficult to talk about parents. 

People do not want to break the commandment of “Honor your mother and father.”2 We focus a 

lot on not attacking the person but the problem itself. People love the best way they know how 

until they know different. It was surprising to hear the women empathize with the person who 

initially hurt them as a child. They understood or justified the behavior with their own life 

circumstances, such as being stressed, not knowing any better, or being treated the same way by 

the generation before. Being able to empathize or understand changed the atmosphere of the 

meeting. Empathy allows for compassion which increases the ability to forgive.  

Session 4: Releasing the Hurt 

Over the previous week, participants were much more aware of their triggers, grieving 

how often they believed the trigger or spent so much time trying to prove it was not true. 

Thankfully, there was a shared realization that their trigger was not true. For example, a woman 

who was told she was nothing tried hard to prove the opposite by successful achievements. This 

is what motivated the people-pleasing or the fixing or the high achievement of the women in our 

group. Their maladaptive thought was if they could please someone or fix their problem, then the 

negative thought was no longer true.  

 
1 Jeffery Young, Janet Klosko, and Marjorie Weishaar, Schema Therapy: A Practitioner’s 

Guide (New York, New York: The Guilford Press, 2003), 65. 
 

2  Exod 20:12. 
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Now that participants have had a chance to reflect on their personal triggers, it was time 

to release the negative narrative. In psychology, it is often referred to as rewriting the narrative, 

modifying the schema, or reframing thoughts.  

One of the exercises in schema therapy is to write a letter to your younger self.  The letter 

is to address the negative early messages one received as a child by replacing them with what is 

true. As we bring spirituality and psychology together, I encourage the writer to dispute the 

negative message and rewrite it with what God’s truth. It is an honest, authentic letter telling the 

younger self the truth he/she/they needed to hear. It is not a letter promising things to get better 

but one that provides the nurture, empathy, and protection the younger self needed to have a  

sense of security and a positive sense of self.   

An example of what a letter may contain would read like this: 

Dear Younger Self, 

I am so sorry. No child should be treated this way. You should not have to worry about 

when someone is going to yell at you, call you stupid, or hit you over something so little. 

No one should get so stressed out that they take it out on you. No parent should pull your 

hair or tell you you’re stupid. No adult should pretend to adore you outside but belittle 

you behind closed doors. You’re a kid. There is nothing you could do to deserve that.  

Many children your age don’t know how to buckle their shoes! You’re not stupid because 

you don’t know either. You will learn one day just like you will learn to tie your shoes. 

You know that that brief moment of safety and hope you feel when you go into your 

quiet space? That’s God with you. The adults in your life failed you. They were supposed 

to protect you. When you become an adult, you’ll be able to say that you get it and 

understand. But that still doesn’t make it OK. So let me tell you what you should be 

hearing right now. You are beautiful. You are smart. You are gifted. You are more than 

enough. You are not in control of their anger. You’re a kid. In spite of what anybody 

says, you are beautiful and wonderfully made. How do I know? Because I know God, and 

I know you. So, every time that voice in your head tells you you’re not good enough just 

tell it to “shut up.”  Remember, you are more than enough. God loves you, and so do I.3 

 
3 Jaye Lynn Peabody, “Letter to Younger Self,” created September 20,2020. 
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The letter changes the negative narrative continuously playing in one’s mind. The trigger 

is decreased. The person is reminded of its fallacy. In the process of forgiveness, we are 

reminded that the message from the aggressor’s offense is also imaginary. It destroys a barrier to 

forgiveness because it is easier to forgive others when we know the perceived message of their 

actions is not true.   

Session 5: Identifying the Response 

This session is the session where we begin to try to find empathy and, hopefully, 

compassion for the person who hurt us. Hurt people often hurt others not because they are bad 

people but because they experienced bad pain that remains unresolved. Broken people will often 

unknowingly try to break someone else.  

A rapist, for example, lacks control and attempts to claim control by exerting control over 

someone else. Somewhere in life, probably as a child, someone took control from the person who 

raped me and caused him to feel inferior and possibly afraid. It is not an excuse, nor does it make 

it okay. It does, however, allow me to have some compassion. Again, considering one’s 

motivation and finding compassion reminds us of the person’s humanness. The perpetrator, too, 

is a child of God. Relating to this makes the forgiveness process easier.  

Session 6: Serenity 

Our final session together was designed to explore how we could turn our pain into 

purpose. I quickly realized what was more important, and what the participants were doing 

anyway, was to share their experiences and how our time together had been transforming. Each 

woman was given time to share their personal reflections about the last six weeks. The women 

continuously thanked each other for providing a safe, inspirational environment. Each was able 
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to see themselves or their stories in someone else. This revelation was affirmed their experience 

and reminded each they were not alone.  

Individual Participant Summary Results  

The following is a glance at what each woman shared with the group.  

Participant 1 recognized she has more than one trigger. Identifying these triggers and 

learning about the anger cycle has been very beneficial to her spiritual growth. The biggest 

benefit from the group was understanding where her insecurities originated. This understanding 

has allowed her to stop being so hard on herself.  

Participant 2 also learned her insecurities were driven from outside of herself, and it was 

not her fault.  She realized she easily forgave others but had not forgiven herself. She had not 

forgiven herself for not being “good enough.” She was able to rewrite the narrative to one that 

screamed she was more than enough. Her renewed relationship with Jesus Christ made this her 

truth.  

Participant 3 discussed wanting to see herself the way the group saw herself. The group 

sees her as inspirational and nurturing. Being affirmed in a group full of trust has helped her face 

her insecurities. She recognizes she lost her voice in her first marriage. She was able to find her 

voice again with the women in the group.  

Participant 4 found the group process to be the most beneficial aspect of the CHARIS 

model. She had been in therapy but still felt no one really would understand her anger or her 

pain. Being in the group while others shared reminded her she was not alone. She was able to 

take the blame off herself and place it where it belonged. She also recognized her late husband’s 

actions had nothing to do with her and were not her fault. He had been sexually abused as a child 
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and now believed that had a lot to do with his painful actions. She was able to forgive him 

because she now considered his actions to be a result of his own trauma.  

Participant 5 realized initially she was angry at her children for taking advantage of her, 

but she owned she actually was angry with herself for not having better boundaries. She learned 

her low self-esteem contributed to codependency. Participant 5 had also struggled with not 

feeling “worthy enough” to walk her call as a minister because she was unable to forgive. She 

was also unable to love herself the way God loves her. She was excited about what she had 

learned and was eager to share it with other women.  

Participant 6 found the most beneficial learning received from the group was 

understanding the difference between forgiving and trusting. As a Christian, she could forgive, 

but she was not ready to trust again. In the group session, we recognized when someone betrays 

you; they break trust with both God and the person they hurt. For us, the trust may need to be 

restored before any reconciliation to be considered.  

Group Summary Results 

All participants wanted to continue meeting. They were saddened that our time had come 

to an end. They spoke to each other about the positive impact each one had on another. They 

affirmed each other. Though we were all in different locations, it felt as if we were all together 

and embraced in a virtual hug.  

The other surprise was the number of negative feelings each participant had for 

themselves. Though these were competent, educated women, each admitted to feeling “not good 

enough.” The idea God loves them sounded good but meant little if someone does not believe 

they are worthy of that love. Even at a church with a leadership staff who was purposeful about 
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affirming others, these women were not confident in their worth. It was a reminder that one 

cannot get affirmation from outside of themselves. It has to come from within themselves. 

It was easy to see the participants had experienced decisional forgiveness but not 

emotional forgiveness from the original intake. Because of the church context, each participant 

had a desire to forgive. They particularly were moved by Dr. Thompson’s messages about 

forgiveness and love. They had regarded Dr. Thompson as the epitome of someone with a 

forgiving heart. They had made a decision to forgive even if they did not feel it emotionally. 

I could not imagine how this model could have been successful without the example of 

our Lord and Savior, Jesus the Christ. It remains the constant reminder of how much God loves 

us. These women know they had been forgiven by God even if they had not forgiven themselves. 

Grace is when God gives what one does not deserve. The aggressors we have experienced in life 

did not deserve forgiveness, but neither did we. 

The group process was indeed the way to go with this project. Sharing the Christian faith 

was the common denominator for the women. That connection made participation in the group 

easier.  

Each participant talked about the benefits of the group process. Their comments included: 

▪ I feel like somebody gets me. 

▪ I’m not alone. 

▪ If she could survive so can I. 

▪ It feels good to let the mask down.  

▪ These ladies inspire me. 

▪ Even women who have it all together can feel not good enough sometimes. 

 

The last year has been difficult which is probably an understatement. COVID in racial 

injustice one may think it was discussed often in the group and it was but more as information or 
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something we've experienced not in the context of forgiving a broken health system or a country 

with systematic racism.  the reality is for us as African American women these challenges have 

always faced us. It is nothing new. It is just now being recorded and shared on social media. In 

the group the participants found a safe place to escape from all of that even if just for 90 minutes. 

My intent was to identify barriers to forgiveness. The most common barrier from the list, 

of the ones I have heard before, was not knowing how to forgive. As ministers, we do a great job 

of telling our Christian family why we should forgive from the perspective of Christ. In 

psychology, we tell our clients the importance of forgiving on our emotional health without fully 

considering their spiritual health. The combination of Christianity and psychology brings those 

two together. The CHARIS model goes a step further by providing actual steps and tools to do 

so.  

What Did Not Work Well 

Though 90-minute sessions worked well, it was clear that six sessions did not allow for 

enough time. At the last session, it was apparent the participants were already grieving the end of 

our time together. Participants who do not want the group to end are a natural part of group 

dynamics. When members realize that the group is coming to an end, it is not uncommon for 

them to begin distancing themselves from the group experience.4  This did not happen in this 

process, and I underestimated the amount of grief.  

The participants were experiencing grief due to the loss of community, sacred space,  

empathy, compassion, relatability, and encouragement. Time was given for reflections, but 

 
4 Alle-Corliss and Alle-Corliss, Group Work: A Practical Guide to Developing Groups in 

Agency Settings. 
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adequate time was not given for speaking more about the grief, what to do with the grief and 

how to move forward. As this model evolves, more time will be given to process the sacredness 

of the shared grief.  

Data from Survey Results 

The General Forgiveness Model was an effective tool for adequately measuring any 

changes in feelings, thoughts, or behaviors. The goal was to see if there were any changes in 

emotions or thoughts between the pre-and post-inventory. The following graphs are the weighted 

average answer of all participants. The responses were measure on a Likert Scale, with 1 being 

“not at all” and 9 being “completely.” The first bar (orange) represents the post-survey answers, 

while the second bar (blue) represents the pre-survey answers.  

At the conclusion all participants mentioned learning something from the incident of hurt. 

Participant #2 conveyed forgiving her ex-husband was not her issue. She did indeed forgive him. 

What she had done was release the wounder but not the wound. The incident of her past 

magnified her need to be perfect. This was reconciled when she was able to let go of the 

narrative created in her mind of not being good enough.  

The responses for “to what extent do you understand why they did what they did” also 

increased significantly. I attribute this to the focus on how hurt people hurt others.  

Until participating in this group, participant #4 had failed to understand what made her 

deceased husband sex addict. She has discerned his actions were from the sexual abuse he 

endured as a child. His infidelity was not because of her but because of the pains of his past. This 

understanding did not make his actions acceptable, but her compassion helped her to forgive. 
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Each response regarding motivation as to why one has forgiven increased in the post 

inventory. The greatest amount of increase was with the response “I have forgiven because there 

is an opportunity for self-growth.” Each participant spoke to positive self-growth. Participant #6 

shared her growth came with the understanding that forgiving does not mean trust has been 

restored. She was able to forgive without shaming herself for not trusting.  

I ascertain the positive change in responses was due to the self-reflection, understanding 

anger, and rewriting the narrative. The greatest contributor may have been the group process and 

the safe space it provided.  

Figure #1 shows a positive movement of change in almost every question. The feeling of 

ease when thinking about the offender increased from 3.8 to 7.3. The response regarding learning 

from the incident increased from 6.7 to 7.8.  

(This section is intentionally left blank.)  
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General Forgiveness Model 
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Figure 1: General Forgiveness Model 
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Figure #2 captures the reasons participants are “thinking about forgiving” post and pre. 

Here each response to the question regarding how the motivation for thinking about forgiveness 

increased. 

 

 

Figure 2: Thinking About Forgiving 
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Figure #3 captures the reasons participants “have forgiven” post and pre. Again, each 

response to the question regarding the motivation for forgiving increased. 

 

 

 

Figure 3: I Have Forgiven 
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Figure #4 captures reasons participants are not forgiving post and pre. These are reverse 

responses. A positive change would be a decrease in comparison to pre (blue) and post (orange). 

Again, in almost every area, there is movement signifying an affirmative change.  

 

 

 

Figure 4: Reasons for Not Forgiving 
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Self-Reflection as a Facilitator 

I was in awe of the trials and tribulations they had endured. I was impressed with the way 

they navigated present relationships. Their resilience was amazing. I was humbled that they 

allowed me to abide with them during the remembrance of their pain. I was inspired by their 

desire to be everything God called them to be. They came to the project with the desire to grow. 

That was achieved. At the same time, they helped me to grow as a therapist and a minister.    

The woman in me resonated with the transformation they were experiencing. I recall 

being angry at myself when I was raped. I blamed myself for being “so stupid.” Stupid was 

something I had struggled with my entire life. Though I was in gifted programs and had many 

degrees, I still hear the message I was stupid. When I was betrayed at church, I continued to ask 

myself, “How could you not see this? How could you be so stupid?”  

The actions of others who were broken triggered brokenness in me. But through my own 

therapy, I was able to change the narrative of a stupid little girl to one who is more confident 

with a secure sense of self. When I owned that I was not stupid, the actions of my rapist or 

anyone who had betrayed me hurt less.   

When I was in Clinical Pastoral Education, a supervisor told me that I had failed my 

recent chaplaincy visit. I had shared how a matriarch was surrounded by her family, and they 

were singing hymns and offering testimonies of praise. I felt like I was at a church worship 

experience. I shared with my CPE group that I felt ministered to through the encounter. My 

clinical supervisor, however, reminded me that I was there to minister to them, not for them to 

minister to me.  
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I had this same moment of tension with the women in this group. I was there to teach, 

lead, and abide with them during a process, yet I often ended the sessions feeling taught and 

strengthened. I learned so much and am excited about the conclusions drawn from the research, 

the new directions of study, and the impact on ministry. The next chapter will address these and 

the vision for moving forward.  
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSIONS 

‘Forgiveness isn’t approving what happened. It’s choosing to rise above it.” (Robin Sharma) 

The CHARIS Model was created to decrease barriers to forgiveness by bringing together 

theological and psychological approaches with an emphasis on the Christian faith. Engaging a 

group process was an intricate part of this process. The initial results of this pilot study are 

extremely promising. Almost every question in the post-test saw movement in the right direction, 

indicating that this group model has the potential to help people move forward in the process of 

forgiveness.  

This model that incorporates both psychology and theology was extremely beneficial and 

impactful. The faith of the participants was a major motivator in their willingness to participate, 

which matches the research that indicates that religious reasons are the most common motivation 

for forgiving others.1 In the CHARIS model, the discussion of Bible stories and their relation to 

the Christian faith motivated a desire to forgive. The psychological understanding and tools in 

the CHARIS model provided the “how” to forgive. If the CHARIS model was strictly 

theologically based, it would not have provided the clear steps and exercises to the forgiveness 

process. If the CHARIS model was exclusively psychological, the motive might have been more 

relational with a need for reconciliation.  

 
1 Steven J. Sandage and Peter J. Jankowski, “Forgiveness, Spiritual Instability, Mental Health 

Symptoms, and Well-Being: Mediator Effects of Differentiation of Self” Psychology of Religion 

and Spirituality 2, no. 3 (August 2010): 169. 
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The familiar church setting encouraged women to participate primarily because the safety 

and community of a church setting was less daunting then facing the possible judgment and 

stigma of a counseling office. The women of Redemptive Life Christian Fellowship have spent 

time together in the past. It was not unusual for the women to gather for small groups and 

studies. The women approached this group in a similar fashion. I found the women to be 

extremely grateful for the CHARIS process and for the time they spent together. Being able to 

hear stories similar to their own was empowering. The women continuously affirmed agreement 

or understanding of shared experiences. That in itself is therapeutic.  

Future Directions 

In many ways, during this pilot study, the CHARIS model provided a way for 

participants to detach from the wounds of their past and provide themselves grace and care. As I 

think about pursuing future directions, it will be important to address this aspect more 

intentionally in an intergenerational context. This requires attention to the partcipants traumautic 

experiences at different stages of life.  Forgiveness involves the capacity to view the person in an 

intergenerational context.2  

Another dynamic that surfaced during this project is the need to help individuals separate 

their personhood from the painful events that have impacted them. The women shared how the 

pains of their past influenced how they viewed themselves. The act of betrayal triggered these 

negative thoughts about their personhood making it more difficult to forgive. When I began this 

journey, I was aware of the impact of differentiation of self has on the process of forgiveness. 

 
2 Ibid.  
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Greater differentiation of self is thought to correspond to greater capacities to forgive others.3 In 

other words, the more individuals can understand that what has happened to them does not have 

to completely define who they are, particularly in terms of self-esteem, then they are more free to 

forgive and move forward. Steve J. Sandage is a professor of both psychology and religion at 

Boston University. He is a researcher and a psychologist who studies forgiveness by integrating 

psychology and religion. In a recent article, he shared the following: 

Forgiveness is a complex and intrapersonal process of regulating negative emotion and 

potentially, generating benevolent or prosocial attitudes toward an offender. The 

construct of differentiation of self-frames this process in terms of intrapersonal and 

interpersonal. There is support for an interdisciplinary theoretical model that consisted of 

differentiation of self-mediating the relationship between forgives and well-being. More 

specifically, differentiation of self-mediates the effect of forgiveness on spiritual 

instability, mental health symptoms and positive effects.4 

It is important to underscore that the experience of being hurt or violated forever changes 

us. It does become a part of “who we are.” However, the experience of being hurt or violated 

does not make one a bad person and the ability to not move immediately to forgiveness does not 

make on a bad person. Exploring and highlighting the notion of self-differentiation helps make 

this important distinction and helps individuals move forward in their process of forgiveness. 

 Research suggests that a greater sense of self also corresponds to a greater spiritual 

maturity.5 This presented itself in the group process. As women were able to distinguish the 

negative internal messages, they were able to rewrite their narrative. In doing so, thier process of 

forgiveness began to be more productive. Even if there was some truth to the negative message, 

 
3 Ibid., 170. 

 
4 Ibid., 177 

 
5 Ibid., 175. 
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the women were able to embrace their newness in Christ. “Therefore if anyone is in Christ, the 

new creation has come. The old has gone, the new is here.” (I Corinthians 5:17) 

Future research will include a more intense look at differentiation of self and forgiveness 

with a focus on forgiveness of self and shame. In this pilot study, women were not able to 

forgive others because they had not forgiven themselves. I am curious to know how this may 

translate or compares to spiritual maturity.  

Forgiving Forward: New Directions 

When I reflect on the parable of the Pharisee and the Tax Collector (Luke 18:9-14), I am 

often saddened by the physical position of the tax collector as he comes to worship God. Because 

of his sin, and his shame, he stood at a distance the way some today may stand for from a church. 

He would not even look up at heaven due to his perceived lack of worth.  

Compounding the shame felt from a hurtful event, many victims find it extremely 

difficult to wrestle with the idea that one has to forgive in order to be forgiven. Increased shame, 

or anger turned inwards, causes an internal sense of rejection and a feeling of being 

unacceptable. Shame manifests itself in the fear of rejection, abandonment, and inability to trust.6 

As a result, people who cannot forgive often struggle to experience the fullness of their 

relationship with God. They distance themselves and refuse to look up to heaven. 

In order to show the women the importance of forgiving self and releasing the shame, I 

shared with them a story of a previous client. The client has given me permission to do so as she 

 
6 Lewis B. Smedes, Forgive & Forget: Healing the Hurts We Don’t Deserve (New York, 

New York: Harper Collins, 1996), 109. 
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hopes her story inspires others. Sky* (a pseudonym) was a young student at a very prestigious 

college. She was raised by a single mom with little income, so it was a struggle for her to afford 

school. She was determined, however, to graduate in hopes of finally making her mother proud.  

Eventually, she met a man and fell in love. He even helped her with tuition and 

everything else she needed. After some time, he introduced her to drugs and began trafficking 

her for sex. She was trapped, and he threatened to tell her family what she was doing if she ever 

escaped. The fear of her mother knowing was enough to keep Sky trapped. She had often felt her 

mother did not care for her. Sky believed this would mean never earning her mother’s love.  

After some years, she was able to break away, return home and eventually seek 

counseling. She came to counseling because she was afraid to live. She was afraid to walk into a 

store in fear she may see her pimp or, worse, someone who once paid to have sex with her. After 

a while, she was able to understand that she made a mistake, but she is not a mistake. God had 

forgiven her a long time ago, so it was now time to forgive herself. It took a great deal of time, 

but when she was able to forgive herself and truly receive God’s forgiveness, she became a new 

person. She let go of the shame that was holding her back. She dedicated her life to sharing her 

story so that other young women would not find themselves in the same predicament. She had no 

problem going out in the world because if someone tried to talk about her past, she was able to 

give her testimony. Her mess became a message. God did not cause her pain. But God did take 

her pain and turn it into purpose.  

The women related to the story. They had compassion for Sky’s situation. Mostly, they 

were able to see how shame holds us back. They were encouraged to let go of the shame, the 

anger, the guilt, and replace it with God’s love, mercy and grace. The motivation was still 
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spiritual in that they too wanted to have a testimony that would help someone else. It is from our 

broken places we are often most used by God. In order for that to happen they knew they would 

have to forgive themselves and release the heaviness of shame.  

 “Shame manifests itself in the fear of rejection and abandonment, feeling unacceptable 

and the inability to trust. Shame shifts blame onto the wrong person; onto the powerless one, the 

victim instead of the offender. Shame cheats us of peace. Grace gives it back to us”. 7 As we go 

forward, shame will be explored and discussed more in the CHARIS model.  

When I began this research, I was often urged to give attention to reconciliation. Because 

the process was intrapersonal, reconciliation with the offender was not necessary. In this project, 

forgiveness was conceptualized as an intrapersonal process of regulating negative emotions that 

may or may not eventuate into reconciliation.8 

In general, the CHARIS Model will have to be extended in the number of sessions. 

Though there are six steps, six sessions were simply not enough time. There are ideas that need 

to be added. Special attention needs to be given to grief as the ending of the group was emotional 

for the women.  

Impact 

The women wanted to forgive primarily because of their religious understanding and 

expectations. Even after overcoming the barriers to forgiveness there was a need to know how to 

forgive. The CHARIS model provides specific steps to forgiveness that embrace Christianity. 

 
7 Smedes, Forgive & Forget, 109. 

 
8 Sandage and Jankowski, “Forgiveness, Spiritual Instability, Mental Health Symptoms, and 

Well-Being,” 169 
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This model will provide a tool for congregations, pastoral counselors and therapists hoping to 

incorporate spirituality.  

The CHARIS model has the potential to become a standard Bible type or small group in 

churches. The next step will be to provide a detailed curriculum plan with additional scriptures to 

consider. Long term, I plan to replicate the model using a “Train the Trainer” approach by 

providing training for those who want to provide the CHARIS model. Those trained will be 

empowered to train others.  

I intend to share the finding with both psychology and theology disciplines through 

professional journal, continuing education and conference proposals. Possible professional 

organizations include the American Association of Pastoral Counselors, the Licensed 

Professional Counselors Association of Georgia, and the American Counseling Association. 

Once CHARIS is developed into a curriculum, it will be offered to churches as a major tool in 

teaching forgiveness to congregants.  

As I do my own self-reflection, I recognize I was able to forgive the man who raped me 

after I was able to heal the broken part of my own self. I was called “stupid” growing up, and the 

message stayed with me into my young adulthood. Because I believed I was stupid, I blamed 

myself for being raped. I told myself, if I wasn’t stupid, I would have known he wasn’t a safe 

person. If I wasn’t stupid, I would not have gone on a date with him or let my guard down. I was 

angry at him for reminding me how stupid I had been. 

Therapy helped me to understand the root of this negative message. My journey with 

Christ helped me to rewrite my narrative with God’s truth for my life. I was not stupid. I was a 
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victim. I had to forgive myself. It is difficult to forgive others when we have not forgiven 

ourselves.  

 I was hurt by someone who experienced much hurt in his life. It is not an excuse, nor 

were his actions acceptable. Understanding his motive allowed me to have compassion. Having 

compassion for another one of God’s children opened the door for forgiveness. Forgiveness frees 

the person holding the pain and the anger.  

The CHARIS model was born out of my own painful experience. The integration of 

spiritual and psychological dynamics was essential to my healing. I will never say I am grateful 

for the heinous experience. I am grateful; however, God took my pain and turned it into purpose, 

the purpose of abiding with and guiding others on a forgives journey to peace.  
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APPENDIX B 

INFORMED CONSENT FOR PARTICIPATION IN THE CHARIS PROJECT 

General Information 

 

The therapeutic relationship is unique in that it is a highly personal and at the same time, a 

contractual agreement. Given this, it is important for us to reach a clear understanding about how 

our relationship will work, and what each of us can expect. This consent will provide a clear 

framework for our work together. Feel free to discuss any of this with me. Please read and 

indicate that you have reviewed this information and agree to it providing your signature at the 

end of this document. 

 

The research study depends largely on your willingness to engage in this process, which may, at 

times, result in considerable discomfort. Remembering unpleasant events and becoming aware of 

feelings attached to those events can bring on strong feelings of anger, depression, anxiety, etc. 

There are no miracle cures. I cannot promise that your behavior or circumstance will change. I 

can promise to support you and do my very best to understand you and repeating patterns, as 

well as to help you clarify what it is that you want for yourself. You can leave the study at any 

time. I will connect you with a licensed professional counselor if needed. 

 

Confidentiality 

 

The session content and all relevant materials to the participant’s treatment will be held 

confidential unless the client requests in writing to have all or portions of such content released 

to a specifically named person/persons. Limitations of such participant held privilege of 

confidentiality exist and are itemized below: 

1. If a participant threatens or attempts to commit suicide or otherwise conducts him/herself 

in a manner in which there is a substantial risk of incurring serious bodily harm. 

2. If a participant threatens grave bodily harm or death to another person. 

3. If the therapist has a reasonable suspicion that a client or other named victim is the 

perpetrator, observer of, or actual victim of physical, emotional or sexual abuse of 

children under the age of 18 years. 

4. Suspicions as stated above in the case of an elderly person who may be subjected to these 

abuses. 

5. Suspected neglect of the parties named in items #3 and # 4. 

BY SIGNED BELOW I AM AGREEING THAT I HAVE READ, UNDERSTOOD AND 

AGREE TO THE ITEMS CONTAINED IN THIS DOCUMENT. 

 



 

81 

 

APPENDIX C 

STUDY PARTICIPANT ANNOUNCEMENT 

 



 

82 

 

APPENDIX C 

STUDY PARTICIPANT ANNOUNCEMENT 

 

 

The following will be shared in our electronic newsletter and from the pulpit: 

 

 

Rev. Jaye Peabody will be conducting a study as part of the requirements for her Doctor 

of Ministry.  

 

The purpose of the study is the develop a psycho-educational group curriculum that 

addresses spiritual and psychological aspects of forgiveness.  

 

If you are interested in participating, and are eligible to do so, please email Rev. Jaye at 

jaye.lynn.peabody@live.mercer.edu 

 

Eligibility includes: 

 Member of Redemptive Life Christian Fellowship 

 African American Woman 

 Over the age of 18 

 Are interested in exploring the process of interpersonal forgiveness 

 

 

 

mailto:jaye.lynn.peabody@live.mercer.edu
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APPENDIX D 

C. H. A. R. I. S 

The CHARIS Model: Facilitator’s Lesson Plan 

Choosing to forgive, Holding the Hurt, Asking introspecting questions, Releasing the hurt 

to God, Identifying the Response and Serenity. 

Table D-1 The CHARIS Model: Facilitator’s Lesson Plan 

Session   Spiritual Psychological 

1 Choosing to 

Forgive 

Prayer 

Review Group 

Guidelines 

Heartland Survey 

Introductions 

Sharing of Stories 

What forgiveness is and 

is not. 

Luke 23: 33-43 Psychoeducation 

2 Holding the 

Hurt 

Prayer 

What makes it hard to 

forgive? 

What do we do with our 

anger? 

What makes this hurt so 

much? 

Naming our Tears 

 

 

 

Psalm 56:8 Understanding 

Anger  

The Anger Cycle 

Session   Spiritual Psychological 

3 Asking the 

Introspecting 

Questions 

Prayer 

What negative message 

did I receive in this 

experience?  

What did the message 

trigger for you? 

Looking at it from a 

Different Angle 

The Women at 

the Well  

(John 4) 

Object Relations  

Attachment Styles 
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Session   Spiritual Psychological 

4 Releasing the 

Hurt to God 

Prayer 

Hurtful Themes 

Rewriting Your 

Narrative 

 

Who does God 

say I am 

Scriptures 

(Handout) 

Letter to Your 

Younger Self  

 

5 Identifying  

the Response 

Prayer 

Hurt People Hurt Others 

 

Luke 18: 9 - 14 Psychoeducation 

Cognitive 

Behavioral 

6 Serenity Prayer 

CHARIS (Grace) 

Sharing of Experience 

Pain into Purpose 

Anger into Advocacy 

Lamentations 4  
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APPENDIX E 

PRE-POST SURVEY RESPONSES 
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APPENDIX E 

PRE-POST SURVEY RESPONSES (CONTINUED) 
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APPENDIX F 

PRE-POST CORE QUESTIONS CHARTS 

 

Likert Scale 1 (Not at All) – 9 (Completely) 

 

 

 

 

  

 

2.2

4

6.5

5.2

4.5

6.7

2.2

6.7

5.3

6.8

2.6

7.8

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

To what extent do you avoid the person?

To what extent is your body relaxed when you say their…

To what extent are you acting like yourself?

To what extent do you tell yourself to forget?

To what extent have you told other people you have…

To what extent do you find yourself learning from what…

Post Pre
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0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

To what extent do you feel at ease when you think…

To what extent do you feel freedom from them and…

To what extent are you able to perform your daily…

To what extent do you understand why they did what…

To what extent do you feel peaceful when you think…

To what extent have you forgiven them for what they…

To what extent are you unsure about whether to…

To what extent do you want to forgive them for what…

To what extent do you feel you should forgive them?

Post Pre
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APPENDIX G 

PRE-POST FORGIVENESS CHARTS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Because of my religious beliefs

Because I want to be free from the control they have

Because I want or feel I should improve my mental health

Because I feel pressure from family or friends,

Because I feel pressure from people other than family and
friends

Because there is an opportunity for self growth

Because I should give an unselfish gift of forgiveness to
them

Because I want to put the past behind me

Because I think everyone deserves a second chance

I Am Thinking of Forgiving

Post Pre
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APPENDIX G (CONTINUED) 

PRE-POST FORGIVENESS CHARTS (CONTINUED) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Because of my religious beliefs

Because I want to be free from the control they have

Because I want or feel I should improve my mental health

Because I feel pressure from family or friends

Because there is an opportunity for self growth

Because I  should give an unselfish gift of forgiveness to
them

Because I want to put the past behind me

Because I think everyone deserves a second chance

I Have Forgiven

Post Pre
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APPENDIX G (CONTINUED) 

PRE-POST FORGIVENESS CHARTS (CONTINUED) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6

 The hurt was too severe

 I am too angry at them.

Not enough time has passed since the incident

 I lost my sense of trust in them

To do so would put me at risk of being hurt again

 I want to get revenge

 I do not want to think about them

 I am too sad

They do not deserve it

 I am fine without forgiving them

I Am Not Forgiving Because

Post Pre
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APPENDIX H 

COMMON BARRIERS TO FORGIVENESS 

 

 

▪ The offender does not deserve forgiveness. 

▪ Forgiving is letting the offender off the hook. 

▪ Needing the offender to acknowledge and/or apologize 

▪ Needing the offender to make restitution 

▪ Needing the offender to not believe what they believe about who they hurt 

▪ Forgiveness is not fair/just. 

▪ Forgiveness is a sign of weakness. 

▪ Not wanting to trust the person again 

▪ The offense still hurts or angers. 

▪ Not being able to forget 
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CYCLE OF ANGER MODEL 
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APPENDIX I 

CYCLE OF ANGER MODEL 
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WHO I AM IN CHRIST 
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WHO I AM IN CHRIST1 

 

 

 


