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Forgiveness and Trust are Not the Same

“The stupid neither forgive nor forget; the naïve forgive and forget; the wise forgive but do not forget.” – Thomas Szasz

“Forgive your enemies, but never forget their names.” – John Fitzgerald Kennedy

Joe and Sally have been married for many years and have a great relationship. However, Joe has a serious addiction that threatened their marriage in the past. He likes to gamble. There was a time when Joe’s addiction put the family in financial jeopardy. Joe admitted to his problem and received help. Sally forgave him and with hard work their marriage and family life are back on solid ground.

However, Sally’s forgiveness of Joe doesn’t mean she trusts him with the family funds. Part of Joe’s recovery required that Sally be in charge of and control access to the family’s finances. This included special agreements with Joe’s employer and their bank. Joe has no access to credit cards and is held accountable by his family and trustworthy friends.

We are called to forgive one another. That is our choice and is under our control. Repentance, sorrow, corrective actions by the offender are not our responsibility and we cannot force them to occur. Strong mutual relationships are built on forgiveness and unconditional love coupled with trust. Forgiveness is given freely. Trust must be earned.

Quoting from the book “True Faced” by Bill Thrall, Bruce McNicol, and John Lynch: “As forgiveness prepares the way for the relationship to be restored, it is important to understand that forgiveness does not mean we have to trust the other person yet. This misunderstanding causes many to balk at forgiveness. Because they can’t trust the person, they believe they can’t forgive him or her.

"But forgiving the person and trusting the person again are always separate issues. Even if we have forgiven our offender – even if our offender has repented and asked our forgiveness – we will still, in the future, have to deal with the issue of mutual trust. Trustworthiness must be evaluated. Our expectations should be realistic because while trust is easily broken, it is recovered very slowly and sometimes not at all.

"Forgiveness carries the hope of renewed trust in the offender, but it does not mandate or guarantee it. For example, when sin violates the commitment of marriage, the offender can and should be forgiven, but the restoration of the trust necessary to re-honor the commitment takes time.”

Jon Walker, a former pastor at Saddleback Church in California, gives some suggestions for addressing the issues of forgiveness and trust:

1. Remember who the real enemy is. The person who offended us is not our enemy. Hence we can forgive the person, recognizing that we all have weaknesses and the propensity to hurt others. We can then offer to help the person committing the offense to attempt to overcome that which is offensive.

2. Treat the offending person with compassion and thoughtfulness. The Bible instructs us to overcome evil with good. We can try to be directly involved in whatever recovery is necessary for the offender, but regardless of their response we can always pray for and be kind to the offender.

3. Take a firm stand. You may need the help of others to stand strong against the offense. The use of a mediator or other outside assistance may be necessary. We should not continue to put up with offense, but should take the necessary action to either address the offense or remove ourselves from the “path” of the offender. This obviously requires much prayer, care and consideration, but ignoring the offense further enables the offender.

4. Finally, “should I stay or go?” Particularly in marriage, you strive for resolution of the problem. However, it’s not our job to change the person, so don’t consider yourself a failure if the offender doesn’t change when confronted by the truth. You must determine what “stay or go” means.

Remember, forgiveness is given freely; trust must be earned. Relationship is what it’s all about.

The Family & Marriage Coalition of Aiken, Inc. (FAMCO) was created to provide resources for you to succeed in your marriage and families. Roger Rollins, Executive Director, FAMCO, 803-640-4689, rogerrollins@aikenfamco.com, http://www.aikenfamco.com

