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Saying I’m Sorry May Have Different Meanings

 “A stiff apology is a second insult.... The injured party does not want to be compensated because he has been wronged; he wants to be healed because he has been hurt.” – Gilbert Keith Chesterton

“An apology? Bah! Disgusting! Cowardly! Beneath the dignity of any gentleman, however wrong he might be.” – Emmuska, Baroness Orczy


Recently I spent time in the waiting room of two doctor’s offices. I had to wait considerably past the time for my appointment in both offices. When I was finally called in to see the doctor, the nurse in one office said she was sorry for my long wait. I appreciated the nurse’s awareness of my lengthy wait. In the other office, nothing was said.

I had reason to return to the second office again shortly thereafter. Again the long wait. Again the “I’m sorry”. Less meaningful to me the second time.


In the book “The Christian Couple” Larry and Nordis Christenson note that we have the potential to hurt the one we love the most, and that we should do what we can to heal the hurt we caused. Quoting from the book:


“Having hurt her, I cannot unhurt her. I may resolve not to do it again. If I keep my resolve, it is a solid gain for the marriage, nothing to sneer at. Or I may do something nice to make up for it, which she would genuinely appreciate. But nothing will release healing so simply and so directly as a quiet ‘Honey, I was wrong…..in doing that. Please forgive me.’ Only when the waters of forgiveness flow does real healing take place.”


I’m sure most of us recognize the benefit of saying “I’m sorry.” Some businesses even train their employees specifically on how to apologize when the customer gets upset or complains. One pizza business has established the following approach: Listen, Apologize, Show concern, and Thank the customer.


It may come as a surprise to learn, however, that people react in different ways to apologies. Gary Chapman and Jennifer Thomas, in a new book entitled “The Five Languages of Apology,” tell us how we can heal broken relationships by apologizing in the language of the one receiving the apology.


In the doctor’s office scenario above, the nurse said “I’m sorry.” Those words illustrate one of the five languages of apology. The other languages were missing, however, and since subsequent performance did not improve, the sincerity of the apology also was in doubt.


Could the nurse have been sincere in her statement? Of course. But it illustrates a problem many of us have when we apologize; we say “I’m sorry,” and mean it, but we don’t change our behavior. In fact, continuing down this path can cause us to lose touch with the pain we are causing in someone else.


Joe, newly married, comes home to his wife late one evening without letting her know ahead of time. He sincerely says “I’m sorry.” She forgives him and all is forgotten. Then it happens again….and again. He may continue to say “I’m sorry,” but the sincerity is gone, and so is some of his credibility with his wife.


Hospitals in the University of Michigan Health System have been encouraging doctors since 2002 to apologize for mistakes. The system’s annual attorney fees have since dropped from three million to one million dollars, and malpractice lawsuits and notices of intent to sue have fallen from 262 filed in 2001 to about 130 per year.


Next week we will look specifically at the five languages of apology. In the quote from “The Christian Couple” above, several of the languages of apology are utilized. He actually admits he is wrong and asks for forgiveness.


Apologizing is important, and speaking the receiver’s apology language is crucial to the restoration of hurting relationships. Relationship is what it’s all about.
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