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Our Apologies Must Communicate Effectively



“Say you’re sorry when you hurt somebody.” – Robert Fulghum (“All I Really Need to Know I Learned in Kindergarten”)


“Father, forgive them; for they know not what they do.” – Jesus


Dave and Janet underwent counseling because of Dave’s finally uncovered long history of addiction to pornography. Although Dave recognized the harm in his addiction and had made significant progress in ending it, Janet was still having a very difficult time. At the advice of his counselor, Dave agreed to provide a more detailed and comprehensive apology to his wife.


After Dave’s extensive apology, Janet made the following final statement: “Now, I am more hopeful about the future of our marriage.” Dave added: “For too long, I believed the lie that ‘If we talk more about this problem, it will make the situation worse.’ I ignored my conscience and, sadly, I sent the message to my wife that I didn’t care about her feelings.”


Dave was diagnosed with Stage 4 cancer only four months after his apology to his wife. He now marvels, “What if I hadn’t apologized to my wife and dealt with this whole issue while I felt healthy?”


The above true story comes from the book by Gary Chapman and Jennifer Thomas entitled “The Five Languages of Apology.” Last week we provided examples of apologies that utilized one or more of the languages. This week we will briefly outline the five languages.


Apology Language #1: Expressing regret (I am sorry.) Expressing regret is the emotional aspect of an apology. It is expressing to the offended person your own sense of guilt, shame, and pain that your behavior has hurt her deeply. It provides evidence that you appreciate some of the hurt you have caused her.


Apology Language #2: Accepting responsibility (I was wrong.) It is important that a person takes responsibility for his actions. Mature individuals understand that they are accountable for their behavior, rather than blaming others for their mistakes. It is possible, and sometimes easier, to simply say I’m sorry for the pain someone else is feeling without admitting that I caused that pain.


Apology Language #3: Making restitution (What can I do to make it right?) It is natural to want payment for wrongs done to us. Society today is recognizing that in many cases people who commit a crime should not only be punished but should be required to provide some kind of payment, such as community service.


Apology Language #4: Genuinely repenting (I’ll try not to do that again.) The word repentance means “to turn around” or “to change one’s mind.” If our behavior doesn’t change, the sincerity of our apology is very much in doubt.


Apology Language #5: Requesting Forgiveness (Will you please forgive me?) Forgiveness, in a sense, closes the apology loop. Requesting forgiveness indicates that you want to see the relationship fully restored. To some, when we don’t ask forgiveness, we leave the impression that we don’t really care about our ongoing relationship.


Let’s look again at the scenario quoted last week from the book “The Christian Couple” by Larry and Nordis Christenson. See if you can identify the apology languages that were used.


“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 suggest we see all five. Hence no matter what his wife’s love language was, he was communicating with her. Remember, saying “I’m sorry” is important, but may not be sufficient. If you recognize you have hurt someone (an important first step!), but reconciliation is not happening, try to speak their apology language, or more importantly work on all five. Relationships are worth saving!
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