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The newly single mother of two picked her-

self up and moved on—or so she thought. Seven 

years after the divorce papers were signed, she 

realized that the bad feelings were still there. “I 

just hated him,” O’Brien says. “I was really angry. 

I felt like he had disrupted the normal progres-

sion of my life.”

She realized her emotions were running 

high, but O’Brien says the anger wasn’t just in 

her head. It felt like her whole body was taking a 

hit. “I was sick all the time,” she remembers. “I 

seemed to get every little bug in the world.”

 

The Dangerous gruDge 
When you feel you’ve been wronged, it’s natural 

to be angry and hurt. But carrying that pain 

around can wreak havoc with your emotional 

well-being. People who have a tough time deal-

ing with life’s unkindnesses feel a lack of 

control, are less optimistic and face increased 

risk of depression. And stress can even put your 

physical health in jeopardy.
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the art of  
forgiveness
Letting go of that 
grudge can make you 
happier—and healthier

When Catherine 
o’Brien’s husband asked 
for a divorce, she felt 
like her whole world 
had erupted. a video 
producer in a univer-
sity media program, 
o’Brien vividly remem-
bers careening through 
the full range of emo-
tions that come with a 
traumatic divorce, from 
anger to loss to feelings 
of betrayal. 



In the Stanford project, those who learned 

how to forgive showed a 70 percent decrease in 

feelings of hurt and a 27 percent reduction in 

symptoms of stress such as headaches, back-

aches, stomachaches, dizziness, tiredness and 

muscle tension. 

As for Catherine O’Brien, participating in the 

project helped her realize she had control over 

her anger, and that was the first step to forgiving 

her ex-husband. “The only person I was hurting 

was myself,” she says. “If I hadn’t learned to 

forgive, I think the anger would have just gone 

on forever. But I was able to let go of everything 

and I just felt free. This is one of the best gifts 

I’ve ever received.” 
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“Holding on to anger is simply another form 

of stress on the body,” explains Frederic Luskin, 

Ph.D., author of Forgive for Good: A Proven 

Prescription for Health and Happiness and 

director of the Stanford University Forgiveness 

Project, an innovative study that investigates the 

relationship between holding a grudge and well-

ness. “Every time you remember that ex-husband 

you’re angry with, your body releases stress hor-

mones that can cause harmful alterations in your 

cardiovascular system, your neurological system 

and your immune system.”

Robert D. Enright, Ph.D., at the University 

of Wisconsin, Madison, has been investigat-

ing the connection between forgiveness and 

human physiology for 15 years. According to his 

research, less-forgiving people suffer more from 

chronic illnesses. When you’re ramped up on 

anger-induced stress, for example, cholesterol 

gets pumped into your arteries, and that can 

cause harmful plaque to build up. Your blood 

pressure, heart rate and arterial-wall pressure 

head north, which can damage your heart and 

blood vessels over time. And if you have diabe-

tes, stress signals the liver to release chemicals, 

depleting resources in other parts of your body. 

Ultimately, stress causes a gentle wearing down 

of the body’s systems over time. 

LeTTing go
So what’s the first step in learning how to for-

give? Revising the story you tell yourself about 

what happened is key. When you hold a grudge, 

you replay a tape in your head that can redefine 

your self-image. O’Brien says she remembers 

the moment she realized she had to rewrite her 

history. “I was at a party and a friend introduced 

me to someone and said, ‘I want you to meet this 

person. Her husband left her too.’ It was really 

sobering. I had become that story.”

Feeling victimized and focusing your energy 

on blaming the offender only feeds the pain and 

robs you of your power. If you decide someone 

else is responsible for your suffering, then you 

become dependent on that person to make you 

feel better. But if you can take ownership of your 

feelings, learn to be less blaming and recast 

yourself as a hero who has overcome an injustice, 

a feeling of peace will begin to break through. 

Forgiving doesn’t mean you have to like what 

happened. Your goal is simply to release the bad 

feelings so you can start to feel better.

Forgiveness is a skill like any other, and the 

more you practice it, the easier it becomes. Of 

course, there will be times when the pain tries 

to make a comeback, but there are proven tech-

niques you can use to quash it before it takes 

hold. Participants in the Forgiveness Project, for 

example, use guided imagery and the Positive 

Emotion Refocusing Technique (PERT) to keep 

anger and stress at bay. In the latter, the individ-

ual focuses on his or her stomach and first takes 

two long, deep breaths. Then, on the third inhala-

tion, participants are asked to imagine someone 

they love or a peaceful scene. Practicing PERT is 

a useful way to get control over painful emotions 

and regain a sense of calm. 

Dr. Luskin says it’s also important to focus 

on the positive by practicing gratitude through-

out the day—thanking a friendly service person 

or stopping to appreciate a beautiful garden. 

If you take more time to treasure life’s gifts, he 

explains, you’ll simply end up with less time and 

energy for nursing grudges. 
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Whether you’re trying 
to forgive a cheating 
spouse, a tyrannical boss 
or a meddling in-law, 
here’s how to let go:

1. Talk To someone you TrusT abouT your experience. 

2. undersTand THaT forgiveness is for you, noT for anyone else. 

3. keep in mind THaT forgiving someone doesn’T necessarily mean  
 reconciling WiTH THem or condoning WHaT THey did. your goal 
is simply To leT go of THe pain.

4. geT THe proper perspecTive. keep in mind THaT your suffering is 
coming from HurT feelings you’re experiencing noW, noT WHaT 
Happened Weeks, monTHs or years ago. 

5. WHen THe bad feelings come, use a simple sTress managemenT TecH-
nique like yoga or mediTaTion To calm your mind and body.

6. avoid replaying THe HurTful incidenT in your mind. 

7. remember THaT living life Well is your besT revenge. raTHer THan  
 relinquisHing your poWer To THe person WHo HurT you, Take 
posiTive acTion by seeking ouT love, beauTy and kindness.

8. remind yourself THaT you’re no longer THe vicTim—you’ve made 
a Heroic cHoice To forgive.

Source: WWW.learningToforgive.com

 ResouRces 
ForgiveneSS iS a choice: a Step-By-Step proceSS For reSolving anger and reStoring 
hope, by roberT d. enrigHT, pH.d. (sepTember 2001)

Forgive For good: a proven preScription For health and happineSS, by frederic 
luskin, pH.d. (december 2001) 

www.forgiving.org  and  www.learningtoforgive.com

Eight Steps Toward Forgiveness


