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Challenges to our 
Spirituality





States, 
Nations

Ukraine

Gaza

Iran




 Conflict is present in our 

homes, schools, workplaces, 
and religious institutions and 
we sometimes hurt others 
and ourselves

Community Environments
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A Response

Forgiveness

Spiritual

>




 Forgiveness as an example of lived religious and 

spiritual teaching shared across all major world and 
spiritual traditions.

 Forgiveness as an expression of one’s inner spiritual 
life and values.

Spirituality and Forgiveness









Defining Forgiveness

 Releasing or letting go of negative affect, beliefs, or 
behaviors toward an offender

 Development of positive affect, beliefs, or behaviors 
toward an offender

 Forgiving others versus forgiving self

 Trait versus state forgiveness

 Decisional versus emotional
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Brain

How is the spirituality and 
psychology of forgiveness 
embedded in our brain?
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 Forgiveness and its origins in spirituality and high-
level psychological functioning is a sophisticated 
process and experience making the PFC, where other 
sophisticated human functions are localized, a 
logical place to investigate
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• Examining prefrontal cortex functioning and its 
association with forgiveness
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Parsing the components of forgiveness: Psychological and neural mechanisms
(Fourie, Hortensius, & Decety, 2020)
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Brain Structural Bases of 
Tendency to Forgive: evidence 
from a young adults sample 
using voxel-based 
morphometry
(Li, Chen, Lu & Qiu, 2017)
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*Forgiveness can promote social safety and 
reduce social threat

Social safety – developing and maintaining 
friendly social bonds is a fundamental 
organizing principle of human behavior.
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Heart

How does the spirituality and 
psychology of forgiveness that is 
embedded in the substrates of the 
brain ultimately impact my heart? 
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Immediate Impact on HR & BP!
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BP Responds to Real and 
Imagined Offense

Harassment Experiment

Parent Betrayal Recall Interview
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HRV Responds to Self-
Forgiveness Intervention
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Indictors of Unforgiveness

It takes me a long time to forgive

Yes or No

There are many people that I 
cannot forgive

Yes or No



Net of sex, age, marital status, education, income, race, anger, & depression

Unforgiveness and Heart Disease
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Many people R cannot forgive (yes)
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How Does Forgiveness Connect 
the Heart, Brain, and Spirit
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Injustice Unforgiveness
Stress/Rumination/

Support

Mental Health

Physical Health

Happiness

Forgiveness

A General Model
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1. Direct Effects Model

2. Rumination Model

3a. Stress-and-Coping Mechanisms Model

3b. Stress-and-Coping Buffering Model

4. Self & Social Systems Model

Four Specific Models



Forgiveness of 
Others

Psychosocial
Well-Being

(e.g., positive mood, 
social support)

Psychological Distress 
(e.g., depression, 

anxiety, hopelessness, 
loneliness)

Health Behavior (e.g., 
drinking, smoking, poor 

diet) 

Physical Health (e.g., 
heart disease, cancer,  

mortality)

Long, K. N., Worthington, E. L., VanderWeele, T. J., & Chen, Y. (2020). Forgiveness of others and subsequent 
health and well-being in mid-life: A longitudinal study on female nurses. BMC Psychology, 8, 1-11. 

https://doi.org/10.1186/s40359-020-00470-w

1. Direct Effects Model




 Meta-analysis of forgiveness and

 physical health

 128 studies 

 N = 58,531

 r = .14, p < .001

Lee, Y. R., & Enright, R. D. (2019). A meta-analysis of the 
association between forgiveness of others and physical 

health. Psychology & Health, 34(5), 626-643. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/08870446.2018.1554185
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 Meta-analysis of forgiveness of others and mental 

and physical health

 103 Studies

 N = 26,043

 r = .19, 95% CI = .17 - .22

 Mental health r = .22, 95% CI = .19 - .26

 Physical health r = .11, 95% CI = .07 - .14

Rasmussen, K. R., Stackhouse, M., Boon, S. D., Comstock, K., & Ross, R. (2019). Meta-analytic connections 
between forgiveness and health: the moderating effects of forgiveness-related distinctions. Psychology & 

Health, 34(5), 515-534. https://doi.org/10.1080/08870446.2018.1545906
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 Meta-analysis of forgiveness of others and happiness

 83 studies

 N = 39,104

 Effect sizes below (no aggregate r)

Gao, F., Li, Y., & Bai, X. (2022). Forgiveness and subjective well-being: A meta-analysis review. Personality 
and Individual Differences, 186, 111350. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2021.111350



2. Rumination Model

Rumination

Trait 
Forgiveness

Depressive 
Symptoms

U.S. β = -.338*** 

Korea β = -.200***

Toussaint, L., Lee, J. A., Hyun, M. H., Shields, G. S., & Slavich, G. M. (2023). Forgiveness, rumination, and 
depression in the United States and Korea: A cross-cultural mediation study. Journal of Clinical Psychology, 

79, 143–157. https://doi.org/10.1002/jclp.23376.



3a. Stress-and-Coping Mechanisms Model

Forgiveness 
Change

Stress 
Change

Mental Health 
Symptoms

Change

Physical Health 
Symptoms 

Change

-.54***

.52**

.02

Toussaint, L. L., Shields, G. S., & Slavich, G. M. (2016). Forgiveness, stress, and health: A 5-week dynamic 
parallel process study. Annals of Behavioral Medicine, 50, 727–735. doi: 10.1007/s12160-016-9796-6



3b. Stress-and-Coping Buffering Model

Toussaint, L., Shields, G. S., Dorn, G., & Slavich, G. M. (2016). Effects of lifetime stress exposure on 
mental and physical health in young adulthood: How stress degrades and forgiveness protects 

health. Journal of Health Psychology, 21(6), 1004–1014. https://doi.org/10.1177/1359105314544132
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Forgiveness Protects

Stress Heart Health

Stress Heart Health

Stress Heart Health

High
Forgiveness

Medium
Forgiveness

Low
Forgiveness
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4. Self and Social Systems Model

Negative 
Relationship 

Tactics

Trait 
Forgiveness

Relationship 
Satisfaction

β = -.14** 

Relationship 
Effort

Braithwaite, S. R., Selby, E. A., & Fincham, F. D. (2011). Forgiveness and relationship satisfaction: Mediating 
mechanisms. Journal of Family Psychology, 25(4), 551–559. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0024526
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Self-
Forgiveness

Loneliness

Social Support
r 

=
 .
2
8
*
*
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Teaching Forgiveness as 
a Way of Coping
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 1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree

I believe that forgiveness is a moral virtue.

Forgiveness is more important than 
justice.

It is admirable to be a forgiving person.

It is not very healthy for people stay mad 
at those who hurt them.

Forgiveness is a sign of strength.

People should work hard to let go of the 
wrongs they have suffered.

Teaching and Attitudes
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Self-Forgiveness 
Intervention, Suicide 
Risk, Mental Health, 
and Addictions 
Study in Trinidad & 
Tobago.
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Conclusions

 Forgiveness is related to and may even improve 
heart health

 Probably works through multiple mechanisms of 
rumination, social support, and stress, among other 
biopsychosocial systems

 Forgiveness engages neurocognitive systems that 
stimulate downstream autonomic systems in a 
cascade of protective parasympathetic and hormonal 
responses







Forgiveness: A Nexus of 
Flourishing

Physical 
Health

Happiness
Mental 
Health

Forgiveness
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Further Interest Contact:

Loren Toussaint, Ph.D.
Psychology Department
Luther College
Decorah, IA  52101
touslo01@luther.edu
563-387-1647
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Thank you!
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