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How do elderly individuals build up their forgiveness
perception!: histories from three homeless men

from Colombia

Abstract

Forgiveness is an aspect that has been widely explored in religion art and recently it
has taken a special relevance in health research. Studies about forgiveness are diverse
and they are related to topics such as: relationship problems, social violence victims
and war victims among others. A question that has been proposed about forgiveness is:
How is forgiveness set up in people? The topic becomes more complex once we add
contexts such as violence and poverty among others. This article is part of a research
based on the life experience of three homeless elderly individuals from Colombia. The
first, who was a murderer (S1). The second, a priest (S2), and the third one, a farmer
(S3). The data collection techniques were: open interviews, researcher’s journal, and
a narrative matrix. The results evidenced that forgiveness was not part of parental
guidance. Its perception was built up through the interaction with people out of their
family group. Moreover, bearing in mind the theoretical classification of forgiveness,
it was found that among the units of sense of the three participants, there is a unilateral
concept, aiming to take back the emotional wellbeing which was lost for a difficult
situation. Also, it was episodic because for the elderly individuals it only has usage in
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Introduction

Forgiveness is associated to mental health, physical health and
psychological wellbeing'= due to the liberation of permanent pain
caused by intense resentment. It was possible to interpret the particular
experiences and individual perceptions based on the data collected.
In 1979, Beck suggests the formation of cognitive schemes referred
to the world, to others and to itself. Inside that cognitive element it
is found the individual concept that every person has. In this way,
forgiveness results from a process that is analyzed as a process of
adaptation.® In addition, forgiveness has a longevity effect, according
to the type of forgiveness that is built.”

Procedure

The history of the three elderly individuals who are part of this
research is affected by traumatic and challenging events that built
up their concepts about forgiveness and revenge. S1, shares the case
of the murder of his father and 4 brothers due to political violence.
With this in mind, S1 considers that his decision was taking revenge,
confessing the murder of those who killed his family members. The
S2, was taken into a boarding school when he was 7 years old. He
did not have siblings and mentions that he has always been alone. He
passed from the boarding school to a religious career until he became
a priest. S3 was given to an aunt when the mother abandoned his
father due to physical abuse.

Since the first interaction with the elderly individuals, they
revealed the existence of sadness feelings abandonment and complete
loneliness that has negatively affected their physical, psychological
and social wellbeing. It is assumed that these effects were caused
by the challenges they faced throughout their lives. Moreover, they

are constantly discriminated for being homeless. It was evidenced a
contradiction between the idea of forgiveness and its application. It
was also identified the absence of forgiveness references from their
family contexts due to the lack of affective interactions and absent
relationships with their parents that limit the acquisition of forgiveness
as a tool to solve conflicts, reconciliation and the recovering of social
bonds.

Nevertheless, apart from the interpersonal relations in non-
familiar contexts it is developed an idea of forgiveness, as a tool
capable of providing them psychological recovering and emotional
balance. For S2, forgiveness is built up from his religious training. In
this way it is seen as a tool to live in harmony. However for S2 and
S3 the application of forgiveness has an ambivalent scheme, because
even though they expressed they have forgiven, they blame those
experiences, as the consequence for becoming homeless. Moreover,
there were found emotional gaps, negative feelings and the absence
of closure. These consequences would have been solved through
forgiveness and it would have provided emotional tranquility that is
necessary to face their current situation in a different way. Forgiveness
would have also helped to execute the process of closure which is
necessary in these cases.

According to the classification that resulted from other case
studies, developed by other authors®!° it was found in the S1 that
the concept is merely intra-individual. It means, a unilateral scheme
because it understands forgiveness as a tool that is used for himself. It
is not expected a reciprocal acceptance, neither aiming to create and
interaction with the person who generated the damage. However it is
necessary to mention that inside the confession it was revealed and
episodic forgiveness. He said: ‘If someone does something wrong, I
won’t forgive him... I never forget that” S1.
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The previous case, describes a situation that reflects a contradiction
between the theoretical concept of forgiveness and its application,
revealing internal conflicts with a lack of closure of problematic
experiences in their lives. These internal conflicts require attention
due to these negative feelings. Another possible consequence is that
there was a late application of forgiveness because it did not appear in
the early experience with immediate family but from the experience
acquired with people different to his family, with a different mental
scheme. These people have a different interpretation of interpersonal
relationships, being able to create cognitive lapses or distortions
related to the topic.!!

In addition, S3 evidences an episodic forgiveness. It means the
one that is applied to certain circumstances. S3 expressed in his own
words: ‘Forgiveness gives you a sense of relief that is why I have
forgiven some things but I have not forgiven others’ S3. It is possible
to highlight that even though he expressed that he has forgiven, what
was the most difficult situation of his life that also caused his homeless
condition, there were found in his confessions, negative expressions
towards those people that damaged him. It also points out his own
ambivalence when there is not a resolution between dispositional
forgiveness and emotional forgiveness.’

On the other hand, S2, who has the concept of forgiveness
influenced by his religious career, interprets it as a tool: ‘Forgiveness
works to unite, to calm down, in order to achieve tranquility in
yourself” S2. His forgiveness concept is unilateral, and refers to
the search for a balance and his own emotional wellbeing. He
also expresses that this decision, cannot be affected by an external
behavior. S2, also provides a more meaningful use to forgiveness
than the other participants, when he expresses its importance in life:
‘All the importance, the highest importance, because God, gave us
an example of forgiveness and love to our peers’ S2. This experience
has been analyzed in different studies, that point out, the association
between forgiveness, spirituality and health.®!?

Discussion

The findings of this study, can evidence that forgiveness is a
personal process that presents serious challenges when defining
it and recognizing it. In this process, were identified social aspects
such as: culture and religion'*"* personal grateful experiences,
challenging situations, individual aspects such as the personality,
the wellbeing feeling and the act of facing difficulties.'*!® Analyzing
the concept of forgiveness of the three participants and comparing it
with the theoretical classification that was provided, it is defined that
participants S1 and S3 possess a more instrumental concept, bearing
in mind that forgiveness is a way to achieve a benefit through social
acceptance or as a tool for negotiation.!*"'” The concept of forgiveness,
is also associated to the necessity of recovering their emotional and
psychological wellbeing, that was lost due to the challenges the
participants faced. It seems like they also do it with no expectations
from the side of the aggressors, especially when it is not evidenced
a strong previous relationship with them."!"""® This is considered a
concept of episodic forgiveness, because it is situational, which means
useful for some circumstances but not for others. Specially, those
situations related to the experiences that according to them generated
the fact of becoming homeless people. For S2, forgiveness is part of his
formation and religious conviction, because it is a generalized concept
for all the conflictive experiences, and in several studies, it is evidenced
the relation between forgiveness and health and the important role that
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religion plays in it.'>! The difficulties that were mentioned, were also
a result of violent circumstances that have characterized the recent
Colombian history, that have promoted people’s distrust towards the
use of forgiveness and also the demonization that has been mediated
by cultural aspects.®* There is a lack of studies that evidence the
application of forgiveness by homeless elderly men with different
backgrounds who at the end of their lifes face this difficult situation.
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