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“Let my eyes stream with tears  

day and night, without rest,  
over the great destruction  

which overwhelms my people,  
over their incurable wound.”  

Jeremiah, 14: 15 
The wound is curable. Only the people who have the loving courage to 
look at and embrace wounded reality will be forced to dream a new world, 
a healed one. Some will think that dreaming is useless. But maybe those 
who have the wisdom to know the value of what is useless will be able to 
know what is useful, as Hergé said: “By believing in their dreams, people 
turn them into reality.”  
 
 
 
 
I want to dedicate this book to my father who lighted up dreams in me and 
gave me the courage to believe in them, as well as to struggle to make them 
real. One of these dreams is on forgiveness: God’s forgiveness at work in 
human hearts.  
Forgiveness is a dream, a gift and a task: to light a candle in the night 
instead of cursing the darkness. Forgiveness is a practical solution focused 
action: to relate to the enemy not only as part of the problem, but also as 
part of the solution, one step on the way of the radical invitation to “love 
the enemies," a radical freeing and pacifying, spiritual and political action. 
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Foreword 

Elías López Perez has written an eminent text on reconciliation. He brings 
together ingredients such as justice, truth telling, reparation, recognition, 
reassurance, apologizing, forgiveness, mercy and love, which tend to be 
compartmentalized and studied in different disciplines. His thesis is based 
on a deep intuition that the fusing of these behaviors will enable people in 
post-conflict situations far greater success than simply adopting more 
truncated approaches to reconciliation. He succeeds in jolting researchers 
and realists out of their comfort zone, because in the social-, political-, and 
economic sciences, as well as in legal studies, emotions, mercy, love or 
even God are non-starters. He is convinced that dealing with a violent past 
and building sustainable peace requires a great deal of courage, heart and 
open mindedness to transcend senti-mental walls. 
Luc Reychler1 
 
The international community, through the United Nations and non-
government organisations, is increasingly involved in supporting nations 
and communities to rebuild after mass violence. To be sustainable, the 
peace building task requires a focus on relationship transformation as well 
as economic, political, legal and security structures. This publication makes 
an original and timely contribution to the emerging interdisciplinary 
discourse on reconciliation and peace building. Combining insights from 
political science, law, psychology and theology, Elias has produced an 
innovative and inspired model of 'forgiving-justice' as the basis for 'peace 
politics.' Both theoretically sophisticated and intensely practical, this work 
provides a link between secular and Christian approaches to justice and 
reconciliation, and convincingly argues for the role of political forgiveness 
in the pursuit of sustainable peace. 
Wendy Lambourne2 
                                                 
1 In July 2004, Luc Reychler was elected secretary general of the International Peace Research 
Association (IPRA), the network of peace researchers.  Reychler (Ph.D. Harvard, 1976) is professor of 
International Relations at the University of Leuven and Director of its Centre of Peace Research and 
Strategic Studies. He teaches courses on peace research and conflict prevention, multilateral diplomacy, 
negotiation techniques, sustainable peace building architecture and European strategy. His current 
research focuses on the architecture of successful peace building, peace building leadership, successful 
negotiations, and the political economy of peace building. He is co-director of the Master in Conflict and 
Sustainable Peace (MaCSP) and Sustainable Peace Advocacy Research Centre in Leuven University 
(SPARC-L).  
2 Dr Wendy Lambourne BSc (Hons), Grad Dip Info Services, MA (Int. Relations), Grad Dip Int. Law, 
PhD. Wendy completed her doctorate at the University of Sydney. She worked previously with the Peace 
Research Centre at the Australian National University and in 1997-98 she was a Visiting Scholar at the 
Institute for Conflict Analysis and Resolution at George Mason University in Fairfax, Virginia, USA. 
Wendy's research is concerned with analysing the concepts and processes of justice and reconciliation as 
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To the mind of a Christian theologian, Elías’ research and writing are both 
refreshing and challenging. They are refreshing because of their close 
involvement in real life: the experiences of people suffering the 
consequences of gross violations of their dignity and rights form the heart 
of the attempts at building sustainable peace. Thought, here, does not make 
abstraction from real life. The ideas presented by Elías are also very 
challenging: he refers to the core theological themes of “forgiveness”, 
“sacramentality”, “incarnation” and “justice”, which he then fleshes out in 
a very original way and relying on conversations and interactions with 
thinkers from areas as diverse as social psychology, conflict resolution, the 
understanding of “mestizaje”, and legal processes of transitional justice. In 
doing so he not only shows the transdisciplinary features of sustainable 
peace building. Elías has developed a form of web-thinking to be faithful to 
the complexities of the matter as well as to the interdependencies of diverse 
approaches. He also unfolds how a theological concept – forgiveness, or 
better the idea of “forgiving-justice” as he unfolds it – the discussion of 
which some want to limit to the area of religion, can be used as a creative 
political tool in processes of sustainable peace building, as well as offers 
theologians new perspectives to better understand what is meant when they 
use the words “forgiveness” and “justice”. This work is original and, more 
importantly, it offers a creative and powerful approach amidst the painful 
efforts of sustainable peace building in societies where people have been 
traumatized by gross violations of human dignity and human rights. I wish 
and hope that this approach will stimulate further transdisciplinary 
collaboration as well as clarify the role of religion in sustainable peace 
building. 
Jacques Haers3 

                                                                                                                                               
part of post-conflict peace building in different cultural contexts and conflict settings. Her two case 
studies for her PhD were Rwanda and Cambodia, where she conducted field research in 1998 and 1999 
respectively. Her publications include articles on humanitarian intervention, United Nations reform, 
Australian foreign policy, East Timor, Rwanda, gender and conflict, Aboriginal reconciliation, and a 
chapter in Mohammed Abu-Nimer (ed.), Reconciliation, Justice, and Coexistence: Theory and Practice, 
Lexington Books, Lanham, MD, 2001. Wendy has an honours degree in psychology from the University 
of Melbourne, and postgraduate degrees in international relations and international law from the 
Australian National University. She has also completed courses in political science, conflict resolution, 
genocide studies, mediation, reconciliation, and training of trainers in peace building and development. In 
2003, Wendy was elected to the Executive of the Peace Studies Section of the International Studies 
Association. In http://www.arts.usyd.edu.au/centres/cpacs/about/staff.shtml, last consulted: December 
18th, 2006 
3 Jacques Haers (°1956) is a Jesuit and currently professor of systematic theology at the Faculty of 
Theology, K.U.Leuven (Belgium). He chairs the Faculty’s Centre for Liberation Theologies, and is co-
director of the university’s transdisciplinary Advanced Master Programme in Conflict and Sustainable 
Peace (MaCSP) and the Sustainable Peace Advocacy Research Centre in Leuven University (SPARC-L).  
His areas of research focus on Origen’s and Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s theologies, on theologies of liberation 
and of connectedness, on globalisation, conflict transformation and environmental challenges. 
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“I should not like my writing 
to spare other people the trouble of thinking. 

But, if possible, 
to stimulate someone to thoughts of his own.”4 

L. Wittgenstein 

Introduction 5 

There is no peace without justice. This claim will be shared by most of us. I 
will move one step further and join Pope John Paul II in a claim that is not 
as generally accepted: there is no justice without forgiveness.6 These two 
words, justice and forgiveness, are not frequently used together; however, I 
attempt to connect justice and forgiveness intimately and I am convinced 
this is crucial in our attempts to make peace more sustainable. I defend this 
thesis that there is no peace without “forgiving-justice,” or in other words; 
there is no peace without justice and no justice without forgiveness.7 As a 
logical result: there is no peace without forgiveness. 
To understand this thesis the reader needs to keep in mind three threads 
along its pages expressing three concerns:  
a) The complexity of the topic invites me to unfold a “web-thinking:” In 

this thesis I articulate five central concepts: peace, politics, justice, 
forgiveness, and love. I will show how these concepts are 
interdependent and overlapping when we look at the big picture of the 
peace work which needs to be undertaken in transitional societies that 
have suffered gross violations of human rights, war crimes, crimes 
against humanity, and genocide during armed conflicts. The meanings 
of those five concepts flow into one another. Taking seriously these 
flows in the definition of terms and theorizing from and with each one 
of the concepts is what I call web-thinking: each concept leads to and 
involves the others netting a web among the five of them. Of course, I 

                                                 
4 WITTGENSTEIN, L., Philosophical Investigations, Oxford, 1953, in his introduction. 
5 This paper aims at developing the MaCSP and SPARC-L peace concept. For some aspects of my 
argumentation, I refer the reader to my licentiate thesis for the Master´s Degree in Theology, LÓPEZ 
PÉREZ, Elías, Incarnate Forgiveness: Gift and Task of Field Diplomats from a Christian Perspective 
(unpublished master’s thesis in the Faculty of Theology, K.U.Leuven), 1999. This current thesis is a 
further development of the legal, psychosocial, political and theological aspects presented in that thesis. 
6 JOHN PAUL II, No Peace without Justice, No Justice without Forgiveness, Message for the Celebration 
of the World Day of Peace, 1 January 2002, see: 
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/messages/peace/documents/hf_jp-
ii_mes_20011211_xxxv-world-day-for-peace_en.html, last consulted: July 7th, 2006. 
7 Ibid. 
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do not pretend to be exhaustive in the number five.8 I aim at a 
fundamental reflection on the role of forgiveness in peace work – it is 
not an easy task as it requires complex and Transdisciplinary thinking. 

b) The global world makes me sensitive to articulate different cultural and 
traditional approaches to peace: all five mentioned concepts are 
polysemous and their different understanding is dependent on distinct 
contexts and the varied experiences lived by each actor. I want to 
underscore this sensitivity for cultural diversity from the very beginning 
of my argumentation. Forgiveness has to be tailored with home-grown 
tools.9  However, this does not mean, of course, that some materials 
cannot be imported from other places in the current globalized world 
where local conflicts and their transformation are globally dependent. 
This thesis on forgiveness contributes to the free offer and exchange of 
ideas about its role in peace work at intrapersonal or interpersonal, 
national or transnational levels. There is an ongoing mestizaje (cross-
fertilization) of diverse cultural ideas and practices in peace studies and 
work. “The history of civilizations is in fact a history of mutual 
borrowing and constant cross-fertilization” which has to be oriented 
more and more towards a life giving encounter between all and not only 
between some.10 

c) The difficult art and technique of sustainable peace building makes any 
assets important, also those coming from religious traditions as the UN 
recognizes in its Final Report of the Alliance of Civilizations: “Religion 
is an increasingly important dimension of many societies and a 
significant source of values for individuals. It can play a critical role in 
promoting and appreciation of other cultures, religions, and ways of life 
to help build harmony among them.”11 Peace researchers and workers 
need to make every effort and not to rest, from whichever tradition those 
diverse efforts would arise if they help at least some people to build up 
peace and not to harm others.  

The need for this type of reflection on the role of forgiveness in peace work 
arose out of my own experiences and background.12 Post-modern critique 
addressing third world, or victims, or environmental, or gender concerns, 

                                                 
8 SEGER, Linda, Web Thinking: Connecting, Not Competing, for Success, Makawao, Maui, 2002. See a 
summary of main intuition of web thinking in http://www.lindaseger.com/web-thinking/reviews.html, last 
consulted December 18th, 2006. 
9 BLOOMFIELD, David, BARNES, Teresa, HUYSE, Luc (eds.), Reconciliation after Violent Conflicts: A 
Handbook, IDEA, Stockholm, 2003, p. 46. 
10 UN Final Report of the High-Level Group of the Alliance of Civilizations, Istanbul, November 2006. 
See http://www.unaoc.org/repository/report.htm, last consulted December 14th, 2006, nº 2.4. 
11 UN Final Report of the High-Level Group of the Alliance of Civilizations, Istanbul, November 2006. 
See http://www.unaoc.org/repository/report.htm, last consulted December 14th, 2006, nº 2.8. 
12 I will address the need of awareness of particular, personal and societal, cultural and religious multiple 
approaches to forgiveness in chapter four, fifth point. My approach is a particular and contextual one, 
cannot be different wise. 
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etc., links knowledge to a process depending on who you are (attitudes), 
what you do (actions), and where you stand (locus). You stand where you 
sit. Therefore, different theorizations are not free from autobiographical 
experiences and accounts. Autobiographical elements to understand my 
theorizing in this booklet are related to the peace work I did and I will be 
doing with the NGO Jesuit Refugee Service (JRS),13 and to my life context 
in general. I am Spanish, 43 years old, born in the Canary Islands where the 
Spaniards killed at the end of the 15th century most of the Berber 
aborigines, although part of them survived and mixed with the new coming 
Spaniards. In Spain we suffered a three year civil war, from 1939 to 1939. 
In current days Spain has a separatist armed group that has killed some 800 
people during 30 years of fight, most of them policemen. But this conflict 
is far from my home place and I do not feel it as my conflict, although it is 
the conflict of my central government, and part of my country. I feel closer 
to the conflicts in African Grate Lakes. I am also a Catholic and Jesuit 
priest, psychologist and theologian by training. My main specific training 
and professional experience has to do with humanitarian aid and refugee 
work in the African Great Lakes Region. Concretely, my personal interest 
for the victims, perpetrators, and third parties involved in violent conflicts 
is based on the mentioned experiences during more than three years (1996-
1997, and 2000-2002) in the Rwandan, Burundian, and Congolese refugee 
camps in West Tanzania, and Sudanese refugee camps in West Ethiopia.  
In the complexities of the lives of those suffering people it was abundantly 
clear to me that technical solutions are required but insufficient, as are all 
approaches that lack integration. Indeed, I have become very sensitive to 
the need for the comprehensive integration of existing approaches and to 
the changes of heart that are necessary within and together with the change 
of structures. From a Christian experience, it is impossible not to speak 
about forgiveness at this point and the power of love driving the process of 
forgiveness. However, the critical question is how to achieve this while 
keeping full recognition of religious and cultural diversities, and integrating 
the tools of current peace studies and practices. 
In the first chapter I will refer to Luc Reychler’s Peace Architecture model 
showing that the legal peace building block (PBB) – to which the concept 
of “justice” belongs – and the religious PBB – where the origin of the idea 
of “forgiveness” is usually positioned – are systematically interdependent 
with other PBBs (psychosocial, economic, political, artistic, environmental, 
educational, diplomatic, security, mass media, etc.) All of these mutually 
reinforcing PBBs become conditions of possibility to facilitate the process 
of forgiveness and to make peace more sustainable at intra-personal, 
                                                 
13 The Jesuit Refugee Service, a Catholic humanitarian NGO inspired by its Jesuit founder, Pedro Arrupe, 
25 years ago. http://www.jesref.org 
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interpersonal, communitarian, local, national and/or international levels.14 
René Bouwen, with his theory of relational constructionism, assists the 
search for and strengthening of synergies among the different PBBs 
through relational and people centered networks.15  
In the second chapter I will draw attention to the specific work of 
transitional justice (legal PBB) in peace architecture using Stephan 
Parmentier’s TARR model (truth, accountability, reparation, 
reconciliation)16 strengthened by Rama Mani’s contribution on the three 
dimensions of justice: legal, rectificatory, and distributive justices.17 Justice, 
especially in societies in transition, is more comprehensive than 
accountability against impunity, more comprehensive than judicial justice.  
In the third chapter, from a theological perspective, I will present the 
sacramental practice of forgiveness showing the strong parallelism between 
the practices of transitional justice and Christian forgiveness. In this way I 
will defend that the process of forgiveness is not foreign to our current 
models of doing justice. Justice is a “forgiving-justice.” Forgiveness 
articulates the four elements of the TARR model: truth, accountability, 
reparation, and reconciliation. At the same time this will clarify that 
forgiveness contains justice not only as an intimate legal component, but 
also a profound economic dimension as distributive justice.   
In chapter four I will articulate18 the former theories and models in order to 
politicize forgiveness. Forgiveness’ articulation with transitional justice 
will facilitate its “politicization” by showing that forgiveness is not merely 
an individual, private, and spiritual endeavor in peace work. “Political 
forgiveness” is both an individual and societal, private and public, spiritual 
and material process, which deserves full integration in conflict 
transformation theories and practices, in the discipline and tools of 
transitional justice, and in the broad perspective of peace policies.  
As a result, the power of love that is the driving force of forgiveness, will 
enter in the political arena as well.  

                                                 
14 REYCHLER, Luc, “Conflict Impact Assesment,” in Cahiers van het Centrum voor Vredesonderzoek en 
Strategische Studies, vol. 67, 21(2003):2. See also: http://soc.kuleuven.be/iieb/cahiers/Vol%2066-2.pdf, 
last consulted: July 7th, 2006. See also: REYCHLER, Luc, “Challenges of Peace Research,” in International 
Journal of Peace Studies 11(2006):1, pp. 1-16. 
15 BOUWEN, René, “Relational Organizing: The Social Construction of Communities of Practice and 
Shared Meaning,” in RESCH, Dörte, DEY, Pascal, KLUGE, Annette, STEYAERT, Chris (eds.), 
Organisationspsychologie als Dialog: Inquiring Social Constructionist Possibilities in Organisational 
Life, Lengrich, 2005. 
16 PARMENTIER, Stephan, Global Justice in the Aftermath of Mass Violence: The Role of the International 
Criminal Court in Dealing with Political Crimes, Paper presented at the 13th World Congress of 
Criminology, Reducing Crime and Promoting Justice: Challenges to Sciences, Policy and Practice, Rio de 
Janeiro, August 10th-15th, 2003. 
17 MANI, Rama, Beyond Retribution: Seeking Justice in the Shadow of War, Maldin, 2002. 
18 In this thesis, “to articulate” also implies the idea of “integration” as a result of that articulation. 
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To summarize, I will now unfold my argumentation in four chapters: 1) a 
big picture on relational peace work, 2) the role of justice in peace, 3) the 
contribution of Christian forgiveness to justice and peace, 4) politicizing 
forgiveness through peace politics and peace policies.19  

                                                 
19 I distinguish between “peace policies” as referring to the big picture, comprising the whole peace 
architecture, and “peace politics” as referring to the political peace building block (PBB) as a part of the 
peace architecture as I will show later on. Peace policies refers to the guiding principles, guidelines, 
plans, models, courses of action, procedures, strategies and rules, in the process of building sustainable 
peace. When I speak about “politicizing forgiveness” I mean both: the articulation of forgiveness within 
peace policies, which involve peace politics (political PBB), as well as other PBBs; or the other way 
round, the articulation of forgiveness within peace politics (political PBB) opening up to the involvement 
of peace policies (the big picture of peace architecture). 
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Chapter 1 
Sustaining Peace Policies  

As the former U.S. president Jimmy Carter said: “It is important that we 
take a hard, clear look… not at some simple world, either of universal 
goodwill or of universal hostility, but the complex, changing, and 
sometimes dangerous world that really exists.” 20  The Oxford Research 
Group, addressing the issue of sustainable security for the 21st century, 
highlights in today’s complex and dangerous world four main threats: 
climate change, competition over resources, marginalization of the majority 
of the world, and global militarization.21 I would add a fifth: the threat of 
pandemics.22 To respond to these complex conflicts, peace politics cannot 
simplistically oversee the increasing interconnectedness of peace, 
development, and environment in an equally increasingly interdependent 
globalized world. In other words, if we want to be serious abut the role of 
forgiveness in world peace, we cannot understand it as disconnected from, 
for example, the search for renewable and cheap energies, energy 
efficiency, poverty reduction, the halting and reversal of WMD (weapons 
of mass destruction), 23  readiness and rapid response to pandemics and 
humanitarian crisis.  

                                                 
20 KEGLEY, Charles W., WITTKOPF, Eugene R., World Politics: Trends and Transformation, Belmont, 
Signapore, Southbank, Toronto, London, Mexico D.F., 2007 (sic), p. 23. 
21 ABBOT, Chris, ROGERS, Paul, SLOBODA, John, Global Responses to Global Threats: Sustainable 
Security for the 21st Century, Oxford Research Group, Briefing Paper, June 2006. See: 
http://www.oxfordresearchgroup.org.uk/publications/briefings/globalthreats.pdf, last consulted: July 5th, 
2006. These authors argue that sometimes the emphases are in the wrong place: “This paper shows that 
international terrorism is actually a relatively minor threat when compared to other more serious global 
trends, and that current responses to those trends are likely to increase, rather than decreasing, the risks of 
further terrorist attacks,” (p. 6). An example of the complex interconnectedness of causes of conflicts is: 
“Four major American companies, including Walt Disney and McDonald's, ordered an investigation into 
allegations that a riot at a big toy supplier in the Chinese city of Dongguan had been sparked by poor 
wages and living conditions for 11,000 factory workers, executives at the companies confirmed (…). The 
emergence of militant labour in China's industrial heartland is looming as a fresh challenge for the 
Chinese authorities. The ruling Communist Party is already under pressure from widespread popular 
unrest, mainly over corruption, land seizures and industrial pollution. Official figures show that there 
were 87,000 disturbances of public order in 2005 alone.” GREENLESS, Donald, LAGUE, David, “An 
Unhappy Toy Story: Unrest in China,” in The International Herald Tribune, July 28th, 2006; see also: 
http://www.iht.com/articles/2006/07/28/business/factory.php, last consulted: July 28th, 2006. 
22 The causes of African cyclical hunger are, according to Oxfam director, Barbara Stocking, the 
existence of aids (killing one fifth of the agricultural workers by year 2020), armed conflicts (e.g., in 
Darfur, 3,4 millions people depend on the food aid to survive), and the climate change which affects 
specially the small producer and nomads with livestock. See the Oxfam report based on UN data:  
http://www.elpais.es/articulo/sociedad/cambio/climatico/agudiza/emergencias/hambre/africa/elpporsoc/20
060724elpepisoc_3/Tes/, last consulted: August 2nd, 2006. 
23 ABBOT, Chris, ROGERS, Paul, SLOBODA, John, Global Responses to Global Threats: Sustainable 
Security for the 21st Century, Oxford Research Group, Briefing Paper, June 2006, p. 6. See: 
http://www.oxfordresearchgroup.org.uk/publications/briefings/globalthreats.pdf, last consulted: July 5th, 
2006. 
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Sustainable Security and Current Threats 

This is the complexity of the perspective in which we enter when we talk 
about the role of forgiveness in conflict transformation and sustainable 
security in the 21st Century. 24  Donald W. Shriver further uncovers this 
challenging complexity by taking into account the responsibility with 
regard to future generations: “protecting the next generation’s right to live 
and to work, to write and to read, is the simple moral core of forgiveness in 
politics.” 25  In our current wounded and threatened world, a meaningful 
forgiveness will have to involve healing the individual, group, institutional, 
national and international relations for two reasons: first, to escape from 
being trapped in the violent past with vicious revenge circles, and; second, 
to share with and sustain for the present and next generations the human 
rights protection (three generations of human rights). 26   Forgiveness is 

                                                 
24 “Human security is a concept (…) to describe the complex of interrelated threats associated with civil 
war, genocide and the displacement of populations. (…) All proponents of human security agree that its 
primary goal is the protection of individuals from: violent threats (…) associated with poverty, lack of 
state capacity and various forms of socio-economic and political inequity (this is the narrow definition). 
(…) Proponents of the ‘broad’ concept of human security articulated in the UN Development 
Programme’s 1994, Human Development Report, and the Commission on Human Security’s 2003 report, 
Human Security Now, argue that the threat agenda should be broadened to include hunger, disease and 
natural disasters because these kill far more people than war, genocide and terrorism combined.” See: 
http://www.humansecurityreport.info/index.php?option=content&task=view&id=24&Itemid=59, last 
consulted:  August 3rd, 2006. 
25 SHRIVER, Donald W., An Ethic for Enemies: Forgiveness in Politics, New York, Oxford, 1995, p. 72. 
26 The first generation of rights is civil and political in nature. The second generation is social, economic 
and cultural in nature. And the third generation of human rights goes beyond the first and second 
generation towards collective rights, healthy environment, sustainability, cultural heritage, etc. See: 
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tracked in past-present-future as mediation and conflict transformation 
are.27 
Because of these complexities and interdependencies, one needs to develop 
comprehensive models which help to think in the time track past-present-
future,28 and simultaneously, not only act locally and think globally, but 
also act globally and think locally. In other words, one needs models which 
show how to work on one tree (forgiveness) without loosing the larger 
picture of the forest in which this one tree is interconnected with so many 
others in the ecological system. Luc Reychler aims at this systemic “big 
picture” in his Peace Architecture model.29 I also wish to emphasize in my 
approach the systemic and relational aspect of the architecture of peace, 
focusing as well on the people, the communities of those who sustain 
peace, also by means of forgiving relationships.30 In a second move I will, 
therefore, look at relational constructionism and multi-stakeholder 
partnerships as a means to enhance practices of forgiveness, justice and the 
articulation of the complex and multiple PBBs when designing and 
implementing peace policies.31  
No sustainable peace is possible without the inclusive big picture of the 
peace architecture, but the building of the peace architecture will not be 
sustained without the care for the process as in relational constructionism. 
Without the qualified people-centered web relationship in a shared 
leadership including the big picture of the peace architecture, the peace 
building will remain only a paper design, only a drawing of an architectural 
plan.   

                                                                                                                                               
http://www.answers.com/topic/three-generations-of-human-rights, last consulted: July 5th, 2006. Some 
talk about a fourth generation: the right to access to information (information is a way of empowering 
people). See: Women in Action, Communication Rights: Fourth Generation of Human Rights? Human 
Rights in the Information Society (book review By Saeid N. Neshat), April 1, 2004, 
http://www.highbeam.com/doc.aspx?DOCID=1G1:122325197&ctrlInfo=Round20%3AMode20e%3ADo
cG%3AResult&ao=, last consulted: August 3rd, 2006. See also the term “human rights” in The Internet 
Encyclopaedia of Philosophy, http://www.iep.utm.edu/h/hum-rts.htm, last consulted: August 3rd, 2006. 
27 J. P. Lederach defends the transformation of conflicts by the creation of time and space conditions for 
“addressing, integrating, and embracing the painful past and the necessary shared future as a means of 
dealing with the present.” LEDERACH, John-Paul, “Reconciliation: The building of relationship,” in 
LEDERACH, John-Paul, Building Peace: Sustainable Reconciliation in Divided Societies, Washington 
D.C.: United States Institute of Peace Press, 1997, p. 35. 
28 The concept of time track is developed by HAERS, Jacques, “’Close Encounters of the Third Week’. 
Enkele voorzichtige theologische overwegingen naar aanleiding van een gesprek over herstel- en 
strafbemiddeling,” in Sacerdos 65(1998):3, pp. 227-254. 
29 REYCHLER, Luc, “Conflict Impact Assesment,” in Cahiers van het Centrum voor Vredesonderzoek en 
Strategische Studies, vol. 67, 21(2003):2. See also: http://soc.kuleuven.be/iieb/cahiers/Vol%2066-2.pdf, 
last consulted: July 7th, 2006. 
30 The important role of “communities of forgiving relations” as a tool in peace work has been explored  
in conversations with Prof. Jacques Haers. 
31 BOUWEN, René, “Relational Organizing: The Social Construction of Communities of Practice and 
Shared Meaning,” in RESCH, Dörte, DEY, Pascal, KLUGE, Annette, STEYAERT, Chris (eds.), 
Organisationspsychologie als Dialog: Inquiring Social Constructionist Possibilities in Organizational 
Life, Lengrich, 2005. 
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My understanding of peace is the result of this articulation of the big 
picture of the diverse multiple tasks in the peace architecture through the 
facilitation of the relational constructionist approach. Peace is a dynamic 
ongoing process sustained by the web of people’s and institution’s relations 
(actions and passivities) involved in the “big picture” where recognition of 
human rights and duties are equitably enjoyed by all (individuals, groups, 
societies) and love is a key power at play – as I will show. For this 
fundamental reason, the implementation and the sustainability of peace, it 
is crucial to combine the theories of both Luc Reychler and René Bouwen. 
After reading this thesis this dynamic definition of peace will become 
clearer. 

1. The Peace Architecture Model 
This complexity of building peace surpasses the complexity of waging war. 
In his comprehensive peace architecture model, Luc Reychler helps us to 
understand the complexity and interdependency of PBBs.32 He points out 
the need of looking at the big picture not only of the peace building process 
as a whole, but also of multifaceted violence and its causes. For Reychler, 
violence is: “a situation in which the quantitative and qualitative life 
expectancies of a particular group or groups within a community, a state, a 
region or the world are significantly lower than other groups” particularly 
“when this can be attributed to one or more sources of violence.”33 The 
complexity of violence is expressed by its multifaceted reality: physical 
violence, psychological violence, structural violence (political, cultural, 
legal or extralegal, economic, environmental, etc.), and violence as a result 
of bad governance (maladministration, corruption, indifference and neglect, 
greed and self-interest, religious and ideological inspired mismanagement, 
unintended negative impacts of well-intentioned interventions, etc.). In 
fact, the form of violence that kills the greatest number is precisely the 
violence of bad governance and structural violence.34 In fact, all these non 
physical faces of violence increase the risk for the emergence of physical, 
armed violence. 
The complexity of interdependent and overlapping manifestations of 
violence can only be tackled in an efficient manner when a comprehensive 
model of conflict transformation is employed with the aim of sustaining a 
similarly multifaceted and complex peace. Such a model includes:  all the 
interdependent actors (not only the leaders), in all interdependent sectors or 
                                                 
32 REYCHLER, Luc, “Challenges of Peace Research,” in International Journal of Peace Studies 
11(2006):1, pp. 1-16. 
33 REYCHLER, Luc, “Challenges of Peace Research,” in International Journal of Peace Studies 
11(2006):1, pp. 1-16, p. 2. 
34 REYCHLER, Luc, “Challenges of Peace Research,” in International Journal of Peace Studies 
11(2006):1, pp. 1-16, p. 3. 
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PBBs, at all different levels (from the grassroots to the global), in all 
different layers (from public and social to private and psychological), and 
at all different moments of the process (time track: past-present-future). It 
is crucial in sustainable peace building to look at these interdependencies, 
relationships and synergies among actors, blocks, levels, layers, and time 
tracks, if we want to address the complexity of violence and its causes in an 
efficient and sustained way. 
More concretely, in his peace research, Reychler identifies five plus one 
necessary conditions (clusters of conditions) or PBBs to attain peace in a 
sustainable manner:  
1) An effective system of communications, consultations and negotiations 
at different levels and layers among the different parties involved in the 
conflict and its transformation.  
2) Core peace building structures which represent more the “hardware” of 
peace building: legitimate political, non-marginalizing economic, and 
human security institutions and organizations. 
3) An integrative political-psychological climate which is more the 
“software” of peace building (hope, we-ness feeling or multiple loyalties, 
reconciliation, trust, dismantlement of mental and senti-mental walls, 
attitudes of cooperation, healing of traumas, self-esteem, and identities, 
etc.). 
4) Peace support systems that help to develop other PBBs as: an effective 
and legitimate legal system, an empowering educational system, free media 
empowering the peace process, a well functioning health system, 
humanitarian aid in the immediate post conflict phase, etc. 
5) Multilateral cooperation in the regional and international environment 
among neighbouring countries and other countries which are, for various 
reasons, stakeholders in the violence and peace processes. Under this 
multilateralism, the so-called international community plays a crucial role 
in most post-conflict countries, as it does also in conflict prevention. 
The construction of these building blocks in the peace architecture requires 
a critical mass of peace building leadership (this is the sixth condition).35 
“Effective peace building also implies that the peace builders see where 
and how their efforts feet into the peace building process. Seeing the big 
picture is vital for coherent peace building efforts. The big picture or 

                                                 
35 To enter more critically in the role of peace building leadership that is not stereotyped with the only 
“pacifist” adjective see: REYCHLER, Luc, STELLAMANS, Anton, “Peace Builders and Spoilers,” in Cahiers 
van het Centrum voor Vredesonderzoek en Strategische Studies, vol. 66, 21(2003):1. See also: 
http://soc.kuleuven.be/iieb/cahiers/Vol%2067.pdf, last consulted: August 10th, 2006. In the second part 
of this chapter, the critical mass of peace building leadership will be defined through relational 
constructionism in  people-centered networks. 



 21

macro-perspective gives an overview of the necessary peace building 
blocks. It enables the peace builders to oversee and coordinate what they 
are doing.”36  

 
Sustainable Peace Pentagon (L. Reychler, 2003) 

These PBBs are all necessary and mutually reinforcing. Lagging behind in 
the efforts with regard to one of these building blocks affects the rest of the 
blocks and seriously undermines the sustainability of the entire peace 
building process.37 Peace is sustained by an organic system (architecture or 
network) where each interacting and interdependent element constitutes a 
fundamental and integral part of a complex whole (sustainable peace).  
These necessary conditions for sustaining peace are clustered in a different 
manner by John Galtung in his classical differentiation between three 
interacting pillars in peace work: peacekeeping, peacemaking, and peace 
building. The terms have been and continue to be redefined. They are a key 
reference for peace workers because they have become part of the UN 
peace conceptualization.38 

                                                 
36 REYCHLER, Luc, “Challenges of Peace Research,” in International Journal of Peace Studies 
11(2006):1, pp. 1-16, p. 5. 
37 REYCHLER, Luc, “Challenges of Peace Research,” in International Journal of Peace Studies 
11(2006):1, pp. 1-16, p. 6. 
38 John Galtung, pioneer of peace research, proposed in the 1960s his “conflict triangle,” a way of looking 
at conflict which identifies three basic 'aspects' of conflict (causes, attitudes, and behaviors) and three 
corresponding 'strategies' for dealing with them (peace building, peacemaking, and peacekeeping). 
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Conflict Triangle (J. Galtung) 

- Peacekeeping (preventing escalation by force) is that pillar of security 
where the actors are mainly the military and police forces, but also 
civilians can play – and normally do play – a substantial role in the 
security care system. Under security measures is also what is called 
peace-enforcement (to stop the use of violence) even with the use of 
military armed forces. The use of force has to be legitimate. Under the 
UN Charter, there are only two circumstances in which the use of force is 
permissible: in collective or individual self-defense against an actual or 
imminent armed attack; and when the Security Council has directed or 
authorized use of force to maintain (peacekeeping) or restore (peace-
enforcement) international peace and security. The UN blue helmets 
operations of peacekeeping or peace enforcement provide a good example 
of that legitimate use of force.39  

- Peacemaking is the process to reach a pacific settlement of disputes by 
means of mediation, inquiry, negotiation, arbitration, judicial settlement, 
conciliation, or by other peaceful means. As I have shown, this is related 
to what Reychler calls the effective system of communications, 
consultations and negotiations, where, for example, ceasefire and peace 
agreements are reached.  

- Peace building is divided into reconstruction and reconciliation, the so-
called “hardware” and “software” respectively of peace building.40 

                                                                                                                                               
Galtung’s triangular model has been modified by many other conflict analysts and many of them do not 
refer to this model. Nonetheless, his threefold classification influenced UN documents and became a 
common language in peace research. It remains a meaningful reference even today although the terms 
have been redefined. See: 
http://www.peaceworkers.org.uk/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=233&Itemid=235, last 
consulted: July 5th, 2006. See also: UN, An Agenda for Peace: Preventive Diplomacy, Peacemaking and 
Peacekeeping, Report of the Secretary-General pursuant to the statement adopted by the Summit Meeting 
of the Security Council on January 31st 1992, see: http://www.un.org/Docs/SG/agpeace.html, last 
consulted on July 5th, 2006. A key reference to Galtung: GALTUNG, John, “Twenty-five Years of Peace 
Research: Ten Challenges and Some Responses,” in Journal of Peace Research 22(1985):2, pp. 141-158. 
39 See UN Charter, chapter six and seven. 
40 The concept of peace building is discussed in peace literature. The precise definition of the term has 
remained unclear in the debate. Galtung distinguishes two concepts of peace: negative peace (mere 
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Reconstruction measures refer to the more material or structural issues, to 
the “hard” elements like state building and politics, the legal system and 
the economy, the environmental care, infrastructures, food, health, 
housing, etc.41 Reconciliation measures are related to the non-structural 
and non-material measures, to psychosocial or “soft” elements like 
education, mass media, culture, religion, art, etc. In reconciliation, 
measures address values, desires, identities, loyalties, hatred or love, 
feelings and expectations, hope or frustration, traumas, anger and 
aggressive attitudes, trust and cooperative attitudes, prejudices and 
generalizations, mental and sentimental walls, vision of a common future, 
we-ness identity, social capital, etc., very similar to what Reychler calls 
the ‘integrative climate’.42 In peace policies all of the “soft” elements are 
troublesome; it is not easy to define them operationally and they are 
difficult to measure or to implement technically. They are long term 
goals; it can even take generations to heal the psychological wounds of 

                                                                                                                                               
absence of violence), and positive peace (social equilibrium in which disputes do not escalate into 
violence). “It is generally agreed that the task of peace building is to promote positive peace. This has 
become a starting point of the analyses, from which the next step often concerns the addressing of the 
‘root causes’ of a conflict. The root causes of conflicts are frequently complex, and hard to identify and 
understand for would-be peace builders. In developing countries, they often include skewed land property 
structures, environmental degradation, and unequal political representation on state level.  (…) As it is 
increasingly acknowledged that social conflict is in fact inevitable, some approaches to peace building 
have turned the focus from the root causes to good governance and peaceful dispute settlement 
mechanisms.” HAUGERUDBRAATEN, Henning, “Peace building: Six Dimensions and Two Concepts,” in 
African Security Review 7(1998):6; see: http://www.iss.co.za/ASR/7No6/Peacebuilding.html, last 
consulted on August 1st, 2006. Along Galtung’s perspective I move towards a broad understanding of 
peace building: not only the promotion of good governance and dispute settlement mechanisms but also 
addressing the root causes of conflicts. Thus, it is a broad intervention in political, economic, cultural, 
security, humanitarian, etc. efforts. It tends to be long-term process involving a multitude of diverse 
actors, the indigenous actors as well as the exogenous actors. In this broad frame I talk about 
reconstruction and reconciliation measures in peace building. For a more detailed understanding of the 
diverse activities involved in a broad definition of peace building see CARITAS INTERNATIONAL, Peace 
building: A Caritas Training Manual, Vatican City, 2002, p. 90.  
41 Reconstruction requires extremely expensive investments and there is a serious risk that such 
investments are lost again and again after a short period of time because of renewed war in an endless 
circle of violence, clearly in the destruction after the reconstruction of Lebanon 2006. There are cases in 
which reconstruction starts when a visible war ceases (peace agreement and cease-fire), while a 
subterraneous war continues. Then, we speak about “negative peace”. E.g., we can say that in Rwanda, 
DRC, and Iraq, the war has been won but not the peace. Serious violations of human rights continue. 
Negative peace is like the peace of a snowed white volcano: we find a layer of ice on the surface but 
burning lava under it. For this reason, hand in hand with policies of reconstruction (the ice of a negative 
peace, a possibly apparent peace), we need also to apply policies of reconciliation (addressing the 
problem of the lava under the peaceful surface) between all parties affected by a conflict. We need 
policies of reconciliation, to address the mental and senti-mental walls dividing groups living under a 
same roof.  
42 It is important to notice that the metaphor of the computer with the hardware and the software is a 
metaphor to express the intimate connection and interdependency between the two “wares” if the 
computer aims to be efficient. In conversations, Prof. Johan Verstraeten has made me aware that both 
“wares” are useless without the interaction of the human persons. This consideration is a key to our 
people centered approach to peace building: people are the real means and ends that make peace 
sustainable. Katrien Hertog questions with Prof. Johan Verstraeten whether what is called the “soft,” 
these are the reconciliation measures, would not have to be considered in fact the “hard,” the most 
difficult but at the same time key peace work.  
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war and violence. However, due to the intangibility of results for these 
‘soft’ elements, the bulk of aid money tends to go to reconstruction 
efforts, creating an obvious and debilitating imbalance with the 
reconciliation measures necessary for fostering a sustainable peace.43   

One can say that forgiveness classically has been a process situated in the 
realm of reconciliation, as a non-structural or non-material measure. I 
understand forgiveness in a more complex but integral way. Forgiveness 
involves both measures: reconciliation and reconstruction. One calls for the 
other. The healing of relations or life together is not only a matter of the 
“soft” life but also of the “hard”, not only a matter of the spiritual, mental 
and sentimental life but also of the material and structural life of the body 
and land. I attempt to integrate these soft and hard dimensions of 
forgiveness in the combination of both models, Reychler’s and Galtung’s, 
in a “house of peace” or “peace-home” model. 
 

                                                 
43 “Post-conflict reconstruction cannot be achieved without an emotional reconciliation that puts an end to 
individual and group mourning.” See the international conference on Universal Forum of Cultures, 
Barcelona, 2004, Dialogues, Conflicts: Prevention, Resolution, Reconciliation, 
http://www.barcelona2004.org/eng/banco_del_conocimiento/documentos/ficha.cfm?IdDoc=719, last 
consulted: August 11, 2006.  “Lasting peace must be accompanied by a reconstruction based on an 
economy that is pro-peace and pro-human rights,” see also in the same conference 
http://www.barcelona2004.org/eng/banco_del_conocimiento/documentos/ficha.cfm?IdDoc=821, last 
consulted: August 2, 2006.  
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Peace-Home Model 

In this model I view forgiveness as a process which could grow from the 
reconciliation measures of peace building (in the religious and psychosocial 
blocks), but which is also and at the same time, intimately related to and 
interdependent with other blocks in the measures for peace building 
reconstruction, like the legal PBB (transitional justice, as I will show). 
Forgiveness has legal, economic, artistic, environmental, military, cultural, 
political, religious, diplomatic, etc., components. These forms of 
relatedness, these synergies and interdependencies among PBBs and pillars 
are what make peace architecture sustainable. To use the metaphor of the 
architecture: peace is the sheltering roof sustained by well connected and 
strong synergies among imbricate PBBs. In this sense, a better metaphor 
than ‘peace block’ could be ‘peace networks’. At this point, the question is: 
How to facilitate rigid peace ‘block’-works to become articulated peace 
‘net’-works? Maybe, one could even use the metaphor of the web,44 or of a 

                                                 
44 Stefan Renckens referred me to CAPRA, Fritjof, The Web of Life: A New Scientific Understanding of 
Living Systems, New York, 1996.  In this publication the author uses the metaphors of network and web 
to describe the interconnectedness of all elements in reality.   
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cooking pot (all ingredients of the recipe are sharing one another’s 
flavors).45 How to develop these strong synergies among all the different 
trans-blocks in peace building? Answering these questions is key to the 
sustainability of peace architecture. In our people centered approach to 
peace building, the answers to these questions relate to the ideas of 
Relational Constructionism.  

2. Relational Constructionism in Multi-Stakeholder Partnerships 
There is a tendency of solving problems by addressing each of their aspects 
individually, isolating variables from their context so as to allow a very 
specialized analysis and a sharp, specific, and manageable treatment of 
these variables. This can result in a simplistic approach that does not 
express how reality works, in its complexity. Indeed, such simplifying 
tendencies do not work when we address complex issues like sustainable 
peace building. Nonetheless, one has to remain aware that any model or 
interpretation of reality – even the most comprehensive of such models 
such as peace architecture – will be somehow and up to certain degree a 
simplification of reality. Nevertheless, it is important to attempt to 
maximize the comprehensiveness of the model used, according to the 
degree of complexity of reality, if this is serving the purpose of sustaining 
peace. I am convinced that a mere functional and fragmented peace 
architecture seems to be less sustainable if one does not include relational 
organizing and personal processes in the peace intervention. Indeed, peace 
building is about how actors relate to one another and in those relationships 
construct or build peace. For J.P. Lederach peace building is a long-term 
process which focuses on the needs to heal and strengthen relationships and 
transform unjust and violent institutions and systems.46 “Rather than just 
looking at the specific ways to improve food production or build new 
houses, peace building emphasizes building right relationships with 
partners and program recipients as an integral part of establishing lasting 
peace in violence-prone areas.”47 This demands to examine how qualified 
relationships, decision making, leadership are facilitated within the affected 
societies. In this relational line, I mentioned before the focus which 
Reychler puts on leadership as a key transversal in all PBBs. From a 
relational constructionist perspective leadership would be a distributive 
leadership, a practice or role shared by different inter-actors, related parties 
or partners. Leadership is not an unchangeable role defined and assumed by 
one actor alone. Leadership, for example, in a legal PBB would be efficient 
if it works together and in synergy with other leaders of different blocks 
strengthening, in this way, the sustainability of peace. Thus, in our 
                                                 
45 Virgilio Elizondo referred me to the image of the “cooking pot” in conversations about mestizaje. 
46 CARITAS INTERNATIONAL, Peacebuilding: A Caritas Training Manual, Vatican City, 2002, p. 80. 
47 Ibid. 
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relational perspective our main concern then becomes: How to relate the 
different leaders and actors, parties and partners representing the 
complexity of the peace architecture at different levels (from the local to 
the global) to build and sustain peace in an optimal manner? 
Multi-Stakeholder Partnerships (MSPs) are one tool to forge whole-
systems which transcend the boundaries of unilateral actors, disciplines, 
methods, interventions, social boundaries and problem-solving methods. 
MSPs are a complementary tool to the comprehensive models of peace 
architecture where so many diverse parties have to be involved 
interdependently to sustain peace efficiently.48 In recent years, MSPs have 
emerged as an increasingly important modus operandi throughout the 
United Nations system.49 “The UN once dealt only with governments. By 
now we know that peace and prosperity cannot be achieved without 
partnerships involving governments, international organizations, the 
business community and civil society.”50 Following Kofi Annan in the 
quote, if peace depends on this complex partnership, how can we 
mainstream it in the articulation of the heterogeneous peace builders?   
In his Relational Constructionism, elaborated in the context of 
organizational psychology, René Bouwen offers a working perspective in 
multiparty and complex processes to sustain peace.51 His approach stresses 
the relational aspect of conflict transformation in micro-social processes 
that are extended to macro-processes: interchanges among persons in 
relationships are somehow prolonged towards the wider networks of 
relations that institutions and societies inhabit.  The central idea to this 
                                                 
48 There is a connection between MSP and participatory peace action research. See REYCHLER, Luc, 
“Challenges of Peace Research,” in International Journal of Peace Studies 11(2006):1, pp. 1-16, p. 9.  
49 The Multi-Stakeholder Partnerships program is an initiative of The Synergos Institute in partnership 
with Generon Consulting. See: http://www.synergos.org/partnership/, last consulted: July 5th, 2006. 
50  See the background paper prepared by Carmen Malena for the Multi-Stakeholder Workshop on 
Partnerships and UN Civil Society Relations, MALENA, Carmen, Strategic Partnership: Challenges and 
Best Practices in the Management and Governance of Multi-Stakeholder Partnerships Involving UN and 
Civil Society Actors, paper for the Multi-Stakeholder Workshop on Partnerships and UN Civil Society 
Relations, Pocantico, New York, February 2004, see: www.un-ngls.org/partnership-carmen-malena.doc , 
last consulted: July 5th, 2006. In this same reference one can find this statement by Michael Doyle, UN 
Assistant Secretary-General: “making business and all actors of civil society part of the solution is not 
only the best chance, it may also be the only chance the UN has to meet its Millennium goals.’ 
51 BOUWEN, René, “Relational Organizing: The Social Construction of Communities of Practice and 
Shared Meaning,” in RESCH, Dörte, DEY, Pascal, KLUGE, Annette, STEYAERT, Chris (eds.), 
Organisationspsychologie als Dialog: Inquiring Social Constructionist Possibilities in Organizational 
Life, Lengrich, 2005.  Some of the ideas on Relational Constructionism I use here, are also coming from 
conversations with René Bouwen (Heverlee, February 2006), in which we addressed the need for 
generating transitional spaces for action learning in sustainable peace building. These ideas will be 
published in an article by René Bouwen, Luc Reychler, Jacques Haers, and Elías López. Rene Bouwen 
develops what he calls Relational Constructionism from the perspective of Social Constructionism. The 
difference between constructionism and constructivism is that the former arises from sociology and the 
interactions of different actors and groups in society. The latter is developed in psychology. 
Constructivism was developed in psychology and more specifically in learning psychology and pedagogy 
in the work of Piaget and his followers. See GERGEN, Kenneth J., Social Construction in Context, 
London, Thousand Oaks, New Delhi, 2005. 
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relational approach is that world crises and armed conflicts are not divorced 
from the ways in which we raise our children, deal daily with our work in 
our office, participate in our broader communities as citizens, etc. 
Furthermore, three basic focuses are present in this relational approach: a) 
the interactions themselves, b) the quality of the interactions, and c) 
conversational interactions. 
1) To focus on interactions and processes of interchange; beyond a mere 

individual focus. 
The parties involved in the conflict and in the peace process create 
communities of practice (CPs) at different levels and in different conflict 
transformation practices. This, in René Bouwen’s terms, is a multi-party 
collaborative community of relational practices. A relational practice is any 
interactive exchange between at least two actors with a consequence for 
their relationship (process) and the outcome (goal) of the exchange. In this 
relational practice some partners will talk, for example, from the 
perspective of the legal peace building block about the importance of 
transitional justice to sustain peace; while others will talk from the 
perspective of religious traditions about the importance of forgiveness; or 
still others, from the perspective of the economic peace building block 
about the need of distributive justice or creating income generating 
activities. Each one looks for the synergies among perspectives and 
resources brought by each of the partners and parties knowing that it will 
have a consequence for the relationships among participants and the 
outcomes of the interchanges. This process of interactions is called 
transitional spaces.52 
Relational constructionism creates new ways to transform conflicts through 
multiple perspective membership in these transitional spaces: members 
coming from different backgrounds and areas in peace work (diverse peace 
building blocks in the Peace Architecture model) will meet at the “borders” 
of their knowledge and practices, and will be challenged to transcend their 
own domains so as to co-create something new, beyond repeating what 
each one already knows from within his or her single background.53 This 
will be done through organizational learning. As Bouwen says, “the being 
together is learning together. The essence of this process is so closely 
relational and contextual that it becomes difficult to speak in general terms 

                                                 
52 This term is coming from conversations between René Bouwen, Luc Reychler, Jacques Haers, and 
myself (Heverlee, February 2006), while addressing the need for generating transitional spaces for action 
learning in sustainable peace building. These ideas will be published in an article entitled: The Rhombus 
Model. In a conversation Wendy Lambourne made me think about the intimate connection of the concept 
of transitional space with the liminal theory. The hybrid and mestizo emerges from the limen, the space at 
the threshold, where a new reality emerges. 
53 This is trans-disciplinary (mixture and change as result of interaction) versus multi-disciplinary (putting 
aside without interaction and change of each part). 
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about it. Just being in it, is – almost – the only way of comprehending this 
kind of relational learning.”54 Knowledge is participation in a community of 
practice, in shared and group constructed language; knowledge is dialogue 
and communication in interwoven narratives. Likewise, reality is relational 
reality, not isolated; knowledge is relational knowledge: the intelligence is 
in between noses, not only in between ears. 55  This awareness about 
knowledge and performance interdependency among members of the 
community of practice, emerges as a social sense made out of the ongoing 
interactions and the face-to-face learning process of the group. 
For the energizing and motivation of the conflict transformation and peace 
processes, it is important to take care of the relations among actors and 
partners (process oriented organizing). The person to person relations 
(people oriented) and the task (goal oriented) are both rewarding in 
themselves for each party. This care for personal relations reaffirms the 
connection among partners and recognizes each member in what (s)he is 
and does (taking care of the self-esteem).  
Caring for the personal institutionalized and non-institutionalized relations 
among members is, undeniably, a time-consuming process. It implies a 
long-term organizational process. A permanent challenge in decision 
making in peace agendas is the pressure of deadlines; every issue is urgent 
and all actors tend to be under time pressure to save lives, to gain or to 
maintain momentum. Relational constructionism draws attention to the 
importance of spending time in the care of relationships within the agenda 
and dead lines. 
In relational constructionism the practice is a creative activity and not a 
copied or dictated one. For this reason all the participants feel like actors 
deciding and creating, and not passive objects with no responsibility 
towards the product. The participants co-create the partnership in shared 
ownership and, so to say, the collective peace they aim at and the way and 
means to reach their aim.  
d) To focus on the quality of the interaction or relational practice. 
According to Bouwen, the quality of a relational practice in transitional 
spaces can be characterized by qualities that are observable and can be 
evaluated:  

• Open, transparent, concrete, personal, and authentic communication 
among actors. 

• Increasing the reciprocity between the contributions of each actor. 

                                                 
54 BOUWEN, René, in The Rhombus Model, article to be published. 
55 Catch sentence of what relational constructionism is, as used by René Bouwen in conversations with 
him. 
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• Increasing the symmetry in competence, power, expertise, social status of 
each actor. 

• Generating mutual engagement in the exchange process, mutually 
energizing and rewarding activities which increase the motivation of all 
actors.  

• Mutually critical, testable and contradictable actors´ statements. 
• Increase of “deep” learning similar to double-loop learning: in a 

particular practice there are governing variables (given or chosen goals, 
values, plans and rules) that are operationalized in action strategies. When 
the action strategies are questioned because of the evaluation of results we 
have single-loop learning. When questions are raised about governing 
variables themselves, so as to subject them to critical scrutiny, we have 
double-loop learning.56 

 
It is important to consider that a high quality practice does not necessarily 
mean a consensus or a final joint outcome. Neither a negative evaluation 
nor even a cessation of the collaborative relational practice among actors 
should be necessarily understood as a failure if they help the different 
actors to learn and to understand better why they end the collaboration and 
how they could improve future interactions.  
In these relational practices in the transitional space, knowledge is “ethical 
knowledge” because the partners always ask themselves: “whose voice is 
left out or excluded from the transitional space?” Is any party to the conflict 
excluded? Is some stakeholder-partner of some peace building block 
excluded? In relational constructionism, knowledge is inclusive of the 
voices in the margins, the voices at the bridging borders and dividing 
frontiers of communities.57 In the inclusion process one needs to see two 
issues: the number of participants and their heterogeneity. Naturally, there 
is a moment in which the need of caring for the personal relations (process) 
and the increasing diversity of the group are no longer efficient (goal). 

                                                 
56 Such learning may then lead to an alteration in the governing variables, a modification of an 
organization’s underlying norms, policies and objectives, and, thus, a shift in the way in which strategies 
and consequences are framed in the organizational learning process. See: 
http://www.infed.org/thinkers/argyris.htm#_Single-loop_and_double-loop, last consulted: July 5th, 2006. 
57 Ideas shared in conversations with René Bouwen and Jacques Haers, 2006. 
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These two issues have to be discerned when required. The concept of 
optimal heterogeneity can help in such discernment.58 
e) To focus on the creation of conversational realities. 
These interactions in the learning community of peace practice are 
embedded in dialogues evoking and provoking evolving texts in different 
contexts. Voices create and recreate meanings which orient and coordinate 
actions in peace-building. In this conversational community of practice, 
shared meaning about different PBBs and their interactions and synergies is 
constructed and reconstructed once and again by all actors. The task that 
they perform and the relations they nourish aim at being full of life sense, 
and they both invite the group to construct a shared meaning of the shared 
action (common-sense). This process brings about identity, ownership and 
membership (belonging) for each member of the group.   
If one talks about conversational communities, the MSP has to be a 
listening community of practice as well. Listening is always at the origin of 
working together. It begins with taking time and giving full attention to the 
person speaking rather than being too busy listening only to one’s own 
discourse. To listen is sometimes to put between brackets one’s own task, 
role, or expertise, to set fears and frustrations aside, and to look for the 
experience and real intent behind words, beyond the first meaning one has 
given to another person’s words (often the cause of misunderstanding). It is 
important to be eager to provide an empathetic interpretation of someone 
else’s statement rather than to condemn it. 59  In this line, the learning 
community creates an open-ended story in a permanent learning process. 
This frequently means: to give time without having too easy and quick 
answers. The questions about forgiveness, justice and peace do not have 
easy answers.   
When one attempts to be more practical about the orientation for this 
conversational practice, the following five concrete tasks could help:60  

1) Identifying the “interpretative repertoires” of all parties and 
partners: cognitive schemes, ideas, logics, perspectives, models, 
images, metaphors, frames, languages, etc., with which the 

                                                 
58 René Bouwen develops the concept “optimal heterogeneity” in BOUWEN, René, FRY, R., “Facilitating 
Group development: Interventions for a Relational and Contextual Construction,” in WEST, Michael A. 
(ed.), Handbook of Work Group Psychology, Chichester, 1996, pp. 531-552. Heterogeneous group 
membership tends to be more efficient in a given task than homogeneous group membership, but there is 
a moment in which an increasing heterogeneity in the group membership will drop its level of efficiency 
below the on of homogeneous groups. 
59 See the Presupposition in the introduction of the Spiritual Exercises of Saint Ignatius of Loyola, 
http://www.catholicfirst.com/thefaith/catholicclassics/ignatiiusloyola/spiritualexercises.cfm, last 
consulted: August 3rd, 2006. 
60 BOUWEN, René, “Inquiry and Intervention for Development,” in Change and Innovation Contexts: A 
Learning Methodology from a Social Constructionist Perspective, University of Canterbury, Department 
of Management, Christchurch, June 1993. 
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members interpret tasks, goals, means, etc., in the 
transformation of the conflict towards sustainable peace. 
Identifying meanings in that context. Our concrete question 
would be: what are the interpretative repertoires of the 
heterogeneous parties about peace, justice, or forgiveness? 

2) Mapping the “multi-perspectives” or the plurality of 
interpretations and ways of doing in all the members: 
discovering and sharing different ways, comparing differences 
and similarities (e.g. problem solving approach or appreciative 
enquiry; identifying legal, religious, environmental, economic, 
or other interpretations of forgiveness). 

3) Clarifying “relational functions” and relationships: How are the 
working and personal relationships? Are the relations a source 
of energy among all different peace building block actors and 
parties?  

4) Deconstruction of fixed meanings that do not help in achieving 
the goal of the group: putting aside the practices that are not 
really meaningful because they do not build and sustain peace 
(e.g. divorce forgiveness from justice or vice versa).  

5) Constructing and building a new and shared understanding and 
meaning of what the matter is and implies at each moment of the 
process of partnership for each of the participants. Equally 
important is the finalisation of a choice and commitment to 
follow a certain line of action (e.g. searching for “forgiving-
justice”) that includes all members and makes all feel owners of 
the new and common understanding. 

These five steps – identifying interpretative repertoires, mapping the multi-
perspectives, clarifying the relational functions, deconstructing fixed 
meanings that do not help, and constructing new-shared meanings – 
determine what I am attempting to do when bringing about the interaction 
between transitional justice (the legal peace-building block) and 
forgiveness (the religious peace-building block in a Christian perspective). 
From this perspective on relational constructionism, forgiveness in peace 
building is an open concept deconstructed and reconstructed by each party 
in the learning community of peace building practice in a given concrete 
context. The efficiency of forgiveness to make peace more sustainable will 
depend not on the performance, for example, of the religious PBB alone, 
but on the interactions of its narrative on forgiveness and the other 
narratives of other parties in other PBBs. Its efficiency will depend on the 
quality of those interactions, and on the focus to create forgiveness as a 
reality through conversations and practices in a peace learning community. 
Forgiveness and justice are experiences and concepts recreated by these 
interactive qualified conversational practices. This recreation of the concept 
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of forgiveness is the aim of this thesis, also the recreation of the concept of 
justice in their interaction (what I call “forgiving-justice”) in order to 
understand forgiveness as an essential element to deepen and sustain peace.  
First, let us present each concept separately. I will highlight their intimate 
interaction later on.  

Chapter 2 
Transitional Justice in the Legal PBB 

In his Peace Architecture model, Reychler presents the legal PBB as one of 
the supportive systems (the fourth cluster of conditions of possibility) 
necessary for sustainable peace. To reflect on the role of forgiveness in 
political life demands that we relate it with the concept of justice in 
political life.61 In societies that try to come to terms with gross violations of 
human rights, with war crimes, crimes against humanity, and genocide, 
under armed conflicts, and that make efforts to move towards peace 
processes, the main work done in the legal PBB is normally called 
transitional justice.  
More precisely, along the lines of the definition given by the International 
Center for Transitional justice, “transitional justice refers to a range of 
approaches that societies undertake to reckon with legacies of widespread 
or systematic human rights abuse as they move from a period of violent 
conflict or oppression towards peace, democracy, the rule of law, and 
respect for individual and collective rights. In making such a transition, 
societies must confront the painful legacy, or burden, of the past in order to 
achieve a holistic sense of justice for all citizens, to establish or renew civic 
trust, to reconcile people and communities, and to prevent future abuses.”62 
The approaches to transitional justice can be further qualified: “A variety of 
approaches to transitional justice are available that can help wounded 
societies start anew. The approaches to transitional justice are based on a 
fundamental belief in universal human rights, and rely on international 
human rights and humanitarian law in demanding that states halt, 

                                                 
61 EXEBERRIA, Xavier, “Perspectiva politica del perdón,” in BILBAO, Galo, EXEBERRIA, Xavier, ECHANO, 
Juan, AGUIRRE, Rafael, El perdón en la vida pública, Deusto, 1999, pp. 53-106, p. 59. See in the same 
book ECHANO, Juan, “Perspectiva jurídico-penal del perdón,” in BILBAO, Galo, EXEBERRIA, Xavier, 
ECHANO, Juan, AGUIRRE, Rafael, El perdón en la vida pública, Deusto, 1999, pp. 107-198, p. 107, where  
a first natural association is made between forgiveness and penal-criminal law and issues like the 
relationship of forgiveness and amnesty of the pain, or partial amnesty, amnesty given by the 
governments.  
62 “The International Centre for Transitional Justice (ICTJ) assists countries pursuing accountability for 
past mass atrocity or human rights abuse. The Centre works in societies emerging from repressive rule or 
armed conflict, as well as in established democracies where historical injustices or systemic abuse remain 
unresolved.” See: http://www.ictj.org/en/about/mission/ and also http://www.ictj.org/en/tj/, last consulted: 
July 6th, 2006. BICKFORD, Luis, “Transitional Justice”, in SHELTON, Dinah L. (ed.), Encyclopedia of 
Genocide and Crimes Against Humanity, MacMilllan, 2004. 
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investigate, punish, repair, and prevent abuses. Transitional justice 
approaches consistently focus on the rights and needs of victims and their 
families (also in relation to the perpetrators and the larger society, all who 
suffer). These approaches are both judicial and non-judicial, and they seek 
to encompass broadly the various dimensions of justice that can heal 
wounds and contribute to social reconstruction. Transitional justice 
incorporates a realistic view of the challenges faced by societies emerging 
from conflict or repression, and an appreciation of their unique cultural and 
historical contexts, without allowing these realities to serve as excuses for 
inaction. All stakeholders in the transition process must be consulted and 
participate in the design and implementation of transitional justice 
policies.”63 In this task, MSPs in the frame of relational constructionism can 
help.  
According to the International Centre for Transitional Justice the major 
elements in the most relevant approaches to transitional justice are the 
following: 

• “Domestic, international, and hybrid prosecutions of perpetrators of 
human rights abuses. 

• Determining the full extent and nature of past abuses through truth-telling 
initiatives, including national and international commissions.  

• Providing reparations to victims of human rights violations, including 
compensatory, restitutionary, rehabilitative, and symbolic reparations. 

• Institutional reform, of which one measure is the vetting of abusive, 
corrupt, or incompetent officials from the police and security services, the 
military, and other public institutions including the judiciary. Vetting 
refers to the process of excluding from public employment those known 
to have committed human rights abuses or been involved in corrupt 
practices.  

• Promoting reconciliation within divided communities, including working 
with victims on traditional justice mechanisms and forging social 
reconstruction. 

• Constructing memorials and museums to preserve the memory of the past. 

• Taking into account gendered patterns of abuse to enhance justice for 
female victims.” 64 

Among different models in transitional justice, I focus on Stephan 
Parmentier’s TARR model. This is a comprehensive model that aims to 
look at the big picture of the legal PBB. It clusters in a very articulate 
                                                 
63 See: http://www.ictj.org/, last consulted: July 6th, 2006. 
64 See: http://www.ictj.org/, last consulted: July 6th, 2006. 
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scheme the above mentioned main elements which are present in most of 
the current transitional justice processes. After the discussion of the TARR 
model (1.), I will situate its understanding of justice in an even larger 
frame, as suggested by Rama Mani’s emphasis on distributive justice (2.). 

1. Transitional Justice in the TARR Model 
At this point, I am basically going to summarize the TARR model as 
conceived by Stephan Parmentier.65 When looking at transitional justice 
and how to address the wounds of massive violence in societies coming out 
of autocratic regimes and moving towards more democratic forms of 
governance, we can categorise the key issues to tackle – according to his 
model – as: Truth, Accountability, Reparation, and Reconciliation 
(T.A.R.R.).  
 

Transitional Justice: TARR
MODEL

(S. Parmentier, 2003)

REPARATIONRECONCILIATION

ACCOUNTABILITYTRUTH

 

a. Truth 
The victims and the perpetrators of violent conflicts, both at individual and 
collective levels, need to come to acknowledge and recognize (cognitive 
component) the violence that has taken place and which they have 
produced and/or suffered. All parties need to address the truth of what has 
happened at different levels: 
- - The level of factual or forensic truth linked to the evidence of violence 

that we obtain through reliable procedures (fact-finding).  
- - The level of narrative truth expressed in personal stories that individuals 

and groups tell, and in which they report about their experiences of 
victimization or perpetration. In many cases, this storytelling has a 
cathartic character.   

                                                 
65 PARMENTIER, Stephan, Global Justice in the Aftermath of Mass Violence: The Role of the International 
Criminal Court in Dealing with Political Crimes, Paper presented at the 13th World Congress of 
Criminology, Reducing Crime and Promoting Justice: Challenges to Sciences, Policy and Practice, Rio de 
Janeiro, August 10th-15th, 2003. 
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- - The level of social truth that comes out of the reconstruction of the 
collective memory and history through the interaction in social dialogue 
at public level.  

- - And the level of restorative truth which focuses on the healing and 
restoration of the existential sense of life, and which (re)constructs 
meaning out of the chaos. This is a constructed social meaning that heals 
the wounds of the broken self-esteem, identities and relationships within a 
society. This constructed social meaning brings renewed collective and all 
embracing identities and loyalties, reconciliation at interpersonal and 
social levels.66  

I wonder whether we are not forgetting here the level of spiritual truth 
about the deep sources of relational life67 which enters in the area of belief – 
religious or not –, a perspective that, although related to, goes beyond the 
above mentioned four levels of truth: scientific, psychological-personal, 
social-interpersonal, or existential-healing.68 This spiritual truth includes the 
more specific spiritual-religious one which is experienced by those who 
have faith in a more or less transcendent source of life (God/s or other 
spiritual or divine beings in many spiritual traditions, or individual or 
common cultural experiences). Here I touch another epistemology, beyond 
the scientific-empirical approach; it is the epistemology of religious 
language and reality. This transcendent truth, present in different spiritual 
and religious traditions, tends to go hand in hand with a deep moral 
consciousness of believers in their relationships with other human beings 
and the rest of the world. This transcendent level of truth can be an 
ingredient of the above mentioned narrative truth or restorative truth, 
because it is what people and societies evoke and invoke when deep 
meaning is needed to heal strongly broken biographies, individuals and 
groups. I think that it is important to explicitly mention this level of truth, 
related to the deep sources of enduring love as energy in life, as another 
distinctive level. This spiritual truth tends to provide those who believe in it 

                                                 
66 Ibid., p. 3. 
67 Spirituality is the experience of being connected with the source of life that gives life sense and 
meaning. This life giving source is a relational one. Spirituality is the expression of the deepest desire of 
encountering others, of not being left alone, of sharing life with others. “Life becomes real life when one 
experiences that the other really exists – there the other becomes the Other. This Other may be a human 
being or a transcendent being.” See: DESMET, Marc, “Spirituality and Palliative Care,” in Polska 
Medycyna Paliatywna 2(2003):4, 251-257, p. 252. 
68 Spirituality could be defined as the life-giving force, energy or power to keep life going on, emerging 
out of one’s relations. Spirituality in this broad sense is the mood, disposition, mental vigor, animation, 
emotion, frame of mind, and inclination governing one’s desire of life. The spiritual truth is the faith in a 
concrete source and principle of life beyond science, where scientific language does not reach. Spiritual 
truth could be like the hidden part of the iceberg of truths. It is not seen but it is what makes the other 
visible truths emerge. Conflicts merge and get stuck frequently because different truths or levels of truth 
are confused, repressed, and rejected. See LÓPEZ PÉREZ, Elías, Incarnate Forgiveness: Gift and Task of 
Field Diplomats from a Christian Perspective (unpublished master’s thesis in the Faculty of Theology, 
K.U.Leuven), 1999, p. 30. 
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with a profound restorative power. This level of truth can facilitate the 
other four levels mentioned earlier on, in fact they are intrinsically related. 
In chapter three, I will show that such spiritual truth is the fundamental 
level of the dynamics of the sacrament of forgiveness in the Catholic 
tradition.69 In relational constructionism all these different levels of truth 
emerge as a reality from the conversational communities of practice where 
parties search for justice. 
b. Accountability 
When we know as much as possible the truth, in its different levels, the 
question arises: what do we do with this truth? This is what accountability 
answers partially. When the truth about the perpetrators and their violations 
of human rights is clarified, those perpetrators are made responsible for 
their crimes and thus accountable to themselves, the victims, society and 
the law. The perpetrator assumes the responsibility of the harm s/he has 
done. Through the accountability of perpetrators, “justice” is done, a 
“moral order” is re-established, and the “rule of law” respected. 
Accountability is not only a punitive, but also a preventive or dissuasive 
endeavor in law and social order.  
In concrete transitional conflict contexts and situations, there are other 
issues which have to be addressed: Who are the perpetrators of the 
violations of human rights who are going to “pay” for the concrete crimes 
in that concrete situation? Which type of offender is going to be judged, the 
direct perpetrators and the indirectly responsible as well, bystanders or 
beneficiaries of the crimes, the elites or every perpetrator, etc.? Who is 
going to judge and with which tools or along which criteria? By which type 
of judicial court, tribunal, commission or homemade cultural means will 
justice be done? Which type of pain or punishment is going to be given to 
the perpetrators? These are some questions amongst many to be addressed 
in the key issue of accountability and criminal prosecution for transitional 
justice.70  
c. Reparation 
Reparation also tries to answer the question of what we can do with the 
truth – and with the accountability. In answering the question, reparation 
goes one step further than assuming responsibility or being accountable for 
                                                 
69 I refer to the spiritual-religious truth of our fundamental relation to God as source of life. The concept 
of forgiveness is very important, not only for Christianity, but for all religions. See the interview with 
Carmelite Father MILLÁN, F., Forgiveness and Judaism, Zenit News Agency, July 27th 2006, to be 
accessed through http://www.zenit.org/english/ , archives, code: ZE06072701, last consulted: August 
10th, 2006. 
70 PARMENTIER, Stephan, Global Justice in the Aftermath of Mass Violence: The Role of the International 
Criminal Court in Dealing with Political Crimes, Paper presented at the 13th World Congress of 
Criminology, Reducing Crime and Promoting Justice: Challenges to Sciences, Policy and Practice, Rio de 
Janeiro, August 10th-15th, 2003, p. 3-4. 
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the true crime. In fact, some people in some circumstances understand 
reparation as a way of assuming responsibility for the crimes one is 
accountable for. It is a way of “undoing”, if possible, or at least reducing to 
a certain extent the harm done to the victim. It can take the way of 
restitution of goods, material or financial compensation, care to the victims, 
rehabilitation through social and medical measures, social work at the 
service of the community, rituals and symbolic acts, guaranteeing non-
repetition of the harm done. Accordingly, one distinguishes between 
restitutionary, compensatory, rehabilitative, and symbolic reparations.  
Some of the following questions are addressed here: How to compensate 
the victims? How to enforce the right to reparation? This aspect of 
reparation is an essential element for the perspective of restorative 
justice.71 Restorative justice takes place within the criminal justice system, 
and helps communities to deal with conflicts, not only armed conflicts, but 
also with conflicts in families, schools, the workplace, and neighborhoods. 
There are multiple definitions of restorative justice, but I believe the next 
one describes it most succinctly in the participatory perspective of 
relational constructionism, whilst also taking into account the 
comprehensiveness of all the PBBs and actors involved in sustaining peace 
architecture. Reparation, as well as accepting truth and accountability, has 
an important place in this definition: “Restorative Justice is a process 
whereby: (i) All the parties with a stake in a particular conflict or offence 
come together to resolve collectively how to deal with the aftermath of the 
conflict or offence and its implications for the future, and (ii) offenders 
have the opportunity to acknowledge the impact of what they have done 
and to make reparation, and victims have the opportunity to have their 
harm or loss acknowledged and amends made.”72 Restorative justice is 
essential to the process of forgiveness which aims at repairing damaged 
relationships towards reconciliation, bringing parties together to recreate 
their relations and their life together. 
d. Reconciliation 
Re-conciliation is a way of re-gaining a new kind of social cohesion. Re-
conciliation is generally related to “soft” measures like regaining or 
deepening trust and understanding, healing psychological and social 
wounds, unimposed and free healing of the relationships and multi-
loyalties of a group and society.  Some link reconciliation, more than 
reparation, with the concept of restorative justice, in the sense that 
                                                 
71 Ibid., p. 4. 
72 This approach to restorative justice is the one by the Restorative Justice Consortium. “The Restorative 
Justice Consortium was formed in 1997 bringing together a wide range of organisations with an interest 
in Restorative Justice. The organisations at that time represented victims, offenders, young people, 
mediators, and those with a professional interest in restorative justice.” See:  
http://www.restorativejustice.org.uk/, last consulted: July 6th, 2006. 
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reconciling or restoring the relations within a post-violent society is 
intimately linked with “restoring civil and human dignity” at all levels: 
intra-personal, interpersonal, interethnic, community, national, regional, or 
broad international community levels. 73  The main idea is to heal the 
relationships among different parties within the broken society.   
Does the “re” of re-conciliation mean a return to the same situation of 
relations between parties as existed before the harm was inflicted? This is a 
question addressed by many people. In my opinion the answer is a definite 
no. The reconciled relationship will be a different one, understood within 
the memories of the crimes committed. These memories have become part 
of the identity and history of those peoples; however, they do not have to 
remain with the traumatic symptoms forever. The painful wound of the past 
can be healed and, even, become a source of humanization and love. On 
this line, reconciliation goes beyond cohabitation in the sense of physical or 
geographical proximity among parties, and instead implies a free and 
unimposed cohabitation that is the fruit of healed relationships. Moreover, 
cohabitation without sufficient healing of broken relationships can be 
experienced as more violence. However, sometimes cohabitation, without 
reaching real reconciliation, is the farthest a process can reach in the first 
generation of those involved directly in the violence. Thus, it is vital that 
the TARR process is appreciated within the perspective of time. 
Transitional justice cannot be imposed with a clear time agenda. In most of 
the occasions, if not in every occasion, it cannot be fully engendered in a 
clear time range.74 Nonetheless, one can attempt to identify a possible time 
line in the TARR model. At which period of the time track (past-present-
future) do the four elements of TARR tend to look at? In the next figure, 
one can see the arrows indicating the time dynamism of the model, 
although in reality, as just mentioned, the four elements are interacting at 
the same time in different degrees in any given context. It gets clearer in 
what follows. 

                                                 
73 PARMENTIER, Stephan, Global Justice in the Aftermath of Mass Violence: The Role of the International 
Criminal Court in Dealing with Political Crimes, Paper presented at the 13th World Congress of 
Criminology, Reducing Crime and Promoting Justice: Challenges to Sciences, Policy and Practice, Rio de 
Janeiro, August 10th-15th, 2003, p. 4, 11. 
74 Deep human processes of psychosocial healing frequently reach out beyond our technical capacities 
and we cannot expect immediate results here and now. Peace studies, in about 60 years of existence, have 
aimed at developing these technical capacities and tools, but it is still a recent discipline with a long way 
to go. Luc Reychler in his course on Peace Research and Conflict Management, K.U. Leuven, 2004-2005. 
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Transitional Justice: TARR
Time line

present

REPARATION

future

RECONCILIATION

ACCOUNTABILITY 
present

TRUTH
past

 

- Truth looks more at what happened in the past. Victims, perpetrators and 
third parties play a role as actors holding the truth in their memories at 
individual and collective levels. The truth needs people to say it and people 
to listen to it as well. Both are important and the history of a society will 
record this conversation for the present and future generations.  
- Accountability tends to look more at the present time. The accountability 
focuses more on the responsibility of the perpetrator and the pain or 
punishment (s)he is going to receive now, found responsible of the criminal 
acts. In principle, delayed impunity does not help in transitional justice, nor 
in the present, nor in the future generations. Impunity serves to the 
repetition of the crime, although some consider this not to be absolute.75 
- Reparation seems to focus more on the present time as well. The main 
party responsible or accountable for reparation is the perpetrator. If (s)he 
cannot, then the State can repair as a kind of substitute body, or even other 
bodies – e.g. the ultimate beneficiaries of the criminal act (e.g. enterprises 
illegally exploiting natural resources in war zones where the State has 
failed to exercise its control). The sooner reparation is given - up to the 
highest degree possible - the lesser the harm will be on the victim and the 
sooner a sense of justice is built up.76 
- Reconciliation seems to focus more on the present as oriented towards the 
future. Psychosocial healing of personal and institutional relationships in 
                                                 
75 The General Prosecutor of the recent International Criminal Court said in relation to the D.R. Congo 
case that that what is an important consideration for his court is to facilitate the process of peace when 
making justice, or in other words justice here and now is only at the service of what helps peace more.  
The Congolese lawyer “Theodore Kasongo Kamwimbi points to the failure of the DRC to achieve justice 
for victims of human rights abuses as a significant threat to the elections, future peace and stability: Many 
younger people argue that they won’t let the perpetrators walk free forever. They guarantee that sooner 
or later they will honor the memory of the loved ones innocently massacred, raped, abused, abducted by 
those who are running the country and want to run it indefinitely.” See http://www.pambazuka.org/en/, 
search for Kamwimbi (last accessed on August 10th, 2006). 
76 PARMENTIER, Stephan, Global Justice in the Aftermath of Mass Violence: The Role of the International 
Criminal Court in Dealing with Political Crimes, Paper presented at the 13th World Congress of 
Criminology, Reducing Crime and Promoting Justice: Challenges to Sciences, Policy and Practice, Rio de 
Janeiro, August 10th-15th, 2003, p. 4. 
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groups and larger societies requires time. It is a complex and long process 
and, although it is centered especially on the victims and the perpetrators 
within a society, it requires the contribution of all societal actors as society 
as a whole is affected and involved directly or indirectly in the conflict. 
Reconciliation seems to be a permanent ongoing process with its goal and 
end in the future, maybe even in the very next generations. 
I make one more consideration: the interesting perspectives of the TARR 
model are, as S. Parmentier says, the intimate relationships between the 
four key issues that strengthen the vision of transitional justice as an 
articulated body.  This interaction of the four key issues makes it possible 
to see the big picture of transitional justice as a multifaceted process which 
links intimately past-present-future and in which multiple tools and 
heterogeneous parties are involved. Its strength is rooted in the contextual 
and comprehensive articulation of judicial and non-judicial measures, in 
the restorative and retributive complementary mechanisms, in the courts, 
tribunals, and truth and reconciliation commissions,77 in the legal and the 
legitimate tools socially constructed by all parties in the concrete local or 
international context.78  

REPARATIONRECONCILIATION

ACCOUNTABILITYTRUTH

punish, prevent, repairhealing of relations

Retributive Justice:Restorative Justice:

Courts & 
Tribunal

Truth & Reconciliation
Commissions

JudicialNon-Judicial

Transitional Justice: TARR

  

The process of forgiveness in peace policies cannot be understood 
independently of the key elements of transitional justice: truth, 
accountability, reparation, and reconciliation. 79  But justice has an even 
                                                 
77 “The Churches have often played an important role in the so called Truth and Reconciliation 
Commissions. This is one of the most obvious places where religion and politics have in fact met in 
transitional justice and peace work.” See: MACLEAN, Iain S. (ed.), Reconciliation, Nations and Churches 
in Latin America, Aldershot, Burlington VT: Ashgate, 2006. 
78 PARMENTIER, Stephan, Global Justice in the Aftermath of Mass Violence: The Role of the International 
Criminal Court in Dealing with Political Crimes, Paper presented at the 13th World Congress of 
Criminology, Reducing Crime and Promoting Justice: Challenges to Sciences, Policy and Practice, Rio de 
Janeiro, August 10th-15th, 2003, p. 5, 12. 
79 “The international community is backing an experiment to address four decades of violence in Burundi 
by creating two distinct but interrelated institutions: a "special court" to bring justice and a "truth 
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broader scope than these four elements in both judicial and non-judicial 
approaches. 

2. Distributive Justice in Transitional Justice 
Rama Mani, who shares with Parmentier the interest in a wide perspective 
on what constitutes justice, helps to strengthen our comprehensive vision in 
the TARR model. She defends that the failure to restore justice in low-
income war-torn societies80 is due to a simplistic understanding of justice, 
which is not taken in its complex reality nor understood in an integrated 
multidimensional manner. In her model, justice has three interdependent 
dimensions: legal, rectifatory and distributive.81  
The author defines the three dimensions as follows: 
 - Legal justice refers to the rule of law (positive peace) that enhances 
order and security and this is a political endeavor. This is the first 
dimension that has to be addressed in the symptoms. “The need to address 
legal justice stems from the rampant legal injustice, exemplified by the 
breakdown or corruption of the rule of law and by the absence of legal 
redress, all of them common symptoms preceding and during most 
conflicts.”82 
 - Rectificatory justice refers to punishing the perpetrators in trials 
and to justifying victims in truth commissions; these are psychosocial 
endeavors. This is the second dimension that addresses the consequences of 
injustices. “The need to address rectificatory justice arises from the direct 
human consequences of conflict in the form of injustices inflicted upon 
people including gross human rights abuses, war crimes and crimes against 
humanity.”83  

                                                                                                                                               
commission" to bring reconciliation. A United Nations mission was in Burundi in March 2006 to 
negotiate with the government on how exactly the two institutions will function. What has been decided is 
that both institutions will look into violence that has taken place in Burundi since independence from 
Belgium in 1962. The country saw ethnic violence in 1965, 1972, 1988, 1991, and 1993 after which a 
civil war broke out that lasted 12 years. (…) The report recommended the establishment of a twin 
mechanism: a non-judicial accountability mechanism in the form of a truth commission, and a judicial 
accountability mechanism in the form of a special chamber within the court system of Burundi”. See 
IRIN, http://www.irinnews.org/webspecials/RightsAndReconciliation/54262.asp, last consulted 
December 18th, 2006. Burundi is one example where TARR is at work in transitional societies. 
 
80 Most of the war-torn societies are low-income societies. “Nine of the 10 countries ranked at the bottom 
in the human development index (HDI) have experienced violent conflict at some point since 1990,” 
Human Development Report 2005, p. 151, see: 
http://hdr.undp.org/reports/global/2005/pdf/HDR05_chapter_5.pdf, last consulted: August 1st, 2006. 
“Over 1990-2003 low income countries accounted for more than half of all conflicts,” see 
hdr.undp.org/hdr4co/presentations/HDR2005_slides.ppt, slide nº 54, last consulted: August 1st, 2006. 
81 MANI, Rama, Beyond Retribution: Seeking Justice in the Shadow of War, Maldin, 2002, p. 4-5. 
82 Ibid., p. 5, 17, 86. 
83 Ibid., p. 5, 17, 101. 
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 - Distributive justice refers to alleviating the effects and targeting the 
causes (inequalities and exclusion) and it represents a socio-economic 
endeavor. This is the third dimension that addresses the causes. “The need 
to address distributive justice stems from the structural and systemic 
injustices such as political and economic discrimination and inequalities of 
distribution that are frequently underlying causes of conflict”.84 
 

JUSTICE 

Dimensions: Focus on: Nature: 

Legal Order and security 
(rule of law) 

Political 

Rectificatory Punishment of 
perpetrators and 

justification of victims

Psychosocial 

Distributive Alleviation of causes 
and effects of violence

Socio-economic 

“The tendency to focus primary on rectificatory justice (and neglect the 
other two) is ill-advised”. 85  To provide a real sense of justice to post-
conflict societies each of the three dimensions of justice must acknowledge 
its intimate relationship with the other two dimensions. This mutually 
reinforcing character of the three dimensions makes it necessary to address 
the three simultaneously in transitional justice in the perspective of peace 
architecture.86  
The thesis of Rama Mani reinforces and complements the four elements in 
TARR. Rama Mani pays special attention to the neglected distributive 
justice, the neglect of which is, indeed, a root structural cause of so many 
conflicts.87 I think this distributive dimension of justice strengthens both 
the TARR model and the model of Christian forgiveness. Distributive 
justice can find its entry point in each one of these two models: in the 
reparation element of TARR which is also the fourth step of the dynamism 
of forgiveness as I will show in the next chapter. Distributive justice puts 
more focus on the causes and effects of violence which are linked to the 
                                                 
84 Ibid., p. 6, 17, 128. 
85 Ibid., p. 9. 
86 Ibid., p. 11-22. 
87 Ibid., p. 157. 
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unequal distribution of power and economic resources creating individual 
and social exclusions as a permanent structural violence. Reconciliation 
and forgiveness, psychosocial and political processes are weak if they do 
not address the need for distributive justice. The case of post-apartheid 
South Africa is a lesson learned in transitional justice: it illustrates the 
importance of distributive justice in order to fulfill the process of 
reconciliation and forgiveness; otherwise, society will remain divided with 
violent exclusions due to the affluent “good life” of some few elites.88 
South Africa is one of the top five countries in the world with regard to 
crime rates: murder, sex assaults, serious assaults, car theft, carjacking, 
smash and grabs, and armed robbery.89  
While Parmentier focuses on the proper balance between the judicial and 
non judicial measures in transitional justice, Rama Mani connects that 
focus (which is more related in his model to legal and rectificatory justice) 
with the key role that distributive justice equally plays. This economic 
variable involved in justice overlaps with the economic PBB of the peace 
architecture. The three models of Parmentier, Rama Mani, and Reychler 
can easily be articulated together because any of them offers clear entry 
points to the aspects strengthened by the other two models. In the following 

                                                 
88 In South Africa The Reconstruction and Development Programme, A Policy Framework, (RDP) “is an 
integrated, coherent socio-economic policy framework. It seeks to mobilize all our people and our 
country's resources toward the final eradication of apartheid and the building of a democratic, non-racial 
and non-sexist future,” (1.1.1). “The RDP is based on reconstruction and development being parts of an 
integrated process. (…) If growth is defined as an increase in output, then it is of course a basic goal. 
However, where that growth occurs, how sustainable it is, how it is distributed, the degree to which it 
contributes to building long-term productive capacity and human resource development, and what impact 
it has on the environment, are the crucial questions when considering reconstruction and development. 
The RDP integrates growth, development, reconstruction and redistribution into a unified programme. 
The key to this link is an infrastructural programme that will provide access to modern and effective 
services like electricity, water, telecommunications, transport, health, education and training for all our 
people. (…) Success in linking reconstruction and development is essential if we are to achieve peace and 
security for all,” (1.3.6). See:  The Reconstruction and Development Programme: A Policy Framework 
(RDP), South Africa, see: http://www.polity.org.za/html/govdocs/rdp/rdpall.html, last consulted: August 
4th, 2006. The RDP is with the backing of the African National Congress (ANC). “In 1994, when the first 
democratic government came to power and was charged with building the country’s transitional-justice 
framework, there was no more pressing concern than distributive justice. The architects of the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission (TRC) recognized this and included a Committee on Reparations and 
Rehabilitation as one of the commission’s three core councils. Despite what could be seen as a good 
beginning, the reparations component of the TRC has been its greatest and most bitter failure. Ironically, 
most of the blame does not lie at the feet of the commission but rather with the ANC-led government that 
designed it, or at least approved the design. For reasons discussed elsewhere, relations between the TRC 
and the ANC leadership deteriorated badly.” Not only reparations to the victims but “many other 
recommendations made by the Committee on Reparations and Rehabilitation await action as well,” see 
DAYE, Russel, Political Forgiveness: Lessons from South Africa, New York, 2004, p. 118.  
89 See: http://www.expatriate-solutions.net/security/security.html, last consulted: July 6th, 2006. “The 
greatest social ill in South Africa, one that is responsible in significant measure for other problems like 
AIDS and violent crime that receive more international attention, ir relative poverty,” see DAYE, Russel, 
Political Forgiveness: Lessons from South Africa, New York, 2004, p. 118.  
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chapter I will show how the Christian understanding and practice of 
forgiveness also offers clear entry points in this common articulation.  

Chapter 3 
The Christian Tradition of Forgiveness in the Religious PBB 
and its Relationship to Transitional Justice 

From the perspective of justice, Rama Mani refers to the positive aspects of 
a conditional amnesty (not abused) and the need of recovering symbolic 
actions of reparation. 90  Here I see an entry point into the practice of 
forgiveness which justice in a Christian perspective implies. But 
forgiveness is much more than a symbolic action or a simple amnesty. To 
demonstrate this, I have entered into the logic of peace architecture, into 
the logic of relational constructionism, into the logic of transitional justice, 
as a means of establishing a background to give ground to the big picture of 
forgiveness. From these logics I now present the logic of the Christian 
perspective on forgiveness in order to articulate it with the previous models 
and thus to see this big picture of forgiveness. 

1. Forgiveness in the Christian Religious PBB 
For H. Arendt, Jesus of Nazareth is the teacher of forgiveness. This does 
not mean that forgiveness is the exclusive patrimony of Christianity, nor of 
any religion. In the Gospels, Jesus reveals that not only God has the 
capacity to forgive but also humans. 91  H. Arendt claims that, as an 
anthropological capacity, forgiveness is the human answer to the 
unchangeable evil of the past and the human fear of being entrapped by it 
forever.92 Retaliation tends to be a weak answer to the existential need to 
free victims and perpetrators from past violence. 93  Forgiveness is what 
enables life to move from life as a closed circle of repetition, to life as an 
open journey. As Mahatma Gandhi states: “If we practice an eye for an eye 
and a tooth for a tooth, soon the whole world will be blind and toothless.”94 
How true that is for what is now happening in the Middle East, the land of 
the forgiving teacher. Forgiveness moves justice further, beyond retaliation, 
through what some call the ‘third way’ of conflict transformation. The first 
way is retaliation as reaction to violence. The second way is evasion, 
escape from violence. Jesus of Nazareth presents his third way by fostering 

                                                 
90 MANI, Rama, Beyond Retribution: Seeking Justice in the Shadow of War, Maldin, 2002, p. 113, 114. 
91 ARENDT, Hannah, The Human Condition, Chicago, London, 1958; second edition, 1998, p. 239. 
92 ARENDT, Hannah, The Human Condition, Chicago, London, 1958; second edition, 1998, p. 237. 
93As Pittacus of Mitylene, quoted by Heraclitus, said: “Forgiveness is better than revenge.” See: 
http://www.worldofquotes.com/author/Pittacus-of-Mitylene/1/index.html, last consulted: July 25th, 2006. 
94 See: http://www.forgivenessweb.com/RdgRm/Quotationpage.html, and 
http://www.worldofquotes.com/author/Mahatma-Gandhi/1/  (last consulted on July 6th, 2006). 
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the relations of the opposite party. Retaliation only serves to further 
damage an already injured relationship. Evasion puts an end to 
relationships. Jesus engages in relational dialogue with the perpetrator 
through a symbolic act: “You have learned how it was said:   Eye for eye 
and tooth for tooth.  But I say this to you:  (…) On the contrary, if anyone 
hits you on the right cheek, offer him the other as well” (Matthew 18:21-
22). This third way brings parties together, face to face, for the healing 
challenge of their relationship, as is the case in restorative justice. The law 
of the third way is to restore the personalizing direct relations with the 
antagonist party, so as to re-humanize – restore a human face to – each 
actor. It is a challenging and demanding encounter that avoids the two 
natural first reactions of retaliation and evasion. Thus, Forgiveness is a type 
of third way in conflict transformation.95  
For some authors “the New Testament suggests from the teachings of Jesus 
that forgiveness is the centre of Christian social ethics.”96 Pope John Paul II 
is clear about the role of forgiveness in Christian social peace ethics: “The 
help that religions can give to peace consists in teaching forgiveness.”97 
Benedict XVI does touch even more radically this core ethical and 
existential matter: “Evil can be overcome only with forgiveness.”98 The 
Italian historian Giorgio Rumi says that John Paul II introduces 
“innovation” in Catholic social teaching: "The ability to forgive lies at the 
very basis of the idea of a future society marked by justice and solidarity." 
John Paul II went beyond the appeals by past popes in the 20th century that 
awakened awareness of the intimate relationship between peace and justice. 
Rumi says that "peace and justice called for a creative posture. However, 
Pope John Paul II now offers, literally, a new level, an ulterior dimension: 
forgiveness." Rumi adds that while forcefully calling for justice, the Pope 
reminds us that "in order to be complete, certain and irreversible, justice 
must be raised to the perfection of forgiveness."99 The same can be said 
about sustainable peace: peace, to be complete, certain, and irreversible or 
sustainable, has to be the fruit of forgiveness. 

                                                 
95 Wendy Lamburne made the link of the first way or retaliation with win-lose situation, the second way 
or avoidance with lose-win situation, and their way or conflict transformation with a win-win situation. 
96 BORRIS, EILEEN R., The Healing Power of Forgiveness, 2003, p. 5. See: 
http://www.imtd.org/misc%20files/OP%2010%20text.pdf (last consulted on July 6th, 2006). 
97 Pope John Paul II, There is no Peace without justice, no Justice without Forgiveness, message for the 
celebration of the World Day of Peace, 1 January, 2002. 
98 Pope Benedict XVI, Mass of priestly ordination, homily, Peter's Basilica, Pentecost Sunday, 15 May 
2005. 
99 BOLE, William, “Without Forgiveness, There’s no True Justice,” in Our Sunday Visitor, December 30th, 
2001, see: http://www.osv.com/periodicals/show-article.asp?pid=639, last consulted: August 4th, 2006. 
We interpret “ulterior” in the quote to mean “unprecedented.” 
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There is no one single way of understanding forgiveness in the human 
experience,100 nor in the Christian Tradition. The theological approaches, 
meanings and practices within the Churches, amongst individual 
Christians, and in their particular communities, are plural. The word 
forgiveness is neither mono-semantic nor linked to a single practice in the 
Catholic tradition.101 I want to present what are, in the Christian traditions, 
the general and common elements as well as dynamics of the experience of 
forgiveness as they are articulated in the sacrament of pardon (forgiveness), 
confession, penitence or reconciliation. There are four names for one single 
sacrament – as I will show later – because one single name is not able to 
encompass all its poly-semantic richness.  
Unavoidably, while discussing forgiveness, I will have to simplify 
something that is much more complex and mysterious in the conflictive 
reality of daily life. I do not seek to offer some kind of mechanical tool, a 
method that necessarily would bring about forgiveness under any 
circumstances and to a full degree, and thus disregard the “mystical” 
dimension of the process. With “mystical” I want to say at least that 
forgiveness, ultimately, is a mysterious gift that cannot be forced upon 
someone: one cannot be forced to give it, nor can one be forced to receive 
it. If forced the gift loses its genuine character. Nevertheless, there are 
conditions that facilitate forgiveness to come about, and I will present such 
conditions later. Its main source is the integrative power of love in any 
spirituality.102 Here we are being reminded of the importance not only of 
practical tools to be utilized efficiently by different parties in a conflict, but 
also at the same time the capacity of passively receiving radical love when 
one is forgiven as well as passively receiving the radical love which one 
needs to forgive, especially in the case of atrocities. In the Christian 
tradition, therefore, forgiveness as a theological category refers to God as 
its first and ultimate source, to the “mystical” experience of an encounter 
with God who is infinite love. Here we enter into the language and 
epistemology of the faith discourse specific to theology. 

                                                 
100 This diversity of understandings of forgiveness is acknowledged in the fifty personal stories of The 
Forgiveness Project.  “The Forgiveness Project is a young charitable organisation – with no political or 
religious affiliations – working at a local, national and international level to promote conflict resolution 
and restorative practices as alternatives to the endless cycles of conflict, violence and crime that are the 
hallmarks of our time. Through collecting and sharing personal stories, and delivering educational and 
self-help programmes, The Forgiveness Project aims to reframe the debate about how individuals and 
communities can learn to celebrate difference and overcome division, thereby fostering positive social 
change.” See: http://www.theforgivenessproject.com/project/about, last consulted: August 2nd, 2006. 
101 The Catechism of the Catholic Church refers to three ways of sacramental practice. But the Catholic 
forgiving experience goes beyond the limits of the sacramental practice. In the celebration of the 
Eucharist there is a moment to ask for forgiveness, as well as in our personal or communitarian prayers 
where forgiveness is asked and granted. 
102 BOULDING, Kenneth E., Three Faces of Power, London, 1990.  Although Kenneth Boulding is not 
himself referring to forgiveness in his book, his central idea of the integrative power or love helps us to 
clarify the concept of forgiveness. The source of forgiveness is love.  
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From a theological perspective, it is the love of God expressed in his Son’s 
incarnation-cross-resurrection that speaks the last word, because it is this 
radical love that provides us with the conditions of the possibility to love as 
we have been loved, to forgive as we have been forgiven by God.103 This is 
the gift we receive (love) and the task we are called to (to return a gift: 
love), towards the fulfillment of the process of reconciling forgiveness only 
in God, source of the infinite love, who, in the Christian perspective, heals 
the infinite harm. This is the theology of forgiveness: ultimately God is the 
subject of forgiveness in the Christian tradition because God is God, as the 
One who gives-excessively. He is a love that is greater than any sin.104 He 
loves-radically and because of that He is God.105 Nevertheless, God forgives 
through the psychosocial conditions of each human being in whom God’s 
love is active. Christians believe that they share this radical love capacity 
with their Creator, because the Creator loves through the creatures; 
however, our human and historical limitations (personal and structural sin) 
put constraints on the reception of God’s radical love to forgive the 
“unforgivable,” the extreme harm which it seems impossible to humanly 
forgive.106 In this sense, theology stresses the eschatological dimension of 
this process of forgiveness: in different cases now forgiveness is a limited 
reality, but it will become a full reality when we receive God’s capacity of 
radical love and learn to love radically. Theologically this will happen fully 
and ultimately in heaven, when we come to relate even more directly, and 

                                                 
103 Saint Paul and his forgiving encounter with God on the road to Damascus, his conversion from being 
God’s enemy to becoming his disciple, is connected to his wish to forgive and reconcile with the 
Corinthians, in the second letter of Paul to the Corinthians. See LÓPEZ PÉREZ, Elías, Incarnate 
Forgiveness: Gift and Task of Field Diplomats from a Christian Perspective (unpublished master’s thesis 
in the Faculty of Theology, K.U.Leuven), 1999, pp. 188-190.  
104 JOHN PAUL II, Reconciliation and Penance, Post Synodal Apostolic Exhortation, Vatican City, 1984, 
see: http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/apost_exhortations/documents/hf_jp-
ii_exh_02121984_reconciliatio-et-paenitentia_en.html, last consulted: August 10th, 2006.  
105 “God does not rain down forgiveness and does not distribute it indiscriminately (…). God always 
forgives and he forgives everything. There is no sin that is so great that it cannot be forgiven and that God 
is not willing to forgive, but only he who wants to be forgiven and this presupposes a series of elements” 
or conditions. See interview With Carmelite Father F. Millán, see: MILLÁN, F., Forgiveness and Judaism, 
Zenit News Agency, July 27th 2006, to be accessed through http://www.zenit.org/english/ , archives, 
code: ZE06072701, last consulted: August 10th, 2006. 
106 Pollefeyt makes a post-Holocaust interpretation of the concept of the “unforgivable” related to this 
type of unimaginable gross violence, crimes against humanity, war crimes and genocide. “The Nazi 
genocide is often seen as an outstanding example of such an enormous disgrace against mankind that I 
can never be undone; a shameful act that does not allow any form of relativisation and that brings us face 
to face with the essential impossibility of forgiveness.” But he develops the concept to the conclusion in 
which “in principle – the unforgivable – is never an end point, although it can de facto become a dramatic 
one in the history of people (groups of peoples). Even when the perpetrator who reforms can receive 
forgiveness, even then it is still possible that the factual situation of l’impardonnable remains.” “The 
impardonnable is not so much meant for the malefactor, nor for the evil in itself, but for the situation in 
which he finds himself,” see: POLLEFEYT, Didier, “Ethics, Forgiveness and the Unforgivable after 
Auschwitz,” in POLLEFEYT, Didier (ed.), Incredible Forgiveness: Christian Ethics between Fanaticism 
and Reconciliation, Leuven, 2004, pp. 121-159, pp. 151,157, 153. 
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without limits, with God.107 “Salvation – ultimately – is the forgiveness of 
sins and the gift of new life.”108 
When looking at the Christian and Catholic practice of forgiveness, I focus 
on the sacramental practice to see its essential elements and dynamism. I 
analyze the sacrament of forgiveness in a similar way to what I did with the 
TARR model, although I will question more openly the Christian approach 
when highlighting the parallelism between both models. 

2. The Sacramental Practice of Forgiveness 
The dynamic structure of the elements involved in the Catholic sacrament 
of forgiveness is presented in six steps, as well as in the various names that 
have been given to this sacrament. I will begin by analyzing the six steps 
and will discuss the names of the sacrament further on. The six steps 
represent schematically the existential and practical elements of the human 
and religious experience of forgiveness. These are the six steps, or elements 
(not necessarily ordered as in the next sequence) in every human 
experience:109  

 
In this faith based or religious experience, God plays an important spiritual 
role, but his divine role interacts with the human victim, perpetrator, and 
third party (God is at work in each party that is willing to enter in a 
discernment process that takes God into account).110 Let us see each of the 

                                                 
107 Sometimes one faces such a complex situation where one is entrapped in the unforgivable, that one 
tends to think that is impossible to resolve it in lifetime. In a Christian perspective God’s love has the last 
word in the new life of the resurrection. 
108 Catechism of the Catholic Church, Pocket Edition, London, 1995, p. 321. 
109 For pedagogical reasons I have unfolded the four elements of the sacrament according to the 
Catechism in six steps in order to make explicit all its richness and comprehensiveness. Catechism of the 
Catholic Church, Pocket Edition, London, 1995, pp. 325-326. 
110 DE PEDRO, A., Diccionario de Términos Religiosos y Afines, Madrid, 1996, s.v. ‘penitiencia,’ p. 213. 
See also the whole dynamic of the Spiritual Exercises of Saint Ignatius of Loyola where God is at work, 
in communication with the person (Annotation 15 of the book of Spiritual Exercises). 

SACRAMENTAL MODEL: Steps 

1- Examination of Conscience 

2- Repentance 

3- Confession 

4- Reparation 

5- Commitment to avoid repetition

6- Absolution 
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steps being aware that the first five steps are activities related directly to the 
perpetrator but in the presence of the community, victim, and God 
represented by the priest: 
Examination of conscience: This is to consider the harm that one has 
caused, in order to become aware of the sin.111 This means to stand in the 
truth about one's responsible actions; to recognize the true story of the harm 
caused. The examination of conscience is the cognitive element of the 
attitude of forgiveness.  
Repentance: This is to experience pity or contrition for the harm done, to 
feel sincere pain, sorrow, regret and rejection of the harm done. Repentance 
is the affective element of the attitude of forgiveness.  
Confession: One expresses the harm one has done to the ecclesial 
representative of God (the priest). Here the words of apology with regard to 
the harm done come to express the feeling of guilt and desire of 
conversion, of restoring the broken relations. This third step manifests the 
dialogical structure of the process and the necessity to reveal and assume 
the true responsibilities and to turn away from lies. This confession in 
dialogue with the priest does not avoid the dialogue with God, and even 
with the victim when this is possible. All three dialogues enrich and help 
one another. This confession with a formal apology is the verbal praxis 
element of the sacrament. In philosophy of language an experience is not 
really assumed (becomes fully real to our awareness) until it is verbally or 
non-verbally expressed. 
Reparation (or satisfaction): This is to restore as much as possible the harm 
caused. Simple justice requires us much: to restitute, return, compensate, or 
restore what has been damaged in the victim (who could be oneself as 
well).112 This reparation is the work or praxis to be done and it represents 
one essential element in “enacting” forgiveness: forgiveness is more than 
being aware of (step 1), regretting (step 2), and confessing the harm in 
words (step 3); it demands acts of reparation as a condition of possibility of 
forgiveness itself. Here we have a clear sign of the recognition of the 
human victim (although not fully as we will see), and a clear openness to 
the social dimension of the process in the line of conflict resolution 
theories. Forgiveness is not an individual process of the perpetrator, but an 
interaction with other parties affected in the community.  
Intention/commitment to avoid repetition of the evil: the sinner expresses 
his or her intention, his or her decision and commitment to avoid repeating 

                                                 
111 Sin is a moral evil which one has committed as it is considered ‘before God'; this evil damages the 
relation with God and with brother and sister human beings, with the community, with the Church. See 
the Catechism of the Catholic Church, Pocket Edition, London, 1995, p. 324. 
112 Catechism of the Catholic Church, Pocket Edition, London, 1995, p. 328. 
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the harm done to the victim. This commitment is rooted in the sincere 
changed will and is expressed in the conversion through the former four 
steps as well. This commitment or determination to avoid repetition of the 
harm done has to do with the third element of the attitude of forgiveness, 
the volitive element.  
Absolution by the offended (by the priest who represents the church in the 
name of God at this moment; in this sense we speak about vicarious 
forgiveness): this absolution expresses that God forgives the evildoer 
through his representatives in the community that has been damaged as 
well by the evil done. Essentially, God forgives the evildoer and he is 
reconciled with the community. 113  This expresses that the apology is 
accepted; the expression used is ‘your sins are forgiven.’ 114  This sixth 
element reflects the social dimension of the harm done as well. Any good 
or any evil done, even the most individual, has repercussions on the social 
group and on the community as a whole. Here we have another clear 
interactive and social element of the sacramental dynamism that at the 
same time asks for the bodily presence and the encounter of victim and 
perpetrator. It is not only God through his representative in the community, 
the priest, and at the same time the priest being the representative of the 
community in so many cases as well, but the victim himself or herself who 
is invited to accept the apology of the evildoer and offer forgiveness with 
freedom when the offender comes to ask for forgiveness following the 
indication in the Gospel of Matthew.115   
What happens when the victim has died without forgiving the perpetrator? 
Is forgiveness impossible for ever? Here, without entering in more details, I 
try to answer from a double perspective. First, in most of the cases, the 
victim is not only the person killed, but all relatives and society negatively 
affected by the killing are victims as well. They can forgive on their behalf 
and somehow on behalf of the person killed, absent. Second, in the 
perspective of the Christian believer the person killed is resurrected, living 
in God’s new life. It is possible for the perpetrator to enter in relation with 
the victim in this new life in God through a type of prayerful dialogue 
where forgiveness can take place.  
Accepting the apology and offering forgiveness is a process that requires 
time, especially in the case of gross violations of the dignity, rights, and life 

                                                 
113 Catechism of the Catholic Church, Pocket Edition, London, 1995, pp. 319-320, 324.  
114 “Indeed bishops and priests, by virtue of the sacrament of Holy Orders, have the power to forgive all 
sins in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit,” Catechism of the Catholic Church, 
Pocket Edition, London, 1995, p. 329. 
115 Jesus said: “So if you are offering your gift at the altar, and there remember that your brother has 
something against you, leave your gift there before the altar and go; first be reconciled to your brother, 
and then come and offer your gift.” (Matthew 5:23-24).  
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of victims. What happens to the perpetrator during the time the victim is 
unwilling or incapable of forgiving? God, who is also a victim, can forgive 
even if the human victim (primary victim) does not. God’s forgiveness is 
conditioned by the decision of the community (secondary victim affected 
by the evil done to one of its members):  “Jesus said therefore to them [the 
disciples] again: Peace be to you. (…) Whose sins you shall forgive, they 
are forgiven them: and whose sins you shall retain, they are retained” (John 
20:21-23). God (tertiary victim) does not put the whole power to forgive 
only in the primary victim, but also in the community’s representatives 
(disciples) who share the capacity to forgive with God, who is the ultimate 
source of forgiveness. This forgiveness of God through the victim’s 
community gives a possibility to the perpetrator to be forgiven when it is 
beyond the will or possibility of the primary victim. God through his 
community can forgive, i.e. to welcome back to the community the 
perpetrator. The primary victim has not the whole power to forgive. This is 
peculiar to the Christian sacrament of reconciliation.116  
This capacity of God’s forgiveness expressed in the community and 
independent from the victim’s forgiveness “is not only liberating for the 
perpetrators, but also for the community and mainly for the victims. First, 
of course, as they realize that they are never victims alone, on their own: 
God is a victim with them and shares their pain and suffering. But then, 
also, as God - as a victim - forgives, they become aware of the fact that 
they, too, can forgive and, even, are called to forgive to make possible a 
life that unchains them from their victimhood. Forgiveness sets the victim 
free, as it changes the attitude of the victim towards the past. The victim 
does not forget, when the victim forgives; but the victim allows a future for 
the past wound beyond the repetition of victimhood. (…) We are called to 
forgive, not only because God and many of his people have forgiven us so 
many times, but also because God forgives the people who have hurt us, 
who have perpetrated evil against us.” The experience of liberation of the 
primary victim is equally the result of not being the only party responsible 
for forgiving: if the victim cannot forgive, then still forgiveness can be 
given by God through the community. From this perspective, the victim’s 
process of liberation from victimhood would suggest this prayer: "Lord, I 
cannot forgive, but you have forgiven. Help me to forgive."117 
Apart from the six steps which represent a simplification of the dynamism 
and elements of forgiveness in the Christian tradition, there are five 
concepts to name the sacramental practice that reveal the nature of 
forgiveness as well. Each of these five names stresses different aspects of 
that nature. 118  Conversion, one of the five names, refers to the whole 
                                                 
116 This is an idea developed with Jacques Haers in conversations. 
117 Jacques Haers in conversations 
118 Catechism of the Catholic Church, Pocket Edition, London, 1995, p. 320. 
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process of change demanded in the perpetrator: in theological terms, 
conversion is return to the Father through the call of Jesus to conversion. 
Apart from conversion there are other four names. 

 

• Confession is related directly to step 3 (confession), but presupposes the 
two previous steps (examination of conscience and repentance). Not only 
the internal acknowledgement of the responsibility for the harm done, and 
the experience of the pain of guilt are required, but it is also required to 
express it to another person. As I said before, the relevance of the 
confession is on the line of philosophy of language in which an 
experience is not fully real and assumed until it is expressed. The party, 
stressed in confession with examination of conscience and repentance, is 
the perpetrator.  

• Penitence is related to step 2 (repentance). It has to do with the experience 
of pain – penance and satisfaction119 – for the harm done. It involves not 
only the awareness of the first step, but also the confession element (step 
3), the reparation needed (step 4), and the commitment to avoid the 
repetition of the evil act (step 5). Penance has the two dimensions: 
internal conversion of the heart – repugnance and sadness for the evil 
done – and external expression in works. 120  The party underlined in 
penitence, including steps 1, 2, 3 and 5, is the perpetrator. 

• Forgiveness (or pardon) normally has been understood in the line of 
pardon, from the Latin term donare with the prefix “par” to express the 
excessive mode of the verb. Thus par-don from Latin is literally 

                                                 
119 Satisfaction is “the payment through penance of the temporal punishment incurred by a sin, 

reparation for sin that meets the demands of divine justice, fulfilment of a need or want, compensation 
for a loss or injury” Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary, http://www.webster.com/dictionary/satisfaction, 

last consulted: August 1st, 2006.t, 2006. 
120 Catechism of the Catholic Church, Pocket Edition, London, 1995, p. 322. 

The 4 Names of the Sacrament

FORGIVENESS
(PARDON)

RE-CONCILIATION

PENITENCECONFESSION
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translated into English with the word for-giveness: this is to renounce 
freely the punishment of a  fault or to charge a debt, it is an “excessive”-
giving (“for”-giving).121 For this reason forgiveness has to do more with 
the sixth step centered in the absolution by the victim: to give in excess to 
get peace. In forgiveness the stress is on the victim as the subject of the 
action.  

• Reconciliation, a term coming from the Latin root concilium, suggests a 
deliberative process in which the conflicting parties meet each other in 
‘council’ to work out their conflicting points in order to achieve a 
common agreement. Both parties are involved towards an agreement very 
similar to what happens in conflict resolution theories. Thus, in 
reconciliation the interpersonal, collective, communitarian or social 
dimension of the process is stressed. In this sense reconciliation highlights 
in the strongest possible way the links between the first five steps focused 
on the perpetrator and the sixth step focused on the victim (represented in 
the minister of the church).122 

One can see from the six steps and the ‘one plus four’ names that 
forgiveness is not a simple amnesty or a simple forgetting, neither a mere 
symbolic act at the level of meaning, without demanding commitment on 
the side of the victim and the perpetrator at the level of relational actions. 

3. Parallelism between the Sacrament and the TARR Model 
When looking at the TARR model of transitional justice and the Christian 
forgiveness theology, as expressed in the sacrament, we can see many 
parallelisms. The TARR model shares many elements and features with the 
millennia old Christian tradition. This strong parallelism invites us to think 
about the intimate theoretical, cultural and anthropological relation between 
forgiveness and justice. The parallelism may also have roots in the fact that 
Christianity is the meta-narrative in which the TARR model has emerged. 
This parallelism is twofold: between the four elements of TARR and the 
four names of the sacrament, and between the four elements of TARR and 
the six steps in the sacrament.  

                                                 
121 See the etymology of the concept of forgiveness. See LÓPEZ PÉREZ, Elías, Incarnate Forgiveness: Gift and Task of Field 
Diplomats from a Christian Perspective (unpublished master’s thesis in the Faculty of Theology, K.U.Leuven), 1999, p. 97. This 
understanding of for-giveness as giving-in-excess is more on the self-offering line of charitzomai (give graciously, give freely, to do 
a favor) than on the privative line of the biblical use of the term aphiemi (to give up, to hand over, to discharge, to send away, to let 
go, to put away), ibid. pp. 186-187. 
122 Both, forgiveness and reconciliation show some interesting distinct although inseparable connotations. Reconciliation is more 
‘horizontal’ (both parties equally involved) and forgiveness more ‘vertical’ (one party, the victim, has an active special involvement; 
in Catholic Christianity the victim is invited to offer forgiveness even before the perpetrator asks for forgiveness). There is some 
tension between symmetry (reconciliation) and asymmetry (forgiveness) in any relationship. In reconciliation there is mutuality, in 
forgiveness mutuality is not always possible in the present (forgiveness knows how to wait for the ‘not yet’ degrees and steps of 
forgiveness). Forgiveness or pardon means to renounce freely and ‘gratis’ to any or some punishment or to charge a debt or to 
demand equivalence. Reconciliation demands some mutual gift. Forgiveness knows about the tension between the desire of the full 
reconciliation and the limits in the time-process. 



 55

SACRAMENT & TARR

RE-PARATIONRE-CONCILIATION

ACCOUNTABILITYTRUTH

RE-CONCILIATION

PENITENCECONFESSION

4. Reparation
5. Commitment: No Repeat

6. Absolution

2. Repentance1. Examination of Conscience
3. Confession

FORGIVENESS

 

Truth is linked to the name of confession and to the steps of examination of 
conscience (step 1), and the confession itself (step 3); accountability is 
linked to the name of penitence and repentance (step 2); reparation is 
linked to the name of forgiveness (give and receive at different levels) and 
to the steps of reparation or satisfaction (step 4), and of commitment to 
avoid repetition in the sacrament (step 5); finally, reconciliation in the 
TARR model has to do with the name of the sacrament of reconciliation 
(both names coincide) and with the last step of the sacrament that is the 
absolution of the perpetrator. With the acceptance of the apology of the 
perpetrator by the victim there is a healing of the relations between them 
and within the community. This last step, with the healing of the relations, 
is the fulfillment of the forgiving process. In the comparison between 
sacramental forgiveness and the TARR model in their dynamics and 
elements, I want to emphasize the love-in-excess that is characteristic of 
the for-giveness concept. This love-in-excess is key to the whole 
experience of forgiving-justice. For this reason in the previous drawing 
forgiveness is at the center articulating and integrating all the diverse 
elements in its dynamics. I see forgiveness like the essential enabler or 
catalyst of the complex process. 
Indeed, there are several manifest similarities between the two models. 
Both models have a cognitive element: confession of the truth by the 
perpetrator. Both have an affective element: accountability that is followed 
by the penance of the perpetrator. Both have a volitive element: 
reconciliation is the aim in both practices. Both have an active element: 
reparation by the perpetrator who has to give back and the victim who 
offers forgiveness giving in excess, accepting the petition of forgiveness 
which is conditioned by the former elements. I continue situating 
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forgiveness in the centre as the articulator of the four names of the 
sacrament and all the other elements in its dynamism. There is no 
forgiveness without previous confession and penitence, and the fulfilment 
of forgiveness is reconciliation. 
The cognitive, affective, volitive and active elements in both the TARR and 
sacramental models, the shared conceptualizations, and their dynamism, 
moving more or less in the same direction with similar steps is what 
enables me to see that forgiveness is a practice that articulates the basic 
elements and dynamics of the TARR model in transitional justice.  

4. Critical Psychosocial and Theological Considerations  
It is necessary to add, at this point, five critical remarks which are related to 
the time factor, the limitations of engineering forgiveness (mystery), the 
holistic anthropology, the involvement of parties, and the communal-
political dimension of the process of forgiveness.123 In particular, this last 
remark will, ultimately, further clarify how the parallelism between the 
TARR model and the Christian forgiveness model can lead to “politicising” 
forgiveness.  
- Time 
The time factor is a human, psychological and sociological weakness of the 
normal praxis of the sacrament. Conflicts are not solved, wounds are not 
cured, and guilt is not transformed in a single “confession” in 5, or 10, or 
20 minutes, or even after two hours talking to a priest and in the awareness 
of being in the presence of God. As Martin Luther King says, “forgiveness 
is not an occasional act. It is a permanent attitude”124 Attitudes are not 
changed and cultivated in an eye’s blink but are the fruit of work along 
one’s whole life. At least, this tends to happen in the case of gross violence 
acts, where coming to terms with the “enemy” is an extremely hard and 
                                                 
123 In this critical reflection one should be aware that there is a crisis in the Christian sacramental practice 
of forgiveness. “The reasons are very varied and very complex: from a loss of a sense of sin in our society 
[…], to a loss of values and moral points of reference, as well as a certain disaffection and lack of 
appreciation for this sacrament in the pastoral program and in Christian practice.” “When forgiveness is 
granted in a routine way, with little meaning, without consequences on real life, etc., it ends up by being 
something trivial and, often, believers with a strong faith experience have abandoned this practice.” 
“Perhaps our trivialization of the concept of forgiveness comes from our trivialization of the concept of 
sin. When anything is called sin, in the end real sin is no longer taken seriously.” See: MILLÁN, F., 
Forgiveness and Judaism, Zenit News Agency, July 27th 2006, to be accessed through 
http://www.zenit.org/english/, archives, code: ZE06072701, last consulted: August 10th, 2006. There are 
evils, called sin or not, which are not trivialized in our societies: gross violations of human rights, crimes 
against humanity, war crimes, genocide. So, forgiveness continues to make sense when looking at how to 
deal with these extreme evils. That the concrete sacramental practice is in crisis among Christians does 
not mean that the experience of forgiveness in other modes of practices is not valid for and practiced by 
Christians and non Christians. 
124 See: http://www.forgivenessweb.com/RdgRm/Quotationpage.html, last consulted: July 6th, 2006. In 
psychology, a change of attitude generally is time consuming in front of a more rapid process involved in 
the change of acts. 
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long struggle. The time dimension, the perspective of process, is crucial in 
forgiveness. In Christian theology, eschatology indicates the time 
perspective in God, where the last word about hatred and love, forgiveness 
or the unforgivable, is not said fully here and now but in the future, in 
heaven, as I will explain later. Forgiveness in a Christian perspective 
involves this eschatological tension between the human work done here 
and now by the first, second and third parties, and the work done by God 
facilitating the forgiveness here and now but which will be fulfilled in 
heaven.  
- Mystery 
On the same previous line of putting limits to our preconception of 
forgiveness as a capacity to forgive here and now completely, it is 
important to keep in mind that to undergo the six steps as conditions of 
possibility of forgiveness does not guarantee to reach that experience fully, 
because the sacrament is not a mechanical endeavor that necessarily 
produces forgiveness as a direct consequence, as “forced” or engineered. 
There is no deep human experience that can be forced and mechanically 
engineered or produced via “steps”. Hence, although there is a need for 
operationally defining forgiveness, as we have tried to do in the 
sacramental model and the TARR model within the larger frame of peace 
architecture, ultimately forgiveness remains a human mystery. 125  The 
dynamism of forgiveness as facilitated and not imposed in these “formal” 
steps, aims at becoming a caring and non-threatening support to victims 
and perpetrators facilitating, not guaranteeing, their attempt to heal 
relationships within the community. God is the only guarantor of 
forgiveness in his infinite love, in his time.  
I have strongly emphasized the active elements shared by both models as 
conditions of possibility of forgiveness. However, at the same time one 
cannot forget that the reconciling processes of the Christian practice and 
the TARR model involve a passive dimension as well, which is equally 
central to the process. The victim, the perpetrator, and third parties do not 
fully control the results of the process with their actions. Forgiveness as a 
                                                 
125 The mysterious dimension of forgiveness is related with the art component, beyond a mere technique, 
that peace architecture or any of its elements involves. Peace work is more than a technique to engineer it. 
On these lines see the importance of integration of reconstruction and reconciliation in the international 
conference on Universal Forum of Cutures, Barcelona, 2004, Dialogues, Conflicts in everyday life: “John 
Paul Lederach explained that informal language is an essential part of mediation and that the mediator 
must create a transformational space around the conflict. He mentioned that mediation is also very similar 
to an artistic process, “in mediation, we keep improving our technique, but the moments that go beyond 
the technique constitute its essence”. See: 
http://www.barcelona2004.org/eng/banco_del_conocimiento/documentos/ficha.cfm?idDoc=638, last 
consulted: July 20th, 2006. J. Galtung also talks about the “artistic effort” in a negotiation to bridge the 
legitimate goals of parties in a formula with which both parties can live. See the quotation of Pioneers of 
Peace, p. 2, on the following website: http://www.rightlivelihood.org/mag/RLA-school-brochure.pdf, last 
consulted: July 21st, 2006. 
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relational construction which implies – in its transitional space – someone 
giving and someone receiving, expresses this passive dimension better than 
the concept of justice. When one receives a gift one has not to do every 
thing to deserve it. There is a gratis element. A gift is not a return payment 
of something done with equal value, its meaning and existential value goes 
beyond an equal transaction (more related to justice).126 As I said earlier, 
key to the spiritual dimension of the process – which aims at connecting the 
parties with the healing sources of life – is the mystical dimension that has 
to do as much with contemplation as with action, with receiving a gift as 
with giving a gift, with passivity as with activist strong will to make things 
change. Earlier we have highlighted the importance not only of practical 
tools to be utilized efficiently by different actors in a conflict, but also at 
the same time of the passive attitude: receiving radical love when one is 
forgiven as well as passively receiving the radical love with which one 
needs to forgive, especially in the case of atrocities where one feels 
overburdened with the unforgivable. 
- Holistic Anthropology 
In ethics there is a classical distinction between morality of acts and 
morality of attitudes. Forgiveness involves both: forgiveness is a change in 
attitude and an act as well. In psychology an attitude is defined by 
cognitive, affective and volitive elements. Forgiveness involves a moral of 
attitudes – steps 1 (cognitive), 2 (affective), 5 (will) – and also a moral of 
actions or observable behavior – steps 3 (confession as verbal action), 4 
(reparation as praxis), and 6 (absolution as part of the praxis of the victim). 
The practice of forgiveness in the Christian tradition involves both acts and 
attitudes (praxis together with the cognitive, affective, and volitive 
dimensions) in a holistic relational anthropology: forgiveness involves the 
whole human existence, individual and communitarian or social. 
Forgiveness is a process of conversion and conversion involves the whole 
person: not only a change away from evil acts but a change of the attitudes 
as well: the moral judgement to know that what one has done is wrong; the 
heart to feel pain and repent; and the strong will to be determined to avoid 
any repetition of the evil done. Forgiveness as conversion cannot be 
substituted by the six steps in the ritual, nor the ritual by the conversion. 
Both are two faces of the same coin.  
- Parties 
In a Christian perspective it is said that the sacramental forgiveness 
expresses the forgiveness of God, the forgiveness of the church as a social 
institution, and the forgiveness of the victim as well (to the extent it has 
been possible through restoration of the human victim, which is a work 
                                                 
126 When defining what a “gift” is I am referring to “gratuity,” but this link is made in my Christian perspective, it is understood in 
the culture of my Christian tradition that has not to be shared by other traditions, conceptualizations and experiences. 
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done not only by God, but also by God), and the self forgiveness of the 
perpetrator. So the four parties are present: the victim (V) who is the first 
party affected, the perpetrator (P) who is the second party involved, the 
church (Tp: third party), and God (Fp: fourth party).127 In the four names of 
the sacramental practice, confession takes the perspective of the 
perpetrator, penitence as well, while forgiveness takes the perspective of 
the victim, and reconciliation takes the perspective of all parties. For this 
holistic involvement of all the subjects it is said – in a Christian perspective 
– that the sacramental forgiveness for Christians represents the most 
meaningful, globalizing, and efficient process of forgiveness. 128  Is this 
correct?  

 

What we can see in our analysis is that the structure of the Catholic 
sacrament of forgiveness adopts mainly the perspective of the perpetrator 
or sinner. The other party that is present in the sixth step, in this case God, 
is addressed in a vicarious, symbolic-sacramental or representative way by 
the church ministers. The first five steps have the sinner as a direct actor. 
Step 4 has the human victim as a reference of the act of reparation, but 
although in this step 4 the attention is put on the victim, it seems to be 
considered as a passive party receiving compensation for the damage 
suffered. Nothing is said about his/her active capacity to forgive, or his/her 
inability to overcome the harm and wound. What we see is that there is a 
certain degree of interaction among parties, but not a full interaction 
because not all the parties are given the power and ownership that in the 
conflict and its resolution they should have. If this is the case, from the 
viewpoint of psychology, knowing that forgiveness fundamentally aims at 
healing the relations among victim and perpetrator (main actors), when 

                                                 
127 I will develop this idea of God as Fourth Party in my PhD dissertation on mestizo forgiveness and its 
role in peace policies.  
128 BOROBIO, D., Perdón, in FLORISTÁN, C. and TAMAYO, J.J. (eds.), Conceptos Fundamentales del 
Cristianismo, Madrid, 1993, pp. 1027. 

SACRAMENTAL MODEL: Parties 

1. Examination of Conscience: P  

2. Repentance: P 

3. Confession: P 

4. Reparation: P, V 

5. Commitment to avoid repetition: P 

6. Absolution: Fp, Tp, V  
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victim and perpetrator interact in a limited way in the process, then the 
‘power’ of the sacrament to forgive is weakened. At least this is the case if 
the absolution (sixth step) is considered the ending point of the process and 
there is no follow up. The fulfilment of the ritual in five or fifteen minutes 
does not mean the conversion which forgiveness implies.  
The sacramental expression of forgiveness represents a certain fulfillment 
of the process of forgiveness, but in our view, from the perspective of 
forgiveness as a psychosocial healing tool, to reach a richer degree in the 
process of forgiveness, the sacrament has to involve the primary victim in a 
more active role. The sacrament has been centered too much on the sinner 
or perpetrator of the suffering and not on the suffering primary victim. The 
sacramental practice in the six steps adopts the unbalanced perspective of 
the perpetrator (as it happens with the names of confession and penitence). 
Thus, the sacramental practice as it takes place nowadays in most parts of 
the Church over-focuses on the perpetrator and overlooks the effects of the 
act realized by the perpetrator on the primary victim, beyond the 
perpetrator himself. 129  I say “primary” victim to express that in the 
theological perspective not only the first party, the human primary victim is 
a victim in the conflict, but also the community to which the victim belongs 
(communal identity), and God (special member of that community) is a 
victim also.130 
From a perspective of mediation in diplomacy or conflict resolution 
theories, so attentive to the involvement of all parties in the process of 
resolution, such oversight is inconceivable and unacceptable. The victim is 
not only God but the human victim, who is in the image of God on the line 
of Matthew 25 in the Gospel. God, through the church minister, is not the 
only subject who has something to forgive. God and the community or 
church are not the only ones harmed. The party directly harmed and first 
owner of the conflict, together with the perpetrator, is the victim (first 
party). We miss a more holistic interactive encounter among V (Victim), P 
(Perpetrator), Tp (third party: the priest representing the community), and 
Fp (fourth party: God) – from a theological Christian perspective.131 

                                                 
129 MÜLLER-FAHRENHOLZ, Geiko, The Art of Forgiveness: Theological Reflection on Healing and 
Reconciliation, Geneva, 1997, p. 4.  
130 From a theological perspective, as noticed by Prof. Haers (in conversations) the victim is present in 
God, who in turn is represented by the church and its minister. He adds “that the sacrament aims at the 
perpetrator, at the penitent. By accepting the existence of the sacrament of forgiveness aiming at the 
perpetrator’s conversion, Christians accept, in principle, and have the conviction that nobody, in the end 
and ultimately, can destroy another person who has hurt him or her, nobody can ultimately condemn 
someone else radically and for ever, even the worst criminal.” 
131 Stefan Renkens made me notice that the four mentioned parties constitute a “moral community,” this 
is the “network of those to whom we recognize an ethical connection through the demands of justice, the 
bond of compassion, or a sense of obligation.” See: SPOHN, William, “Who Counts?: Images Shape our 
Moral Community,” in Issues in Ethics 7(1996):2, see: 
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- Communal practice  
There is now a tendency in sacramentology (area of theology that studies 
the sacraments) to recover the importance of the primary victim in the 
sacramental process by giving the fourth step, reparation, more importance. 
It is necessary to rediscover and recuperate the ‘structure of penitence’ 
(conversion, works of charity and prayer) present in the sacrament in the 
III-XIII centuries (substituted for the one of confession, XIII-XX centuries) 
in which confession is followed by satisfaction (the payment or 
compensation for a loss or injury) and at the end we have reconciliation 
into the community (2 Cor 2).132 The penitence not only as pain but as 
penitential works, as the restitution and restoration of the victims, is at the 
core of the sacramental process. The reparation of the evil done is concrete, 
visible; this is an indication of the real conversion of the perpetrator (the 
remorse). In the reparation the reconciling forgiveness finds a real 
manifestation. Through reparation forgiveness is enabled, moving in this 
way the process towards reconciliation. The integrative power of 
forgiveness towards reconciliation or restoration of relationships involves 
accountability as a means in the process, not as an isolated end. Here, there 
is a very strong connection of the practice of the sacrament with the 
                                                                                                                                               
http://www.scu.edu/ethics/publications/iie/v7n2/spohn.html, last consulted: August 10th, 2006. 
Forgiveness is embodied in the web of these moral communitarian relations.  
132 It has been proposed to give the absolution only after the reparation, stressing more the importance of 
the victim; reconciliation is not a private issue between the perpetrator and the priest. On this line, the 
liturgical or sacramental dimension expresses the public or social dimension of the process of forgiveness. 
BOROBIO, D., o.c., p. 1018. 
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reparation element in the TARR model and the restorative justice model 
aiming at the healing of relationships where parties come together for 
reconciliation. There is no full sacrament without a serious effort to repair, 
as much as possible, the damage done to the victims. The recognition of the 
role of the victim is attained not by treating him/her as an object who 
receives compensation, but by emphasizing his/her active role as well; at 
least the victim is as much the ‘owner’ of the conflict and its resolution as 
the perpetrator.133 
The recuperation of the communal practice of forgiveness134 is what guides 
this reflection towards the next chapter: Politicisation of forgiveness as a 
means of bringing forgiveness into the communitarian social realm. The 
parallel conceptualization of the TARR and sacramental models will 
certainly help. In concluding this chapter, I have illustrated that not only 
have I opened a door to politicise forgiveness, but that I also introduce into 
theology the TARR model and Transitional Justice.  

                                                 
133 CONTRERAS, Fransisco, El sacramento de la reconciliación (unpublished class notes, Granada, 2004). 
A detailed presentation on the psychosocial dynamics of forgiveness from the perspective of the victim is 
in AUGSBURGER, David W., Helping People Forgive, Louisville, 1996. The Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission in South Africa had as one of its first mandates to “rehabilitate the civil and human dignity 
of the victims who had suffered as a result of the conflict,” TUTU, Desmond, No Future without 
Forgiveness, New York, 2000, p. 91. 
134 In the Catholic tradition there are three liturgical frames in which the sacrament can take place. The 
second and third frames have a clearer communitarian expression than the first one. See it in the 
Catechism of the Catholic Church, Pocket Edition, London, 1995, p. 333. See the importance of the 
communitarian practice of the sacrament in DU CHARLAT, Régine, La reconciliación, piedra de toque del 
Cristianismo, Santander, 1998, pp. 73-76. “The failure of the postconciliar penitential rites, in particular 
its public celebration, reveals a privatized notion of sin on the part of many Christians that is rooted in a 
truncated notion of the baptismal vocation and its relation to the mission of the Christian community. (…) 
The new rite does mention the social dimension of grace and sin whose effect is that in some way the 
actions of individuals affect the whole Body of the Church,” see DIFFU, Regis A., “Penance,” in 
SCHÜSSLER-FIORENZA, Francis, GALVIN, John P. (eds.), Systematic Theology: Roman Catholic 
Perspectives, Dublin, 1992, pp. 557-573, pp. 569-570. 
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Chapter 4 
Politicizing Forgiveness:  Forgiveness in the Political PBB 

We have set up a conceptual and theoretical parallelism between justice 
and forgiveness from the perspectives of transitional justice and Christian 
theology. This strong link between forgiveness and the work done by 
transitional justice has deepened our theological understanding of the idea 
of forgiveness by amplifying its dimensions beyond the sacramental 
practice of forgiveness into the social and political arena of societies in 
transition. At the service of the same movement, I have clarified this 
justice-forgiveness parallelism as a synergy within the wider model of 
Peace Architecture: the TARR model in transitional justice is related to the 
legal PBB within reconstruction measures (hard side), and the Christian 
forgiveness is related to the religious PBB within the reconciliation 
measures (soft side). Both, the TARR and the Christian models are 
connected with other PBBs as we have observed earlier on, more 
specifically with the psychosocial (i.e. healing of traumas in truth telling, or 
restoration of societal relations) and the economic PBBs (i.e. reparation, or 
distributive justice). Set in the web of all these synergies the potential of 
forgiveness in peace policies is recovered. Under this perspective 
forgiveness cannot be confined anymore to the mere religious or spiritual 
domain, or the private individual one. It appears now as a connecting 
element within the whole of the Peace Architecture. 
In this chapter I want to further strengthen the political nature of 
forgiveness by articulating the concept in five further considerations, so as 
to end with a definition of political forgiveness. 

1. The Political Nature of Religious Forgiveness 
In recent years, more and more authors have attempted to recover the 
anthropological practice of forgiveness from the religious realm, through 
the therapeutic power of psychology,135 into the political arena.136 In this 

                                                 
135 Nowadays forgiveness is considered a powerful psychotherapeutic tool and there exists an intense 
effort of development and research on the topic. Forgiveness is a healing power in psycho-clinic contexts. 
Forgiveness diminishes the emotion of anger. Anger is a strong feeling of displeasure created by a sense 
of injury or wrong after a hurt or disappointment. The emotion of anger is associated with sadness, pain, 
fear, and damage to the self-esteem. This emotion is linked as well to a form of pleasure at the 
expectation of revenge. Forgiveness has parallel positive effects: diminishing anxiety, depression, 
hostility, and control habits. On the other hand we have an increase of self-esteem, hope, trust, 
confidence in the relationships, love … FITZGIBBONS, R., Anger and the Healing Power of Forgiveness, in 
ENRIGHT, Robert D., NORTH, Joanna (eds.), Exploring Forgiveness, Madison, 1998, pp. 63-65. 
136 A simple search on Google will immediately give us 706,000 entries with the word “political 
forgiveness.” Some publications in the topic are those of the above mentioned Hannah Arendt, The 
Human Condition, at the origin of this reflection on political forgiveness; followed by SHRIVER, Donald 
W., An Ethic for Enemies: Forgiveness in Politics, New York, Oxford, 1995. and SHRIVER, D.J., Is There 
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politicization of forgiveness, Hannah Arendt has been a pioneer followed 
by many others. I quote her: “It has been in the nature of our tradition of 
political thought to be highly selective and to exclude from articulate 
conceptualization a great variety of authentic political experiences, among 
which we need not be surprised to find some of an even elementary nature. 
Certain aspects of the teaching of Jesus of Nazareth – i.e., the power of 
forgiveness – which are not primarily related to the Christian message, but 
sprang from experiences in the small and closely knit community of his 
followers, bent on challenging the public authorities in Israel, certainly 
belong among them, even though they have been neglected because of their 
allegedly exclusively religious nature.”137 Forgiveness is not only a divine 
but a human act as well, with psychological, sociological, political, etc. 
implications on earth.138 According to Arendt, it is Jesus who reveals that 
not only God, but also humans are capable of offering forgiveness. Arendt 
credits Jesus with the most fundamental insights about human interactions. 
For her, the proper formulation of those insights, like forgiveness, 
constitute the “guiding principles” of politics.139 As Arendt observes in the 
quote above, this is not easy to do: we have to overcome our tendency to 
exclude forgiveness from political reflection and action; we need to 
overcome the tendency to consider forgiveness a mere religious matter 
monopolized only by God and religious people. Forgiveness becomes a 
necessary issue also in the judicial ethics of national and international 
relations, introducing forgiveness in politics, as Shriver and Huyse have 
defended.140 
At this point the question is: what are the features defining politics which 
are to be embedded in forgiveness if we are to talk about political 

                                                                                                                                               
Forgiveness in Politics? Germany, Vietnam, and America, in ENRIGHT, Robert D., NORTH, Joanna (eds.), 
Exploring Forgiveness, Madison, 1998, 131-149. Later we have the example of BILBAO, Galo, 
EXEBERRIA, Xavier, ECHANO, Juan, AGUIRRE, Rafael, El perdón en la vida pública, Deusto, 1999. See 
also DIGESER, Peter E., Political Forgiveness, Ithaca, London, 2001. Another example is DAYE, Russel, 
Political Forgiveness: Lessons from South Africa, New York, 2004; also in the same year BOLE, William, 
CHRISTIANSEN, Drew, HENNEMEYER, Robert T., Forgiveness in International Politics: An Alternative 
Road to Peace, Washington D.C., 2004. 
137 ARENDT, Hannah, The Human Condition, Chicago, London, 1958; second edition, 1998, pp. 238-239. 
138 In Christian Theology God is the main actor of forgiveness, some even would say that God is the only 
ultimate actor of forgiveness, meaning that forgiveness is only divine, an action by God. But forgiveness 
to be fulfilled demands from the perpetrator, the human victim, the community conditions and concrete 
human acts (“Forgive us our sins, for we ourselves forgive every one who is indebted to us,” Luke, 11:4). 
O’DONOGHUE, Noel D., “The Lord’s Prayer,” in WALSH, Michael J. (ed.), Commentary on the Catechism 
of the Catholic Church, London, 1994, 410-421, pp. 417-418. 
139 ARENDT, Hannah, The Human Condition, Chicago, London, 1958; second edition, 1998, pp. 237-239. 
140 SHRIVER, D.W., Is There Forgiveness in Politics?, in ENRIGHT, Robert D., NORTH, Joanna (eds.), 
Exploring Forgiveness, Madison, 1998, p. 133. HUYSE, Luc, Young Democracies and the Choice between 
Amnesty, Truth Commission and Prosecutions (Policy Study on Development and Cooperation in the 
Law and Society Institute), University of Leuven, 1998. The author argues about the role of forgiveness 
of crimes in a post-authoritarian regime when consolidating young democracies. 
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forgiveness? Furthermore, to answer this question we need to answer a 
more fundamental one: What is politics? 

2. Forgiveness as Restoring the Common Good 
Politics, in its classical definition, is linked to the use of power by the 
state.141 In a common understanding of politics we could say that politics 
means all action within the realm of the state and with regard to the state. 
In a more specific sense we can say that politics means any action which 
aims at obtaining or keeping the power in the state, or is concerned about 
the concrete exercise of this power with regard to the ordering of the state, 
its government and its management. The science of politics (politology) 
studies, on the one side, the means used in political action and, on the other 
side, the theory of the goals and tasks of the state as well as the issue of 
legitimacy and legitimization of the political exercise of power. Political 
ethics searches for the ‘common good’, to use Aristotle’s expression.142 For 
Aristotle the good of the community should set the direction and priorities 
for the lives of individuals, for it is a higher moral or more “divine” good 
than the particular goods of private persons.143 When a society or the global 
                                                 
141 The following are the most relevant elements of the definition of politics as 
presented in MÜLLER, Max, HALDER, Alois (eds.), Kleines Philosophisches Wörterbuch 
(Herderbücherei, 398), Freiburg, 1980, s.v. "Politik", p. 215. 
142  At the beginning of the Politics Aristotle affirms that political association aims at 
the highest good (1252a3-7). Thus, an ideal form of government must look for the 
common good (1279a18-22). See: 
http://philosophy2.ucsd.edu/~brink/courses/161/Handout-11.html, last consulted: 
August 3rd, 2006. The Ethics and the Politics of Aristotle look at each other.  He did not 
separate the work of the statesman and the moralist. The ethics of good life is essentially 
to be lived in society, in the polis. See: http://aristotle.thefreelibrary.com/A-Treatise-on-
Government/0-1, last consulted: August 3rd, 2006. Noam Chomsky, says that the idea of 
common good has defined Aristotle as a dangerous radical, specially for our societies 
and global world in current days where exists a structural increasing gap between rich 
and poor. “Aristotle took it for granted that a democracy should be fully participatory 
(with some notable exceptions, like women and slaves) and that it should aim for the 
common good. In order to achieve that, it has to ensure relative equality, "moderate and 
sufficient property" and "lasting prosperity" for everyone. In other words, Aristotle felt 
that if you have extremes of poor and rich, you can't talk seriously about democracy. 
Any true democracy has to be what we call today a welfare state -- actually, an extreme 
form of one, far beyond anything envisioned in this century.” 
http://www.zmag.org/chomsky/books/cg/, last consulted: August 3rd, 2006. 
143 David Hollenbach, S.J., in a presentation about Christian Ethics and the Common 
Good. He adds in the importance to look at the common good in our global world 
perspective of our days: “Ignatius of Loyola's vision of the common good was 
extraordinarily expansive in scope. Indeed he saw it as universal, extending well beyond 
the city-state envisioned by Aristotle, the medieval kingdoms of Aquinas's 
understanding or the Renaissance republics closer to his own time. The phrase "the 
more universal good" appears repeatedly in the Constitutions of the Jesuit order as the 



 66 

world are in need of healing because they are divided (i.e. economic 
exclusion and violence expressed in walls to stop migrants and detention 
centers, displaced people and refugee camps), then forgiveness becomes a 
political tool aiming at the common good in the hands of political actors – 
who become something like society’s doctors or healers of societal 
relations. 144  Common good, power, law, ideology (frame of ideas, 
narratives, or philosophical conceptions of society’s life), reconciliation, 
forgiveness, etc., all are elements involved in the practice of state politics. 
The determination of the concrete content of what is meant by each of these 
elements in a particular historical social situation depends on this very 
contextual situation, as Bouwen referred to in his relational 
constructionism. This general presentation of politics unfolds the concept 
in close relation with the role and power of the state. But I consider that 
politics and, concretely, political forgiveness have to do not only with the 
action or power of the state; for me politics is related also to civil society as 
a whole, to each group and individual within that society, as it was for 
Aristotle.145 Then, in the life-together of any society, all social subjects, 
from couples or families to other bigger institutions as trade unions or the 
states themselves, are involved in politics.146  
In this perspective, in an attempt to integrate all of the former 
characteristics, we claim that politics has to deal with power, related to a 
legal and/or legitimate frame (morality), in an exercise of applying ideas to 
praxis (which in its turn provides the means to further develop the ideas), in 
the tension between individual and social institutions’ interests.147 The 
                                                                                                                                               
criterion for decisions in the service of God and the Church. This vision of the more 
universal common good made Ignatius's first followers among the first Westerners to 
travel beyond the boundaries of the Europe familiar to most previous Christian thinkers. 
In this they anticipated at least some of the questions of globalization we confront 
today.” HOLLENBACH, David, Christian Ethics and the Common Good, see: 
http://woodstock.georgetown.edu/publications/report/r-fea74.htm, last consulted: 
August 10th, 2006. 
144 Aristotle's Politics is a handbook for the craftsman whose material is society and 
whose aim is the good life, or for the statesman as one who is an expert to know what 
ought to be done and is called in when a state needs help, or for the legislator as a doctor 
or the healer who prescribe for the society what it needs in a critical situation (rather 
than one who has power to control the forces of society). See: 
http://aristotle.thefreelibrary.com/A-Treatise-on-Government/0-1, last consulted: 
August 10th, 2006. 
145 The state is "a community of well-being in families and aggregations of families for 
the sake of a perfect and self-sufficing life." See: http://aristotle.thefreelibrary.com/A-
Treatise-on-Government/0-1, last consulted: August 10th, 2006. 
146 ALLEN, Joseph L., Love and Conflict: Covenantal Model of Christian Ethics, 
Lanham, New York, London, 1984, pp. 254-282. 
147 E. Levinas' understanding of politics involves the generalization in time and space of 
the responsibility for the other who is not here and now. This is done through 
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political actor will be defined in the tension between individuals and 
collectivities structured in institutions; concretely we mention the tension 
between civil society, market, and state in our Western societies;148 these 
political actors control each other in the use of their powers. The aim of this 
political power is ethical; that is, at the service of the common good, the 
life-together. Politics is not only the use of power to defend concrete 
interests of different parties; it is also to search the common good in this 
use of power. In this search for the common good beyond the merely 
individual interest or good, one discovers the positive use of the three faces 
of power (destructive, productive, integrative) as I will show below, a 
positive use which I will recognize as the power of love.  When the life in 
common is broken, political-ethical power becomes a healing power of 
relations. In this sense, forgiveness as a type of love is a political power, 
not only of the state but of the whole society, aiming at restoring the 
common good, the life in common. 

3. Forgiveness as a Power with Three Faces 
Indeed, key to politics is the concept of power. Thus political forgiveness is 
a type of power. In my approach to political forgiveness, the nature of 
power is understood in the plural perspective described in its three faces: 
destructive (i.e. war), productive (i.e. economy) and integrative (i.e. love, 
or law)149. Power is not only the hard powers to threaten or damage a 
society (destructive) or to reconstruct a society (productive), but also the 
soft power to reconcile a society (integrative).150 According to Kenneth E. 
Boulding “destructive power is the power to destroy. Threats are a typical 
exercise of destructive power, and the military is an example of an 
institution organized around destructive power. Productive power is the 
power to make and create. Exchange and trade are typical productive 
behaviours, and economics is an organized form of productive power. 
Integrative power is the power to create relationships and bring people 
together. Relationships of love and respect rest on integrative power, and 
social groups use integrative power to gain members and maintain their 
loyalty. Boulding cautions that each type of power has positive and 
negative uses. For instance, destructive power is used positively when a 
doctor destroys a tumour. He also observes that while one type of power 
may predominate in some behaviours or organizations, generally there are 

                                                                                                                                               
institutions. See class notes on E. Levinas by professor Burggraeve, Faculty Theology, 
K.U. Leuven, 1997-1998. 
148 In conversations with Stefan Renckens I have come to appreciate more the role of 
the markets in current political life.  
149 BOULDING, Kenneth E., Three Faces of Power, London, 1990. 
150 Hard power is more related to reconstruction (structural measures) and soft power is more related to 
reconciliation (non-structural measures) in peace building as we saw in the peace-home model. 
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elements of each type present.” 151  There are no pure economic, or 
destructive, or integrative powers. Moreover, in real life these three 
intertwined powers tend to be also a mixture of positive and negative uses 
and this renders the power analysis complex.152 Love in my perspective is 
the mixture of the three faces of power (destructive, productive, and 
integrative) in their positive use. Violence against human rights is the 
negative use of them.  
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What is this love as the positive use of the three faces of the power? The 
positive use of the three faces of the power is that use at the service of life 
together, living parts of a living whole. With regard to this, Boulding says: 
“We are not sent into this world to walk it in solitude. We are born to love 
(…). The purpose of our growth in life is to bring us into unity with the 
universe into which we are born, to make us aware that we are not lonely 
individual meteors hurtling blindly through an abysmal dark, but living 
parts of a living whole. As we grow we learn to love more and more: first 
ourselves; then the family within the small kingdom of the home; then the 
school, the wider circle of friends, the home community, the college, and 
the still wider community of the nation; and finally, the greatest country of 
all, which has no boundaries this side of Hell, and perhaps not even 
there.”153 

                                                 
151 BOULDING, Kenneth E., Three Faces of Power, London, 1990. Book summary written by: Conflict Research Consortium Staff. 
See: http://www.colorado.edu/conflict/peace/example/boul7514.htm, last consulted: August 9th, 2006 
152 Boulding is incisive when he says that each type of power has positive and negative uses. As opposed to a manichaeist 
understanding of the destructive power, one can also use it in a positive way as in the case of legitimate self defense or the use of 
military means under Chapter VII of the UN Charter. 
153 Boulding, Kenneth E.,  The Practice of The Love of God, William Penn Lecture 1942, 
http://www.quaker.org/pamphlets/wpl1942a.html, last visited: August 11th, 2006. 
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With the dynamic tension between ideologies and praxis I want to express 
the political intention of applying theories into action by means of the three 
faces of power, not only by the military and economic power of real 
politics. The ideology and praxis originate in one another, and construct 
and orient each other. This dynamic tension between theories and praxis is 
shaped by the various political actors with the help of a process of decision 
making (discernment and agreements: peace making in relational 
constructionism) that is understood to be moral when it looks for the 
common good for all parties in a society, their life together, the community 
and the individuals 154 This discernment is motivated and oriented by the 
narratives (with values, laws, interests, needs, cultures, religions, myths…) 
that assess politics not only as legal but also as legitimate power. 155 
Forgiveness is a narrative that orients political action. Politics, to be moral, 
has to administrate the limited power resources to ‘include’ and give access 
to the goods to those who are ‘excluded’ from these goods (the 
marginalized mentioned in relational constructionism as an essential ethical 
element).156 This sharing of goods (distributive justice), in the pursuit of the 
common good, is political community empowerment. Forgiveness is a 
political power with its three faces (in the positive use of each) which 
empowers a community to serve its common good, the life-together. 
I go one step further in the line of connecting forgiveness to peace policies, 
especially when mentioning André Comte-Sponville, who understands 
politics as directly aiming at peace, at healing relations, coming back to a 
life-together. For Comte-Sponville, politics is “all that concerns the life of 
the City (polis), and especially the management of conflicts, of relations of 
forces, and of power. Would politics then be war? It is, rather, what tends 
to stop it, to avoid it, to overcome it: it is the non warriorlike management 
of antagonisms, alliances, relations of domination, submission or 
obedience. This is what makes politics necessary: we live together, in a 
same country (domestic policy), on a same planet (foreign policy), without 
always sharing the same interests, the same opinions, or the same history. 
(…) That's what politics is for. The goal is to create convergence of 
interests - this is impossible without compromise - to make peace possible, 

                                                 
154 These tensions between theory-praxis and individuals-community that define politics are dealt with by 
means of negotiations and agreements between people, an idea present in H. Arendt. Donald W. Shriver 
says, “politics is the negotiation of conflicting interests and conflicting humans. Even if it is a radical 
form of negotiation, violence is always on the edge of the degeneration of real politics into 
pseudopolitics”. See SHRIVER, D.J., Is There Forgiveness in Politics?, in ENRIGHT, R.D. and NORTH, J. 
(eds.), Exploring Forgiveness, Madison, 1998, p. 132. 
155 This political life between individuals and collectivities is motivated by free will and some degree of 
political coercion among people and institutions. Both, freedom and coercion are intermingled in our 
exercise of political power. See ALLEN, J.J., o.c, p. 262. Some coercion is ethically acceptable as a power 
of threat only if it is at the service of the integrative power for a full life for all in the community 
156 WALTON, M., Marginal Communities, Den Haag, 1994. 
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to make justice and freedom possible.”157 Thus, he links politics intimately 
to conflict transformation so as to improve our life-together. Would not 
forgiveness have to play a role in such politics as life-together? 
I am convinced, as is H. Arendt, that there is a need to politicize 
forgiveness and to put it at the same level as other tools in peace policies. 
For H. Arendt, over and against the irreversibility of a broken society, 
where lives have been torn apart, stands the power to forgive; and over and 
against the unpredictability regarding the future of a permanent life-
together, stands the power of promise. 158  For her, both forgiveness and 
promise are political. There is no politics without healing the past of a 
society, and there is no politics without ensuring the future of a society 
living-together in peace. Forgiveness and promise are the fruit of rights’ 
recognition. 

4. Forgiveness as Recognition-Love 
Thus, politics is a relational concept because it relates lives of peoples 
together in their search for the common good within diverse social 
contracts that aim at protecting rights and allocating duties. Justice and 
forgiveness are also relational concepts at the service of life-together. 
Umntu ungumntu ngabanye abantu (a person is a person by means of other 
people) says an African Swahili proverb. It suggests that one’s own 
humaneness depends upon relating and recognizing the humanity of the 
others and their recognition of one’s own humanity. 159  A philosophy, 
similar at the one expressed in the proverb, lies at the base of the theory of 
recognition of Alex Honneth. This author unfolds his theory in the context 
of a discussion about the principles of morality.160 This theory considers 
behaviour injurious, not only when it constrains the subject’s freedom or 
causes physical harm to this subject, but also when this behaviour damages 
the person’s positive understanding of him/herself, of his/her identity. 
Hegel’s theory of recognition161 or Mead’s social psychology concur on this 
point insofar that every individual is dependent on the possibility of 
constant reassurance by others. Individual identity is based on reassuring 
                                                 
157 COMTE-SPONVILLE, André, Dictionnaire philosophique, Paris, 2001, s.v. "politique", pp. 449-450. 
[My translation] 
158 ARENDT, Hannah, The Human Condition, Chicago, London, 1958; second edition, 1998, pp. 236-247. 
159 SHRIVER, D. W., An Ethic for Enemies. Forgiveness in Politics, New York, 1995, p. 219. 
160 HONNETH, Axel, “Integrity and Disrespect: Principles of a Conception of Morality Based on the 
Theory of Recognition,” in Political Theory 20(1992):2, pp. 187-201. 
161 Not everyone agrees that recognition is the core of Hegel’s thought; some suggest that this honor is 
best given to love. "I like how Ormiston argues that the fundamental concept of Hegel's social philosophy 
is not recognition, as is often held, but reconciliation, which is ultimately an act of love. I found this to be 
entirely persuasive" as quoted by John McCumber, author of The Company of Words: Hegel, Language, 
and Systematic Philosophy in the back cover of ORMISTON, Alice, Love and Politics, Re-interpreting 
Hegel, Albany (N.Y.), 2004. See: http://www.sunypress.edu/details.asp?id=60921, last visited: August 
11th, 2006. 
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the self through recognition in the circle of partners, in communications 
and conversations. Thus, we can assert that politics, justice and 
forgiveness, as relational concepts (they imply relationships among 
people), are characterized by recognition.  
Honneth talks about three different areas of the self in which a person 
claims for identity against any degradation: first, recognition of the body, 
the physical integrity (the most fundamental); second, recognition of equal 
rights-duties given to all in society; and third, recognition of the differences 
or respect for the particular life style (cultural values and traditions). Harm 
done to physical integrity produces loss of self-confidence (harm on 
autonomy). Refusing equal rights for all produces loss of self-respect. The 
rejection of the individual life values produces loss of self-esteem. In the 
face of these three forms of disrespect we define three forms of 
recognition: love or emotional appreciation provides self-confidence; 
recognition of each other as a legal person equally entitled to rights and 
responsibilities strengthens self-respect, and; the consideration of each 
person as an individual and autonomous being in his/her differences, 
uniqueness and irreplaceability, brings self-esteem. So Honneth presents 
the three patterns of recognition: love, rights, solidarity. Lack of 
recognition in any of these patterns creates a conflict that is understood by 
Honneth as a motivation for social movements and acts of political 
resistance or, I add, violence. The author concludes that moral progress is 
born out of the struggle for recognition. 
I want to deepen the notion of recognition in the direction of love. Here I 
do not mean love as emotional appreciation, but  the love that involves 
recognition, moves beyond emotional appreciation, rights-duties, and 
solidarity (Honneth), into the spiritual realm of life giving relationships 
where excessive giving and gratitude (beyond equitable relations) are key. 
Whatever be, relational constructionism becomes “recognitional-loving 
constructionism” in MSP for peace. 
From the perspective of this theory of recognition-love, forgiveness is 
forgiveness of the harm done or suffered in human interactions on the 
levels of self-confidence, self-respect and self-esteem. Forgiveness is 
enacted by the three patterns of recognition: love, respect shown in equal 
rights and duties, and solidarity as valuation of differences; and beyond that 
for-giveness is enacted also by the excessive-giving of love. 

5. Awareness of the Multiple Approaches to Forgiveness 
Some concepts, theories and models have difficulties in being accepted by 
people who live even within the borders of the cultures which gave birth to 
those concepts. All those concepts and theories are based on personal 
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experiences and exchanges. We all know that there is no deep personal 
experience that can be reproduced exactly in the same mode in another 
person, even if they belong to the same culture. If such is the case, it is 
more understandable, then, that those concepts, theories, and models face 
major difficulties when they are transported to other, foreign, cultural 
contexts. Different societies have different understandings of what a 
meaningful policy about the transformation of a conflict is, what a 
meaningful peace is, what justice and forgiveness mean, what 
accountability is, what assuming responsibility about the evil done means, 
or what would be a meaningful punishment or “just” pain for the 
responsible criminal person. In other words, justice, truth, accountability, 
reparation, reconciliation, forgiveness, conflict, or any other element 
involved in peace work, cannot be but contextual.  
If one is not sensitive to the cultural or religious differences, one’s insights, 
theories and models will remain useless and may even become harmful or 
violent. When I have presented my understanding of forgiveness and its 
interaction in peace work with justice or politics, I have done so without 
using an essentialist de-contextualized definition of forgiveness that would 
claim universal validity. Obviously, the ideas on forgiveness which I 
propose are called to be transformed according to what is valid, 
meaningful, and helpful for the main actors in a given cultural context. 
There is no one single way of understanding forgiveness, and mine is 
contextual as well – influenced by the Christian narratives and by 
transitional justice and peace models with Western perspectives, shared or 
not by others. 
Under this contextual Christian influence, and under my psychological 
formation, I presuppose in all human beings – let us say – “a forgiving 
anthropological factor.” Nonetheless, I easily recognize that the experience 
of forgiveness is not present in all individuals, groups, cultures, religions, 
and/or narratives, at least in the way in which I have described it, in 
conversations with some elements of peace architecture, relational 
constructionism, transitional justice, and the Christian tradition.   
Even among Christian denominations there are differences in the way 
forgiveness is understood, much more so amongst different religions. In 
Catholic theology forgiveness starts in the victim-God taking a loving 
initiative and offering forgiveness, although in the sacramental practice, as 
we saw, the stress seems to be on the perpetrator. That is very clear in more 
Reformed Church traditions; here the process of forgiveness starts with the 
offender asking for forgiveness. On the same line seems to move the 
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religion closest to Christianity, Judaism.162 The Hebrew term teshuva is very 
important to name the experience of reconciliation and forgiveness; it puts 
the accent on the offender who starts the process of change taking 
responsibility for his or her actions and acting in an alternative way to 
demonstrate his or her commitment to reconciliation. In the case of Islam, 
one finds the experience of forgiveness in the Koran but in a different way. 
Here, in the process of forgiveness and reconciliation, the honour, respect, 
and dignity of both parties need to be upheld and restored in the eyes of the 
community. There are different rituals that can take place, the sulh or 
settlement, and the musalaha or reconciliation involving mediators, visits 
from family members to opponent family members, exchange of invitations 
to come to dinner, etc.  In culturally different Indian festivals, we find a 
type of forgiveness practice. “Of all the major Hindu festivals, 
Mahasivaratri is the only one wherein the austerity part (as signified by the 
very word 'vrata') is predominant (etymologically, vrata, a Sanskrit word, 
means to vow or to promise; it denotes a religious practice to carry out 
certain obligations with a view to achieve divine blessing for fulfilment of 
own desires). (...) This vrata is open to all human beings. The basic 
disciplines to be kept up on this day are ahimsa (non-injury), satya 
(speaking the truth), Brahmacharya (continence), daya (compassion), 
Ksama (forgiveness) and anasuyata (absence of jealousy).” 163  All these 
disciplines are related to “ksama: tolerance and forgiveness should be 
practiced; one should be tolerant and excuse the minor offences of 
others.” 164  Also in Buddhist monastic rituals of reconciliation one finds 

                                                 
162 Christians inherited from the millenarian Judaism the concept of forgiveness. See: MILLÁN, 
F., Forgiveness and Judaism, Zenit News Agency, July 27th 2006, to be accessed through 
http://www.zenit.org/english/, archives, code: ZE06072701, last consulted: August 10th, 2006. 
163 See: http://indiaoz.com.au/hinduism/festivals/maha_shivaratri.shtml, last consulted: August 
3rd, 2006. 
164 In the Bhagavad Gita chapter 10, text 4-5, there is a list of qualities of living beings: 
“Intelligence, knowledge, freedom from doubt and delusion, forgiveness, truthfulness, control 
of the senses, control of the mind, happiness and distress, birth, death, fear, fearlessness, 
nonviolence, equanimity, satisfaction, austerity, charity, fame and infamy—all these various 
qualities of living beings are created by Me alone.”   “Satyam, truthfulness, means that facts 
should be presented as they are, for the benefit of others.” “(…) Ahimsa, nonviolence, means 
that one should not do anything which will put others into misery or confusion. (…) Ahimsa 
means that people should be trained in such a way that the full utilization of the human body can 
be achieved. The human body is meant for spiritual realization, so any movement or any 
commissions which do not further that end commit violence on the human body. That which 
furthers the future spiritual happiness of the people in general is called nonviolence.” 
See:  http://www.bhagavad-gita.us/articles/300/1/Bhagavad-Gita-10.4-5, By Bhagavan Sri 
Krishna, published 08/22/2005, last consulted: August 4th, 2006. In Indian festivals we find a 
type of forgiveness practice. “The Paryusana is amongst the popular Jain festivals. (…) On 
these days people gather at the temple to worship and are enlightened of the ten dharmas or acts 
of virtue one on each day. The ten dharmas are: Ksama (forgiveness), mardava (humility), 
arjava (honesty), sauca (purity), satsa (truthfulness), samyama (restraint), tapa (austerity), 
tyaga (renunciation), akincana (not taking anything), and brahmacharya (chastity). Paryusana 
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seven steps related somehow to forgiveness: the two main actors sit face to 
face in the presence of the whole community, both parties tell the whole 
story of the conflict, they commit not to be stubborn, de-escalation of the 
conflict in front of the community by two mediators representing the two 
parties, voluntary confession, decision by consensus of a verdict, and 
acceptance of the verdict.165 In a secular non religious approach one finds 
also practices of forgiveness as illustrated in the Enright Forgiveness 
Inventory: “Forgiveness is the overcoming of negative affect and judgment 
toward the offender, not by denying ourselves the right to such affect and 
judgment, but by endeavouring to view the offender with benevolence, 
compassion, and even love, while recognizing that he or she   has 
abandoned the right to them. The important parts of this definition are as 
follows: a) one who forgives has suffered a deep hurt, thus showing 
resentment; b) the offended person has a moral right to resentment but 
overcomes it nonetheless; c) a new response to the other accrues, including 
compassion and love; d) this loving response occurs despite the realization 
that there is no obligation to love the offender.”166  
All of these are different religious and non religious culturally embedded 
experiences of diverse “types of forgiveness”. Although these are 
undeniably different and irreducible to one another, one can find elements 
in common which make possible the trans-cultural dialogue to a certain 
degree. In the differences which are not reducible to the other culture there 
is a richness to keep and to profit from. How to profit from similarities and 
differences is discovered in contextual MSPs, in conversational practices 
and in relational constructionism, in what we have called transitional 
spaces. 
Within these dialogues, home-grown or contextual tools emerge, as 
forgiveness cannot be imposed from outside.167 Archbishop Desmond Tutu 
identifies an African tendency to forgiveness which is present in the 
Swahili saying mentioned before, concretely in the word ubuntu and its 
world-view: “ubuntu is to be open and available to others, with a self-
assurance that comes from knowing that a person belongs to a greater 
whole and are diminished when others are humiliated or diminished.”168 
The authors of Reconciliation After Violent Conflicts, A Handbook, affirm 

                                                                                                                                               
is followed by Ksamapana (soughting and giving pardon to all living being). To mark the end Pareshnath 
procession is taken out in the city of Calcutta.” See: 
http://www.asia.msu.edu/southasia/india/culture/India_culture/festivals/festival_list.htm, last consulted: 
August 4th, 2006. 
165 CARITAS INTERNATIONAL, Peacebuilding: A Caritas Training Manual, Vatican City, 2002, pp. 29-31. 
166 See: http://www.forgivenessweb.com/RdgRm/definitionpsychological_.htm, last consulted: August 
12th, 2006. 
167 CARITAS INTERNATIONAL, Peacebuilding: A Caritas Training Manual, Vatican City, 2002, p. 46. 
168 BLOOMFIELD, David, BARNES, Teresa, HUYSE, Luc (eds.), Reconciliation after Violent Conflicts: A 
Handbook, IDEA, Stockholm, 2003, p. 46. 
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that such a cultural value will predispose its members towards forgiveness 
and reconciliation.169 
These common predisposing elements will help for trans-cultural dialogue, 
something that is not foreign at all to any of us. We experience trans-
cultural relations in daily life, starting with the food we eat, the music to 
which we listen, or the language we speak. Transculturation is the 
phenomenon of merging and converging cultures, cross-fertilizing 
cultures, 170  bringing societies together, to resolve conflicts, rather than 
exacerbating them.171 
Cultures are not pure anymore, if ever they were without any mixture and 
hybridization. Thus, similarly, in the area of transitional justice we have 
what are called hybrid tribunals in hybrid legal systems. 172  This 

                                                 
169 Ibid. 
170 Transculturation goes on the lines of the term cross-fertilization used by UN in its Final Report of the 
High-Level Group of the Alliance of Civilizations, Istanbul, November 2006. See 
http://www.unaoc.org/repository/report.htm, last consulted December 14th, 2006 
171 Tranculturation (term coined by Fernando Ortiz in 1947) is the positive aspect of global phenomena 
leading to the transformation of conflicts towards pacific outcomes. This merging and convergence is 
facilitated by new communication and transportation technologies. Nowadays, through these technologies 
both conflicts and their resolution are re-dimensioned from the local to the global. The transculturation 
phenomenon is present in contexts which deal with more than one culture (multiculturalism) like war, 
racism, interracial marriage, ethnic conflict, etc. (the term at times used in transculturation for the ethnic 
issues is "ethnoconvergence"). The complexity of transculturation is enormous involving all levels from 
the micro interpersonal to the macro global levels. Fast communication and transportation has made the 
world “shrink”.  All, individuals and societies, are somehow in proximity to one another, all co-habit, all 
co-exist. This encroaching upon one another territorially, informational, economically, culturally, etc., 
forces transculturation and the search for peaceful ways of dealing with differences. Through human 
contact and sexual unions the different cultures are often integrated over time. The new generation 
incarnates the transculturation without a “pure” cultural, ethnic, religious, etc. identity anymore. 
Changing cultures do not remain “pure;” they never were “pure” in the first place. The transculturation 
process goes through five phases according to Ortiz: mutual attacks, compromise, adjustment imitating 
the other, self-assertion, and integration. Integration is when “cultures fuse and conflict ceases, giving 
way to tertium quid, a third entity and culture and a new society.” There are different ways of dealing 
with differences: assimilation, homogenization, acculturation, and cultural compromise. See Ortiz’: 
Transculturation: Fernando Ortíz on the Phases of Transculturation, from a speech made at Club Atenas 
in Havana, December 12 1942, http://www.historyofcuba.com/history/race/Ortiz-2.htm, last consulted: 
August 4th, 2006. 
172 In the context of the role of the ICC “the international community and national governments will have 
to learn how to work together to fill what has been called ‘the impunity gap’ by providing assistance and 
encouragement for trials at the national level. One important means of so doing has been –and is likely to 
continue to be-the establishment of ‘hybrid’ tribunals such as those in Sierra Leone, East Timor and 
Cambodia. These bodies have typically been established by agreement between the United Nations and a 
given government in the wake of a serious conflict in an effort both to address crimes of concern the 
international community and to assist that society’s transition to democracy, peace and the rule of law. At 
their best, such bodies can provide a welcome sense of local control over the justice process, can bring 
accountability close to the people, and can establish jurisdiction in a way that recognizes local traditions 
and meets local needs. At the same time, these bodies pose real problems in their attempt to incorporate 
different types of law, different levels of expertise, and different models of management and funding. 
Such difficulties must not be allowed to interfere with the pursuit of justice or to let these bodies fall 
below international standards of due process.” See The Open Society Justice Initiative, “an operational 
program of the Open Society Institute (OSI), pursues law reform activities grounded in the protection of 
human rights, and contributes to the development of legal capacity for open societies worldwide,” in 
http://www.justiceinitiative.org/, last visited: August 7th, 2006 
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hybridization can take place in each of the PBBs of the peace architecture 
up until a certain degree and at a certain pace when various cultural models 
to sustain peace enter into interaction with one another. In most of the cases 
only a type of hybridization or mestizaje of different cultural concepts, 
models, tools, narratives, etc., will help to be efficient and stronger in 
sustaining peace in the long run, when local models are limited in a world 
where conflicts display ever more clearly global causes, implications and 
effects.  
From a multicultural perspective in an increasingly globalized and 
hybridized or mestizo world we can see the importance and, at the same 
time, the irrelevance of the word “forgiveness”, or justice, or politics, or 
peace. 173  Kofi Annan, while referring to the Alliance of Civilizations, 
claims: “our narratives have become our prison, paralyzing discourse and 
hindering understanding.”174 Therefore, the word is not what is at stake, 
what is at stake is the multiculturally rooted human experience that invites 
people to live together again without returning to violence. The lack of 
recognition of different cultural, traditional, and religious contributions to 
peace among peace scholars, practitioners, and decision makers can 
become a type of violence.  
David Bloomfield, a well renowned peace studies scholar,175 says: “If we 
can detach forgiveness from reconciliation, we can begin to define a much 
more realistic process of reconciliation that does not depend on peace and 
love, or on forgiveness: immediately, we remove some of the victims’ most 
serious objections to it. But we also move towards a much more pragmatic 
description of reconciliation as rebuilding the minimal working relations – 
social, political, economic, etc. – that will permit a divided society to take 
the first steps towards a shared sustainable future. And we have a definition 
of reconciliation that relates much more directly to peace building and 
political reconstruction.”176 
Sometimes – and David Bloomfield seems to be an example, as he removes 
forgiveness which has a religious origin or component -, while trying to 
defend our deepest convictions with the best of intentions and attempting to 

                                                 
173 I will develop in my PhD thesis the idea of mestizo forgiveness and mestizo peace building as a way of 
opening up doors to other ways of conflict transformation. 
174 The UN Secretary-General’s address upon receiving the Alliance of Civilizations Final Report, see 
http://www.unaoc.org/repository/speech_SG_istanbul.pdf, last visited December 14th, 2006. 
175 “David Bloomfield is the Director of the Berghof Center for Constructive Conflict Management. 
Originally from Belfast, he has worked as a policy adviser, academic, author, trainer and practitioner in 
conflict transformation in a variety of contexts around the world. He holds an MA and PhD in conflict 
resolution from the Department of Peace Studies, Bradford University.” BLOOMFIELD, David, On Good 
Terms: Clarifying Reconciliation, Berghof Report Nº 14, Berlin, 2006, p. 1. See http://www.berghof-
center.org/uploads/download/br14e.pdf, last visited 21.11.2006. 
176 BLOOMFIELD, David, On Good Terms: Clarifying Reconciliation, Berghof Report Nº 14, Berlin, 2006, 
p. 1. See http://www.berghof-center.org/uploads/download/br14e.pdf, last visited 21.11.2006. 
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sincerely help, we end up doing the opposite. All of us are at risk of 
somehow committing violence: no recognition of the right to cultural or 
religious differences when rejecting the contribution to peace that the 
experience of forgiveness could offer is such a form of violence. In the UN 
Final Report of the Alliance of Civilizations we read: “religion is an 
increasingly important dimension of many societies and a significant 
source of values for individuals. It can play a critical role in promoting and 
appreciation of other cultures, religions, and ways of life to help build 
harmony among them.” 177  Peace researchers and workers need to make 
every effort and not to rest, from whichever tradition those diverse efforts 
would arise if they help at least some people to build up peace and not to 
harm others – without imposing them per se, nor rejecting them per se. 
This integration of efforts is based in the conviction that the “diversity of 
civilizations and cultures is a basic feature of human society and a driving 
force of human progress. Civilizations and cultures reflect the great wealth 
and heritage of humankind; their nature is to overlap, interact and evolve in 
relationship to one another. There is no hierarchy among cultures, as each 
has contributed to the evolution of humanity. The history of civilizations is 
in fact a history of mutual borrowing and constant cross-fertilization.”178 
Indeed, such cross-fertilization in multiculturalism is what forgiveness has 
to recognize in each context if it does not want to become another violent 
weapon. Out of multicultural dialogue, forgiveness is already hybrid and 
mestizo (e.g. the articulation with TARR and peace architecture) and it is 
called to be even more mestizo in contact with other approaches to conflict 
transformation and ways of healing the broken relationships.  

6. “Political Forgiveness”: A Definition179 
Before adjectivizing forgiveness with the word “political,” let me sum up 
by saying what is not and what is forgiveness. Forgiveness has to be 
liberated from prejudices.180 
1- Forgiveness is not denying or negating the evil that has been done. Evil 
is evil and it can never be named in a different way, or overseen. Rather, 
forgiveness is to name evil by its true names even if it is painful and 
challenges humanity to call evil “evil.” 

                                                 
177 UN Final Report of the High-Level Group of the Alliance of Civilizations, Istanbul, November 2006. See 
http://www.unaoc.org/repository/report.htm, last consulted December 14th, 2006, nº 2.8. 
178 UN Final Report of the High-Level Group of the Alliance of Civilizations, Istanbul, November 2006. See 
http://www.unaoc.org/repository/report.htm, last consulted December 14th, 2006, nº 2.4. 
179 Here the word “political” is consciously used in a double reference: to the specific political PBB and to peace policies of the big 
picture. 
180 BILBAO, Galo, “Perspectiva Filosófica del Perdón,” in BILBAO, Galo, EXEBERRIA, Xavier, ECHANO, Juan, AGUIRRE, Rafael, El 
perdón en la vida pública, Deusto, 1999, pp. 15-52, pp. 19-31. Also in the same book see EXEBERRIA, Xavier, “Perspectiva Política 
del Perdón,” pp. 53-106, and p. 65. 
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2- Forgiveness is not forgetting as soon as possible or trying not to 
remember. Rather, forgiveness is to have a compassionate look and a 
caring touch on the wounds which leave scars on the mind, heart, and body. 
Forgiveness is memory but not a vindictive, vengeful or obsessive one. 
Forgiveness is a free memory. In this sense, it is not always obsessive, 
repetitive remembering; it can sometimes, somehow be “forgotten.” 
3- Forgiveness is not to renounce the right to be recognized where the right 
was not respected. Rather, forgiveness is to recognize the right to 
inviolability at any level of human rights and to go beyond justice when 
justice cannot give back, for example, a dear person who was killed (i.e., 
going beyond justice but without neglecting it).  
4- Forgiveness is not an obligation that is imposed by moral norms or laws, 
or by social pressure. Rather, forgiveness is the fruit of a free invitation to 
love as we have been loved. Forgiveness is a free act which frees victim 
and perpetrator from the past, opening a new future life and relationship. 
5- Forgiveness is not to re-concile in the sense of returning to the same 
relational situation among victim and perpetrator as it was before the evil 
was committed. Rather, for-giveness is to love-in-excess, an act of deep 
love which overflows the one who receives it. It is conditioned gift and 
grace which goes beyond mere calculated equitable transaction. Gratitude 
and extreme love is the perpetrator’s natural answer to forgiveness that is 
conditioned but offered in advance expecting that this offer-in-advance will 
help the conditioned process.  
6- Forgiveness is not to renounce in advance to the punishment or the 
reparation. Rather, forgiveness is to focus on healing the relations as a first 
goal, the re-humanization of both sides; pain and reparations are side 
effects in the process of healing.  
7- Forgiveness is not to show a moral superiority of the victim in front of 
the perpetrator and society. Rather, forgiveness is to show that humanity is 
bigger than evil; that diabolicisation181 of the perpetrator does not help the 
humanization of the perpetrator, nor of the victim. Forgiveness is defending 
the cause of humanity even with one’s own life. Forgiveness is an 
expression of love. 
After these general considerations I give a political definition of 
forgiveness in two steps: 1) I sum up first what I have said about politics: 
Politics is the exercise of the three faces of power (destructive, productive, 
integrative) – including the three positive uses in the power of love – by 

                                                 
181 “In the idea of diabolicisation, one is overwhelmed and insulted by evil to such an extent that one is no longer capable to look at 
the evildoer from another perspective than in the light of the crime that he has committed. Being horrified by evil, one considers the 
malefactor as non-human, as an ethically completely perverted creature, possessed by evil or even as the embodiment of the devil.” 
See: POLLEFEYT, Didier, “Ethics, Forgiveness and the Unforgivable after Auschwitz,” in POLLEFEYT, Didier (ed.), Incredible 
Forgiveness: Christian Ethics between Fanaticism and Reconciliation, Leuven, 2004, pp. 121-159, p. 125. 
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individuals and - more or less - institutionalized groups in the dynamic 
tension between ideologies and praxis so as to administrate limited goods 
following the three patterns of recognition aiming at the common good, 
and, ultimately, the peace of a society, the life-together which is not only 
an ethical ideal of the subject, but also the cultural and material reality in 
which the subject is always already embedded.182 2) If such is politics, then 
political forgiveness is the open multicultural sensitive practice of the three 
faces of powers – including the three positive uses in the power of love – to 
give-in-excess, to heal the violent relations of individuals and – more or 
less – institutionalized groups in the dynamic tension between ideologies 
and praxis so as to administrate limited goods (not only economical but 
also cultural, not only material-hard but also spiritual-soft goods) following 
the three patterns of recognition aiming at the common good, at a peaceful 
life-together, in and by a given society in a globalized world characterized 
by marginalization of the majority of the world, global militarization, 
competition over resources, and environmental degradation – which are 
other faces of violence.183   
With the help of all these theories (peace architecture, relational 
constructionism, TARR, Christian forgiveness, Aristotle’s political theory, 
the three faces of power, and the recognition theory, among other ideas), 
political forgiveness enters in synergy with the work done not only by the 
legal PBB (transitional justice), but with each of the different PBBs 
(economical, cultural, democratic, psychosocial, environmental, military, 
etc.) to sustain peace. It is this synergy in the frame of peace architecture 
(peace-home model) and relational constructionism that gives forgiveness 
full and legitimate entry into the political arena, with its basic love nature.    

                                                 
182 For entering in a deeper understanding of the nature of politics see EXEBERRIA, Xavier, “Perspectiva 
Política del Perdón,” in BILBAO, Galo, EXEBERRIA, Xavier, ECHANO, Juan, AGUIRRE, Rafael, El perdón 
en la vida pública, Deusto, 1999, pp. 53-106. 
183 ABBOT, Chris, ROGERS, Paul, SLOBODA, John, Global Responses to Global Threats: Sustainable 
Security for the 21st Century, Oxford Research Group, Briefing Paper, June 2006. See: 
http://www.oxfordresearchgroup.org.uk/publications/briefings/globalthreats.pdf, last consulted: July 5th, 
2006.  
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Conclusion: 
“Forgiving-Justice:” the Power of Love in Peace Policies184 

When the nature and dynamics of forgiveness are analyzed critically in the 
light of some theories of conflict and peace studies as I have done, one 
discovers their complexities and overlaps, the terms’ imbrications. One has 
to address the role of forgiveness in peace polices using a web-thinking 
approach. The title of my conclusion, Forgiving-Justice: the Power of Love 
in Peace Politicies points to the complexities in the articulation and 
integration of five concepts: peace, politics, justice, forgiveness, and love. 
In my understanding, for-giveness (give-in-excess) is driven by the power 
of the key concept of love. I call this type of analysis web-thinking: I have 
shown that these five concepts are interdependent and overlapping when 
one looks at the big picture of the peace work to be done in transitional 
societies. In this web-thinking love has to enter into the political arena: I 
have shown it through the linkage of dependent variables defining all the 
five concepts.  
There is no peace without politics and policies which guarantee justice; and 
justice is involved in the dynamics of forgiveness which implies love. 
Peace and justice are the concrete expressions of political forgiveness. 
Peace without justice is negative peace; justice without forgiveness is 
unjust because in most of the cases there is no perfect justice in the deeply 
emotional eyes of all parties affected by a concrete violent conflict. In other 
words, one needs forgiveness because it makes possible the justice that, at 
the same time, renders peace possible after gross violations of human 
rights, war crimes, crimes against humanity, and genocide suffered under 
armed conflicts, where so many people have brutally lost their humanizing 
relations. The humanizing relations are the common good at which politics 
serves. 
Under this critical scrutiny, forgiveness is not anymore a type of cheap 
forgiveness synonymous with impunity or the forgetting of a violent past, 
neither a simply spiritual (religious or not) or private psychological feeling  
of individuals without material implications (economy) and sociopolitical 
praxis (politics), neither a mechanic tool with immediate and fully 
controllable results, nor is it without sense of the human and also – from a 
perspective of faith – divine mystery of the gift that forgiveness implies. 
These misconceptions of forgiveness are due to a bias: a partial and 

                                                 
184 In this conclusion I hill summarize the main key ideas of the thesis. Simultaneously I will introduce 
some new elements for further research in my PhD thesis (Mestizo Forgiveness) related to mestizo peace 
architecture and mestizo peace building in transculturation, community building as peace building, 
distributive peace leadership and people centered networks, psychosocial healing dimensions of 
forgiveness, reconciling forgiveness, God as a “fourth party,” etc.  
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isolated understanding of the concept without the big picture of peace 
architecture as a background, without articulating it with the multifaceted 
justice and a psychosocial perspective, without looking at it with a critical 
theological eye, and, ultimately, without bringing it into the dynamic arena 
of transitional spaces as developed in relational constructionism. All these 
elements become conditions to enhance and widen the reality of 
forgiveness.  
If this radical “evil can be overcome only with forgiveness” as Benedict 
XVI says,185 if forgiveness is “the help that religions can give to peace” as 
John Paul II says,186 if forgiveness is, indeed, crucial for ethics and peace, 
then forgiveness has to gain full acceptance among policy makers through 
its articulation with the tools, models, theories and practices of conflict 
transformation and peace studies.  
I have attempted to develop this initial articulation in four steps, each one 
corresponding to one of the chapters of this thesis. 

1. Reframing forgiveness in the big picture of relational peace work 
In the first chapter I unfolded the background of peace architecture. There, 
I have shown that the legal PBB – to which the concept of “justice” 
belongs – and the religious PBB – where “forgiveness” is usually situated – 
are systematically interdependent with other PBBs: psychosocial, 
economic, political, artistic, environmental, educational, diplomatic, 
security, mass media, healthcare, etc. The multiple peace efforts done in all 
these mutually reinforcing PBBs become conditions of possibility to 
facilitate the process of forgiveness and to make peace more sustainable at 
intra-personal, interpersonal, communitarian, local, national, international, 
or global levels. On the basis of peace architecture, the dynamism of 
forgiveness is not linear; it is, rather, like a web connecting all PBBs. 
Forgiveness is a multi-vector process moving in multiple directions at the 
same time within the comprehensive peace architecture. The peace 
architecture is a network which enables forgiveness to emerge from the 
interdependent interactions of different PBBs. It cannot be confined to the 
religious PBB alone. 
Further to declaring that forgiveness is not the result of a linear unilateral 
action of a party within a single PBB, I identified the need for a theory to 
articulate the complexity of the peace architecture network. Relational 

                                                 
185 Pope Benedict XVI, Mass of priestly ordination, homily, Peter's Basilica, Pentecost Sunday, 15 May 
2005. 
186 JOHN PAUL II, No Peace without Justice, No Justice without Forgiveness, Message for the Celebration 
of the World Day of Peace, 1 January 2002, see: 
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/messages/peace/documents/hf_jp-
ii_mes_20011211_xxxv-world-day-for-peace_en.html, last consulted: July 7th, 2006. 
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constructionism is a people centered theory that allows one to search for 
and strengthen the synergies which facilitate the networks among the 
different PBBs. These networks are embodied by multiparty collaboration 
practices and in MSPs. Forgiveness, justice, politics, reconciliation, 
reconstruction, peacemaking, peacekeeping, development, environmental 
protection, humanitarian aid, conflict prevention, or sustainable peace are 
the result of relationships between people at the center of peace networks 
attempting to build up healthy relationships. 187  From the perspective of 
relational constructionism, peace architecture becomes: people centered 
networks or webs. And forgiveness is equally embodied by forgiving 
people centered networks or webs in transitional spaces.188 

2. Showing the role of justice in peace  
I focused on the concrete work done in the legal PBB in peace architecture. 
I have shown how the TARR model articulates the complexity of 
transitional justice in societies wounded by violence in the four mutually 
reinforcing concepts: truth, accountability, reparation, reconciliation. The 
TARR model has its strength in the articulation of the complementary 
elements of retributive and restorative justice, courts, tribunals and truth 
commissions. The resulting justice is strengthened by the contribution of 

                                                 
187 CARITAS INTERNATIONAL, Peacebuilding: A Caritas Training Manual, Vatican City, 2002, p. 4. 
188 I have given examples of people centered networks already, for instance, The Forgiveness Project, in 
http://www.theforgivenessproject.com/project/about/, last consulted: August 2nd, 2006. One more 
example is the Catholic Peacebuilding Network (CPN), see: http://cpn.nd.edu/, last consulted: July 20th, 
2006. Another example in the Christian Catholic work is referred to in the book CARITAS INTERNATIONAL, 
Peacebuilding: A Caritas Training Manual, Vatican City, 2002. “Lederach, one of the lead authors of the 
new Caritas manual, is a Mennonite who gained prominence as a creative and insightful conceptualizer of 
the peace building trajectory and practice. In recent years, as Catholics have put their own peace building 
house in order, Lederach has gravitated to Catholic circles in response to what he calls ‘‘admiration of 
Catholic verticality.” By this he means that the Catholic Church’s pervasive worldwide presence and its 
hierarchical structure ensures that the practitioner of peace building will find potential Catholic allies 
across the globe, in one conflict zone after another, embedded at each level of society. Cardinals, 
archbishops, and wealthy or influential lay Catholics are found among the elites of society; Catholic 
intellectuals and cultural leaders, influential priests and religious, and Catholic NGO’s operate in mid-
level leadership positions; and priests, religious, and laity ministering to and teaching in the towns, 
villages, and parishes constitute important elements of the grass roots. These potential partners are natural 
allies because they are committed in principle both to social justice and to peacemaking. The qualifying 
words “potential” and “in principle’’ suggest that the ubiquitous Catholic presence at various levels of 
some societies does not automatically translate into a coherent or compatible company of peace and 
justice allies. Church members do not always subscribe to the same ideology or theology of peace and 
justice. (…) And yet the overall picture is encouraging, the potential astounding. The Caritas handbook 
alone lists over 120 organizations working around the world in conflict resolution (not all of them are 
Catholic, but most are partners or potential partners). It profiles 24 “examples of good practice in 
reconciliation” conducted by Catholics and their nongovernmental partners in the field. Such exemplary 
practices include trauma healing in Croatia; human rights advocacy in Guatemala; conflict prevention and 
mitigation in Ahbedabad, India; Muslim-Christian peace building workshops in Mindanao, Philippines; 
education for peace in Egypt; and conflict resolution training in Sierra Leone. The church universal, in 
short, is thriving in its mission to civil society.” See 
http://www.peacebuildersinitiative.org/peaceTalk/readAboutPeace/CatholicPeace.php, last consulted: 
August 2nd, 2006. 
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distributive justices. Transitional justice has to do as well with enhancing 
possibilities for sustainable development for all in the reconstruction of 
economic structures.  
While entering into the complexity of transitional justice, one easily sees 
that the achievement of the main judicial and non-judicial conditions for 
transitional justice, in which many parties are involved, demands from 
societies a multiparty collaboration (MSPs) as well, first, within the borders 
of what is strictly considered the legal PBB, and second, beyond the 
borders of the strictly legal PBB – for instance: distributive justice, as 
Rama Mani showed, has to do with the economic PBB; or, another 
example, the narrative truth in the TARR model has a healing dimension on 
victims and perpetrators, individuals or societies, which necessarily has to 
address the psychosocial PBB as well in the search for trauma healing with 
therapeutic tools. Justice, especially in societies in transition, is more 
comprehensive than accountability against impunity and more 
comprehensive than judicial justice. That is why to achieve justice in the 
legal PBB, one needs to overlap with the work done in other PBBs. Peace 
demands us to go beyond a legal or juridical justice. 

3. Pointing out the contribution of Christian forgiveness to justice and 
peace 
In the third chapter, I presented the sacramental practice of forgiveness 
from a Christian religious PBB perspective. H. Arendt links the teachings 
on forgiveness to Jesus of Nazareth. That does not mean that forgiveness is 
an exclusive Christian or religious practice. Forgiveness is an 
anthropological experience available and accessible to any person. In the 
faith based reasoning of Christian theology, God is ultimately the one who 
forgives. God is the origin and end of forgiveness. He invites all humans to 
ask for forgiveness and to forgive, all empowered by his radical love which 
is capable of forgiving all humans. Not only God can forgive as the source 
of radical love, also humans can forgive because humans have been 
forgiven by God first and loved extremely by God first. For this divine 
radical love and gift, humans are empowered to love radically, to for-give, 
to give-in-extreme, as God does. God is the one who forgives even the 
“unforgivable,” the radical evil, with his radical love. This theological 
interpretation places the burden of the effort and responsibility to forgive 
not only in the limited human capacity to love and to forgive, but in joined 
human and divine capacities, shoulder to shoulder.  
The conditions of possibility for Christian forgiveness were expressed in 
the six steps and four names of the sacramental practice. The strong 
parallelism between the elements of transitional justice, concretely the four 
TARR elements, and the Christian practice of forgiveness reveals that, in 
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fact, the process of forgiveness is not foreign to our current models of 
administering justice. Forgiveness articulates the four elements of the 
TARR model: truth, accountability, reparation, and reconciliation. Through 
this articulation transitional justice becomes a transitional “forgiving-
justice.”  

SACRAMENT & TARR

RE-PARATIONRE-CONCILIATION

ACCOUNTABILITYTRUTH

RE-CONCILIATION

PENITENCECONFESSION

4. Reparation
5. Commitment: Do Not Repeat

6. Absolution

2. Repentance1. Examination of Conscience
3. Confession

FORGIVENESS

 
I know that the expression “Forgiving-Justice” is at least striking, if not 
provoking, for many. But I have shown that a basic structure, dynamism, 
and even human experience are common to both models. If the expression 
is provocative, it is because we understand forgiveness in a flawed way as 
giving out gross amnesty, as if forgiveness is only a pure gift without 
conditions (punishment and reparation), as something too personal or too 
spiritual escaping any type of legal action and political program. In this 
way the word forgiveness tends to disappear from our juridical and political 
theories. 
Nobody has a difficulty to see the intimate connection of justice and 
politics. Both, although in a different manner, guarantee the rights and 
duties for all. It is more difficult to see the connection between forgiveness 
and politics. The striking parallelism between the TARR model and the 
sacrament of forgiveness invited me to conceive of this paper as an attempt 
to articulate the supposed “dubious” role which forgiveness could play in 
peace polices with the “obvious” one which justice plays. The aim of this 
articulation was to politicize forgiveness: if justice has a clear link with 
politics (despite the separation of the three powers: legislative, judicial, and 
executive), and if justice has an intimate connection with forgiveness, then 
forgiveness is not foreign to politics either.  
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4. Politicizing forgiveness through peace politics and peace policies.189  
In chapter four I articulated those theories presented in the former chapters 
paving the way to politicize forgiveness. I plea for a politicization of 
forgiveness:  “political forgiveness” is both an individual and societal, 
private and public, spiritual and material process, which deserves full 
integration in conflict transformation theories and practices, in the 
discipline and tools of transitional justice, the political PBB, and the rest of 
the PBB in the broad perspective of peace policies. 
Forgiveness has a clear political character because it is at the service of the 
common good,190 the life in common. With H. Arendt, I said that religious 
forgiveness has a political nature as well. I defended that forgiveness has a 
clear political character when it aims at freeing transitional societies from 
being caught for ever by the wounds and divisions of a violent past. 
I attempted to make the challenging intimate connection between justice 
and forgiveness, politics and forgiveness, because I am convinced this is 
crucial in our attempts to make peace sustainable. So, I have defended in 
this thesis that there is no peace without “forgiving-justice,” neither without 
“forgiving-politics.” Peace experts, practitioners, and decision makers need 
to learn how to deal with the uneasiness of these challenging hyphenated 
concepts. Peace, before needing leadership without easy answers,191 needs 
leadership looking first to the complex big picture (the hyphenated 
concepts), beyond the narrow defensive one, leadership which formulates 
the right questions with the right concepts, however complex these may be.  
All these concepts which I have articulated are polysemic: love, law, 
recognition, rights and duties, reconciliation, common good, politics, 
                                                 
189 To keep this key distinction clear, I want to repeat what I said in the introduction. I distinguish 
between “peace policies” as referring to the big picture, comprising the whole peace architecture, and 
“peace politics” as referring to the political PBB as a part of the peace architecture as I will show later on. 
Peace policies refers to the guiding principles, guidelines, plans, models, courses of action, procedures, 
strategies and rules, in the process of building sustainable peace. When I speak about “politicizing 
forgiveness” I mean both: the articulation of forgiveness within peace policies, which involve peace 
politics (political PBB), as well as other PBBs; or the other way round, the articulation of forgiveness 
within peace politics (political PBB) opening up to the involvement of peace policies (the big picture of 
peace architecture). 
190 In a Christian perspective “the common good is understood as the social conditions that allow people 
to reach their full human potential and to realize their human dignity. The social conditions presuppose 
respect for the person, the social well-being and development of the group and the maintenance by public 
authority of peace and security. Today, in an age of global interdependence, the principle of the common 
good points to the need for international structures that can promote the just development of the human 
family across regional structures that can promote the just development of the human family across 
regional and national lines,” see BYRON, William J., “The Building Blocks of Catholic Social Teaching,” 
in America, October 31st, 1998; see also: http://www.americamagazine.org/articles/Byron.htm, last 
consulted: August 10th, 2006. “It is necessary to promote respect for the right to peace. This right 
encourages the building of a society in which structures of power give way to structures of cooperation, 
with a view to the common good,” PONTIFICAL COUNCIL FOR JUSTICE AND PEACE, Compendium of the 
Social Doctrine of the Church, Washington D.C., 2005, p. 225. 
191 HEIFETZ, Ronald A., Leadership without Easy Answers, Cambridge Mass., London, 1994. 
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peace, justice, forgiveness, etc. Their diverse understanding is dependent 
on different contexts and experiences lived by their actors. Right at the 
starting point of my thesis, in the introduction, I have drawn the attention to 
this sensitivity for cultural diversity. Forgiveness, as any other interrelated 
concept in peace work, has to be tailored with home-grown practices, tools, 
concepts, theories, narratives, etc.,192 and if the home-grown practices are 
not sufficient to transform conflicts in a globalized world with 
interdependent conflicts and solutions, then the home-grown practices need 
to look for outside practices to enter in dialogue and to better answer the 
local needs. This dialogue has to take into account the identity, the history, 
the culture, etc., of those main actors in the conflict zone. This grassroots’ 
tailoring adds complexity to the process of political forgiveness as a way of 
conflict transformation, but at the same time it adds efficiency because by 
nature political forgiveness is a participatory approach to sustain peace.  
How to prove that my claim about the meaning of forgiveness in peace 
policies is right? In other words, how to show in facts that forgiving-justice 
is key for sustainable peace policies? First one needs to look at the praxis in 
psychology, and secondly to the history.  
First, therapeutic clinical psychology has proved to have a powerful tool in 
forgiveness, to address past violent wounds in the present, and to open up a 
new future with healed relationships. This psychological power of 
forgiveness proves the relevance of it at a therapeutic level in the intra and 
interpersonal level, but also beyond.193 “It is not so rarely in international 
politics and international history that very strong positive structural, 
political, economical, secure and other factors did not help in resolving 
conflicts. Let’s mention only the Oslo agreement from 1993 which, 
unfortunately, did not bring peace to people of the Middle East. What is 
necessary in each case is usually good will. And this is a psychological 
characteristic. It is well known from Kurt Lewin Field theory and from 
many others that one’s behaviour is related both to one’s personal 
characteristics and to the social situation in which one finds oneself. It is 
usually not possible to understand and explain political decisions and 
behaviour without taking into account individual, psychological level of 

                                                 
192 BLOOMFIELD, David, BARNES, Teresa, HUYSE, Luc (eds.), Reconciliation after Violent Conflicts: A 
Handbook, IDEA, Stockholm, 2003, p. 46. 
193 “Forgiveness has been found to be a pivotal process in helping clients resolve anger over past 
betrayals, relieve depression and anxiety, and restore piece of mind. Synthesizing over 20 years of 
research in forgiveness, pioneers Robert Enright and Richard Fitzgibbons explain the process of 
forgiveness in psychotherapy in a way that can be applied by clinicians regardless of their theoretical 
orientation.” See ENRIGHT, Robert D., FITZGIBBONS, Richard P., Helping Clients Forgive: An Empirical 
Guide for Resolving Anger and Restoring Hope, Washington D.C., 2000. See also: ENRIGHT, Robert D., 
Psychology Rediscovers the Power of Forgiveness, an interview at Zenit, September 12th, 2005, see: 
http://www.democracyinaction.org/dia/organizations/ncadp/news.jsp?key=1747&t=, last consulted: 
August 12th, 2006 
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analysis.”194 The proven power of forgiveness at psychological level cannot 
be left underused at political level when aiming at healing public and social 
wounds. This is the work of political psychology. 
History shows that in complex armed conflicts, justice on its own is not 
free from hatred, resentment, bitterness, and retaliation in efforts to make 
peace sustainable, to prevent conflicts – the last aim of politics. This is 
because justice almost never is “perfect” in the eyes of all parties. How is it 
humanely possible to make a just-equal-value restitution of a life violently 
taken? Forgiving-justice is a way of making justice more possible in the 
search for sustainable peace in political transitions. Political forgiveness is 
a reality, with degrees of limitations and achievements, in transitional 
societies like in Argentina, Chile, Northern Ireland, South Africa, etc. 
Many authors have produced literature about those limits and achievements 
over the last ten years.195 

Last conclusive remarks: love in politics 
Forgiveness enables peace architecture, peace policies, transitional justice, 
relational constructionism, etc., to take seriously the power of love. 
Forgiveness’ power of love is not confined to the religious or psychosocial 
PBBs; it expands beyond those two blocks, and it is at work in all the rest 
of the PBBs of the architecture, also in the political PBB. 
The reconciliation of individuals and societies which forgiveness aims at is 
achieved by the recognition of all rights and duties, by all and for all. This 
recognition is done by the positive use of the three faces of power that 
forgiveness has: destructive of dehumanizing conditions,196 constructive of 
positive material conditions, integrative or facilitating relations of inclusion 
with love and law. This positive use of the three faces of power at the 

                                                 
194 Course on Psychology of Peace Building and Reconciliation by Professor N. Petrovic, Belgrade, who 
refers to the inaugural speech of Ervin Staub after being appointed president of the international Society 
for Political Psychology in 2000, see: 
www.lse.ac.uk/Depts/global/Publications/epool/Syllabus_30_Petrovic.pdf, last consulted: August 2nd, 
2006. 
195 AMSTUTZ, Mark, The Healing of Nations: The Promise and Limits of Political Forgiveness, Lanham, 
MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2005. For Amstutz political forgiveness, with its degrees and 
limits in diverse peace process (he examines Argentina, Chile, Northern Ireland, and South Africa) is a 
powerful way to peace, although based in a demanding ethic. For him "restoration of communal bonds 
and the promotion of national reconciliation can only occur when individuals and groups are deeply 
committed to national solidarity and are willing to treat offenders or enemies as people entitled to human 
dignity" (p.15). Accordingly, "the most expeditious and effective way of reckoning with past collective 
offences is by intentionally seeking to foster political healing through reconciliation based on moral 
rehabilitation of antagonists" (p. 85). For this rehabilitation of antagonist, even in the political peace 
process, forgiveness is a powerful tool. In the political arena political leaders can act as moral agents 
representing their constituencies and, therefore, give and receive forgiveness on behalf of their collectives. 
See http://www.politicalreviewnet.com/polrev/reviews/PSR/R_1478_9299_1675_1006602.asp, last 
consulted: December 19th, 2006. 
196 As I said, Boulding is incisive when he says that each face of power has positive and negative uses.  
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service of the common good and the renewed life together of transitional 
societies introduces the power of love in politics. 
I have shown that love tends to be reduced to a merely private or intimate 
sphere of personal or interpersonal life. Therefore, love does not seem to be 
a category to explain what is at stake in political life. This reduction of 
what love implies disconnects political institutions from their origin: love 
as the basic concrete and lived experience of unity, interdependence and 
relations between the self and the other, the individual and the collective, 
the law and the being, the rational and the emotional, or the affections 
among peoples in a community.197 Alice Ormiston in her book “Love and 
Politics” defends that “the task of life is the need to cultivate experiences of 
love and conscience in an age when they are threatened by eclipse. And the 
task of philosophy in relation to this is to vindicate experiences of love and 
conscience that individuals do achieve and thus to protect these from the 
reductive attacks of a narrow reflective rationality.” 198  According to 
Ormiston the role of love in history culminates with forgiveness in Hegel’s 
mature political philosophy.199 The narrow instrumental rationality is what 
has divorced love from politics. In a different direction goes the statement 
of the recently elected Chilean President, Michelle Bachelet, who suffered 
detention, torture, exile together with her mother, and who suffered the 
torture and killing of her father (an air force commander) by Augusto 
Pinochet and his military junta in the early 1970s. When Bachelet was 
elected president, she affirmed: “Because I was the victim of hatred, I have 
dedicated my life to reverse that hatred and turn it into understanding, 
tolerance and –why not say it – into love.”200 The president of Chile brings 
the concept of love to the political arena in a still divided and transitional 
society.  
Love is excessive-giving. The excessive-giving which for-giveness implies 
is a challenging opportunity for love in politics, for deep politics, for deep 
peace – beyond a mere cohabitation among enemies. For-giveness is 
excess-giving, gratis-plus-giving needed beyond an impossible just-equal-
giving and receiving. This receiving and giving conditioned but also gratis 

                                                 
197 ORMISTON, Alice, Love and Politics, Re-interpreting Hegel, Albany (N.Y.), 2004, p.7. See: 
http://www.sunypress.edu/details.asp?id=60921, last visited: August 11th, 2006: “Alice Ormiston's Love 
and Politics argues that modern politics is rooted not merely in the pursuit of power, but that it is 
essentially underpinned by the experience of love. Hegel understood love as a principle that unites reason 
and emotion, and self and other, and that provides the foundation for a deep sense of connectedness to the 
world and for genuine acts of autonomy. Through an original and highly accessible interpretation of 
Hegel's works, Ormiston shows how the modern commitment to individual rights and freedoms can only 
be adequately understood by reference to the experience of love that lies at the foundation of the modern 
subject and its political expression in acts of conscience.” 
198 ORMISTON, Alice, Love and Politics, Re-interpreting Hegel, Albany (N.Y.), 2004, p. 8. 
199 ORMISTON, Alice, Love and Politics, Re-interpreting Hegel, Albany (N.Y.), 2004, p. 7. 
200 BBC, Bachelet in her public declarations after having been elected Chilean President in January 2006, 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/americas/4618954.stm, last consulted: December 16th, 2006. 
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makes all people perceive forgiveness remaining partially within a 
mysterious nature, a grace nature, difficult to control as if it were the mere 
result of a step by step recipe. Forgiveness is not the result of a mere 
technical manual of peace engineers but of the cultivation of wisdom and 
hope, deep attitudes in life which are open to and longing for what is 
almost impossible, a radical love to come, a task to welcome, but also a gift 
which one receives because one deeply untiringly expects it, a gift that, 
when one has received it, one is invited to offer it to others, even without 
being asked first; because love cannot be confined.  
Religions are familiar with this language beyond the operational definitions 
of sciences; and they are not afraid of tapping into religious sources to 
mobilize peace assets in their traditions. Forgiveness is one of these assets, 
although not an exclusive asset of religious traditions. Religions can play 
an important although often forgotten role – especially in secularized 
societies – to discover and enact the possibilities of deep policies capable 
of fostering deep sustainable peace. To forget the role of religious 
traditions and cultures threatens the peace process – a mistake that has 
often been committed, as recently Madeleine Albright has emphasized.201 
Benedict XVI in his Message of January 1st, 2006, celebrating the World 
Day of Peace says: “As far as the free expression of personal faith is 
concerned, another disturbing symptom of lack of peace in the world is 
represented by the difficulties that both Christians and the followers of 
other religions frequently encounter in publicly and freely professing their 
religious convictions. Speaking of Christians in particular, I must point out 
with pain that not only are they at times prevented from doing so; in some 
States they are actually persecuted, and even recently tragic cases of 
ferocious violence have been recorded. There are regimes that impose a 
single religion upon everyone, while secular regimes often lead not so 
much to violent persecution as to systematic cultural denigration of 
religious beliefs. In both instances, a fundamental human right is not being 
respected, with serious repercussions for peaceful coexistence. This can 
only promote a mentality and culture that is not conducive to peace.”202 The 
same concern is backed by the mentioned UN Report on Alliance of 
Civilizations supported by some Heads of States.203   

                                                 
201 Commenting on her book The Mighty and the Almighty: Reflections on America, God and World 
Affairs (New York, 2006), Madeleine K, Albright claimed: “Even al-Qaeda speaks about higher values: 
about history, identity, and faith. We can learn from that.” She pleads for religious advisers at the service 
of politicians. See: Tertio, August 9th, 2006, pp. 5-6.  
202 BENEDICT XVI, Message for the Celebration of the World Day of Peace, January 1st, 2007,   
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/benedict_xvi/messages/peace/documents/hf_ben-
xvi_mes_20061208_xl-world-day-peace_en.html, last visited: December 18th, 2006. 
203 UN Report Alliance of Civilizations, http://www.unaoc.org/repository/HLG_Report.pdf, last visited: 
December 18th, 2006. 
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Following that encouragement, I attempted to look at the challenge of 
sustaining peace searching in the sources of my Christian tradition. From 
that perspective I have shown how the elements and dynamic of 
forgiveness are closely related to judicial and political processes aiming at 
sustaining peace. Both, the Christian approach and the secular or other 
traditional and cultural approaches to peace work can enrich each other. 
From this enriching dialogue with peace architecture policies, relational 
constructionism, and transitional justice I have learned that the Christian 
practice of forgiveness needs to regain the strong communal social 
dimensions of its ancient origins. To separate the perpetrator from the hurt 
community, is only a means for a conversion back into the community. 
Forgiveness is always at the service of personal and communitarian 
reconciliation; and when reconciliation is achieved, forgiveness is fulfilled. 
Therefore, forgiveness is a reconciling-forgiveness. Who or what is a 
person when cut from its relationships?  
The experience of forgiveness, I profoundly believe, I have seen it with my 
own eyes, is the most (re)humanizing experience for a broken person or 
society, victim or perpetrator. We are relational, communitarian, societal, 
and political beings. From my Christian tradition, but not exclusively, I see 
that persons and societies become human by means of forgiving other 
persons and societies, by means of asking and receiving forgiveness from 
other persons and societies, even in the case of extreme violence where 
humanity has been so disfigured that it is almost impossible to believe in 
love, in forgiveness and in humanity itself. This is the case of Jesus on the 
cross offering forgiveness to his torturers and killers (Lc 23:34). In this 
situation Jesus became fully human, enacting the deepest human and 
humanizing act of freedom: to offer forgiveness instead of been caught by 
hatred. Jesus invites us to full humanization through enacting forgiveness. 
It is an invitation not only to forgive the unforgivable, but to search for the 
conditions of possibility, for the source of love which makes it possible to 
love even the enemies. 
Finally, faithful to my tradition and offering it to others, I would like to 
narrate the story of the resurrection of Jesus. Three days after Jesus was 
brutally victimized to death, he resurrected. “On the evening of that day, 
the first day of the week, the doors being shut where the disciples were, for 
fear of the Jews (who had killed their master), Jesus came and stood among 
them and said to them: Peace be with you. When he had said this, he 
showed them his wounded hands and his side. Then the disciples were glad 
when they saw the Lord. Jesus said to them again: Peace be with you. As 
the Father has sent me, even so I send you. And when he had said this, he 
breathed on them, and said to them: Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive 
the sins of any, they are forgiven; if you retain the sins of any, they are 
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retained” (John 20:19-23). The first thing to note is that Jesus immediately 
after being tortured to death and abandoned by his disciples, is bringing 
peace and not retaliation to them; 204  and he is offering peace through 
forgiveness, even giving them the capacity to forgive. The second thing to 
note is that Jesus breathes on his disciples. This is the second time in all of 
the history of humanity as narrated in the Bible that God breathes on 
human beings; the first time was when God gave to Adam, in the paradise 
of Eden, the breath of life of creation (Genesis 2:7) coming from the 
Source of Love. This means that through a loving forgiveness, Jesus re-
creates the broken humanity of the disciples who have abandoned the 
master. Through forgiveness a new creation is brought about, a broken 
person is created anew with the breath of God’s Spirit. The spiritual power 
and political power of forgiveness is the power of re-humanizing, of 
becoming “glad” again, like the disciples, because they relate again to the 
Master. Love is restored and recreated with Love. A re-humanizing 
forgiveness aims at healing relations. It re-humanizes because we humans 
are essentially our relations with ourselves, with other humans, and – for 
those who are believers – with God as well.  
Nevertheless, forgiveness is not an easy answer or a cheap solution to the 
massive violence in the world. The new re-humanized life, the 
“resurrection,” the fulfilment of forgiveness implies “incarnation” (coming-
out-of-oneself to the encounter with the other) and “crucifixion” (death of 
defensively isolated victim and perpetrator identities). This is what we 
learn from God’s forgiveness incarnated in Jesus’ life. “The cross shows 
how demanding it was for God to forgive, how far God was willing to go to 
forgive.”205  
If it was demanding for God it is also demanding for his people. “In the 
light of faith, solidarity seeks to go beyond itself, to take on the specifically 
Christian dimensions of total gratuity, forgiveness and reconciliation. 
One’s neighbor then is not only a human being with his or her own rights 
and fundamental equality with everyone else, but becomes the living image 
of God, the Father, redeemed by the blood of Jesus Christ and placed under 
the permanent action of the Holy Spirit. One’s neighbor must therefore be 
loved, even if an enemy, with the same love with which the Lord loves him 
or her; and for that person’s sake one must be ready for sacrifice, even the 
ultimate one: to lay down one’s life for the brethren (1 John 3:16).”206 

                                                 
204 This is Jesus’ “third way” of conflict transformation: against retaliation (first way), he brings a word of 
peace; against evasion (second way), he appears resurrected. His third way is to challenge and heal 
relations caught in fears and guilt, and to give power to forgive. 
205 AUGSBURGER, David W., Helping People Forgive, Louisville, 1996, p. 30. 
206 JOHN PAUL II, Encyclical Letter Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, 1987, see also: 
http://www.vatican.va/edocs/ENG0223/_INDEX.HTM, last consulted: August 10th, 2006. 
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What seems to be impossible for humans is not necessarily impossible for 
God through and together with human beings.  
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