
      

 

A NOTE TO PARENTS 

Forgiveness is a highly charged area in family life, and one in which we are likely to 
confuse our children, because we ourselves are probably confused.  The simple 
exchange, “I’m sorry” —“That’s OK,” can mean, “Excuse me; I bumped into you,” 
—“No problem;” or it can mean, “I admit that I knowingly chose to do something 
that hurt you; can you still bear to be in relationship with me?” —“I am glad you 
see now that what you did was wrong; we can’t excuse it, but now we can put it 
behind us and be reconciled.”  It’s fine to have a set little dialogue, “I’m sorry” — 
“That’s OK” to deal with trespasses of whatever kind.  The problem arises when 
we start to treat all such situations as the same. 

Some adults think of all offenses as mere trivial accidents, and expect to be 
excused of whatever they do simply as a matter of routine.  When such people do 
commit a real offense, they are often baffled and upset by the difficulty others 
have in excusing them as they expect to be excused, “now that I’ve said I’m sorry.”   
At the other extreme, particularly in dealing with children, many of us treat quite 
trivial offenses as if they were serious, willful moral failures—especially if these 
offenses are in areas that happen to get on our nerves.  I can make my children 
feel like rotten human beings for (for example) needing help with a project when I 
am busy and preoccupied; making noise when I have a headache, leaving toys 
lying around, or forgetting a hat or jacket at school. 

Family members do get on each other’s nerves, and need to apologize when they 
get on each other’s nerves.  But it works both ways:  if we expect our children to 
say “I’m sorry” to us for some trivial irritation, we must be prepared to say no less 
to them when we have nagged or belittled them, or failed to keep a promise, or 
hurt their feelings, intentionally or not.  And we parents must learn to reserve 
our real moral indignation for matters that are genuinely sins—that represent 
choosing to hurt or not to care, not simply mistakes or lack of ability.  We must learn 
to excuse what is not a sin, so that we will have the charity to forgive when 
genuine sin (theirs or ours) calls for genuine, costly forgiveness. 
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