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Chapter  1

 I
n a perfect world, there would be no need for apologies. But because 

the world is imperfect, we cannot survive without them. My academic 

background is the fi eld of anthropology, the study of human culture. 

One of the clear conclusions of the anthropologist is that all people have 

a sense of morality: Some things are right, and some things are wrong. 

People are incurably moral. In psychology, it is often called the con-

science. In theology, it may be referred to as the 

“sense of ought” or the imprint of the divine.

It is true that the standard by which the con-

science condemns or affi rms is infl uenced by the culture. For example, in 

Eskimo (or Inuit) culture, if one is on a trek and runs out of food, it is per-

fectly permissible to enter the igloo of a stranger and eat whatever is avail-

able. In most other Western cultures, to enter an unoccupied house would 

be considered “breaking and entering,” an offense punishable as a crime. 

Although the standard of right will differ from culture to culture and some-

times within cultures, all people have a sense of right and wrong.

When one’s sense of right is violated, that person will experience anger. 

righting Wrongs

people are 
incurably moral.

talk About It 

Here are a number of questions designed to spark interaction and 

stimulate thought. Share these with your spouse or close friend or 

in a small group, or use them for personal refl ection.

Discuss the author’s observation, “People are incurably moral.” 

Agree? Disagree?

Share a story you’ve heard or experience you’ve had showing 

humankind’s “amazing capacity to forgive.”

Those we care about most are those most affected by our apolo-

gies. Who are the people in your life who will be most affected by 

your learning in the area of apology?
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T
hose of us who experienced bullying when we were growing up—

or watched our kids being victimized—know that the scars can 

cut deep and last long. But some elementary-school students in 

Louisiana are learning an important lesson. At a recent antibullying as-

sembly at a school in Lafayette, Kyannah Mathis, only seven, admitted 

that she had sometimes been a bully toward some of her classmates. She 

said she had been feeling sad since the death of her grandmother and 

thought she might have taken out some of that sadness on others. With 

the encouragement of facilitator Asher Lyons, Kyannah called two of 

her friends up and apologized to them, then asked for their forgiveness 

and asked what she could do to make it right. The girls shook hands and 

agreed to be friends.

“I feel much better because I don’t feel mad anymore,” Kyannah said 

after the program. As for her friends, eight-year-old Nevaonna Alfred 

said she was thankful for Kyannah’s help and said that when she was bul-

lied, “I feel like I just want to be mad myself.” She added, “I just want us 

to be friends.”1

“I’m Sorry”
E X p r E s s i n G  r E G r E t

Chapter  2

talk About It 

Have you had childhood experiences similar to those described at 

the beginning of this chapter? Is there anyone from your past that 

you would like to say “I’m sorry” to?

Have you ever hurt someone without realizing it? What did you do 

when you became aware that you had hurt someone? What would 

most people say they are looking for in an apology? 
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A
s a boss, Larry usually stayed calm, but on this particular day he 

ran out of patience. He spoke harshly to one of his employees. 

The message was true and the reproof needed, but he had spo-

ken in anger and his words had been cutting. Afterward, he felt bad but 

told himself, What I said was true, and the guy needs to shape up. He needs to 

know I’m not a pushover.

Jane had trouble remembering appointments, especially those that 

fell on the weekend, when she often failed to look at her calendar. So 

here she was again arriving halfway through a neighborhood planning 

meeting. Jane’s mind ran through lists of reasons for her confusion 

about the meeting time. At the top of the list was her recent return from 

a cross-country trip. She didn’t know what day it was, much less what 

time it was. Meanwhile, the others at the meeting felt she owed them an 

apology for again showing up late.

Young Shawn was in pain following a medical procedure. His mom 

was hovering, trying to make him comfortable and insisting that he take 

his pain medication. Unfortunately, Shawn swatted away his well-meaning 

“I Was Wrong”
a C C E p t i n G  r E s p o n s i B i L i t y

Chapter  3

talk About It 

Name a few of the most outrageous excuses you have heard 

people claim for refusing to admit wrong. Why do you think these 

people had such a diffi cult time admitting a wrongful act?

This chapter teaches that we often believe, “To admit that we are 

wrong is perceived as weakness.” How does it make you feel to 

admit that you were wrong? 

When was a time you felt you had done nothing wrong, yet some-

one expected an apology? How did you respond? 
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 I
t was one of those feel-good stories you see in the newspaper and on TV 

before Christmas. In the Youngstown, Ohio, area, a thief made off with 

cash from one of those familiar Salvation Army red kettles. In fact, the 

perpetrator, apparently dressed in a Salvation Army jacket, walked away 

with the money and the kettle while the bell ringer was taking a break.

But what could have been a sad “stealing from the poor” story turned 

into something more heartwarming two days later, when someone anony-

mously left $130 and a note of apology at the Salvation Army’s offi ces. 

“Here is the money I took plus money for a new kettle and bell . . . Please 

forgive me.”1

The unidentifi ed wrongdoer not only apologized—he or she made 

restitution, making a tangible effort to right the wrong they committed.

By contrast, the families of the victims of the movie-theatre shootings 

in Aurora, Colorado, were offended by the theatre chain’s attempt at 

“making things right” by offering tickets to the theatre’s reopening. A 

letter to the theatre chain, Cinemark, accused the company of being 

“oblivious to our anguish.” Caren and Tom Tewes, whose son Alexander 

 “how Can I Make It right?”
m a K i n G  r E s t i t U t i o n

Chapter  4

talk About It 

What do you think of courts offering large sums of money for 

reparative damages? When do you feel the awarded amounts 

become excessive?

This chapter suggests there is a voice within us that cries out for 

those who have wronged us to pay for their act. In what ways has 

this been true in your life? How have you sensed the need for 

another person to “pay for” his or her offense against you?

Speaking someone’s love language is central in making restitution 

successful. Of the fi ve love languages (words of affi rmation, acts of 

service, receiving gifts, quality time, and physical touch), which is 

most important to you? Why do you think this is the case?
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W
hether we’re scanning it spread out over our kitchen table with 

our coffee or online at the offi ce, we expect our daily paper to 

tell the truth. Imagine, then, the shock of some Cape Cod, 

Massachusetts, residents when they read the front-page apology from the 

publisher of the Cape Cod Times. A longtime reporter had simply been 

making up feature stories. A sharp-eyed editor had gotten suspicious. Da-

tabases were searched. Sources were contacted. The conclusion: the peo-

ple in the stories did not exist and the events described never happened.

So the publisher admitted wrongdoing: “[How] did we allow this to 

happen? It’s a question we cannot satisfactorily answer . . . We must learn 

from this painful lesson and take steps to keep it from happening again.” 

He then went on to outline exactly what those steps would be.1

On the other hand, many couples can identify with the wife who la-

mented, “We have the same old arguments about the same old things. 

What upsets me most is not the offending action—it’s the repetition of the 

offending action. He apologizes. He promises not to do it again. Then 

he does it again— ‘it’ being as small as leaving the bathroom light on or 

“I Want to Change”
G E n U i n E Ly  r E p E n t i n G

Chapter  5

talk About It 

Name some of the differences you have noticed between men and 

women when they apologize. Where do you think these differ-

ences come from?

This chapter defi nes repentance as “to turn around” or “to 

change one’s mind.” In what other ways have you heard repen-

tance defi ned? What do you think of the idea that repentance 

includes the concept of “I’ll try not to do that again”? 

Talk about a time when you wanted your spouse (or other person 

close to you) to not just apologize but change their behavior. 

What happened?

W h E n  S o r r y  I S n ’ t  E n o u g h
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Y
ears ago my (Jennifer’s) mother worked in an offi ce in Chicago 

where she got along with all her coworkers. But one afternoon a 

coworker told her she was bothered by the fact that my mother 

“never apologizes.”

My mother hesitated, then remembered an incident in which she 

had made a mistake that affected this person. “I felt that I had apolo-

gized quickly,” Mom told me, “taking responsibility and saying that I was 

sorry for the inconvenience. So I gingerly asked her what she needed to 

hear from me.”

“Well, you never asked me to forgive you!” the coworker exclaimed.

“Well, I want you to forgive me, because I value our relationship,” my 

mother replied. “So let me ask you now, will you please forgive me?”

She responded, “Yes, I will.” They both laughed, and things once 

more were fi ne between them—because my mother had learned the 

woman’s apology language.

“Can you Find It in your heart . . .” 
r E Q U E s t i n G  F o r G i V E n E s s

Chapter  6

talk About It 

When was a time you thought you had apologized for a situation 

but later discovered the other person didn’t feel that you had 

apologized? What further action did you take in that situation?

Have you ever had to forgive—or ask for forgiveness? How did you 

feel?

How can we learn to offer forgiveness even in situations when the 

other person is unwilling or unable to request it?

 

W h E n  S o r r y  I S n ’ t  E n o u g h
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N
ow it’s your turn.

As you’ve gone through the previous chapters, have you 

recognized your spouse, your child, your friend, yourself in 

any of the examples? I know that I (Jennifer) have a much deeper un-

derstanding of my husband, J.T., through this research. J.T. is a rational 

thinker for whom debates are routine and being accurate is of primary 

importance. Recently, I realized that my apologies should include “I was 

wrong” in order for him to best hear my remorse. He needs me to accept 

responsibility. In contrast, feelings are my top priority. I need him to ex-

press regret, to say that he is concerned about my feelings: “I am sorry.” 

By our thirteenth year of marriage, we had fi nally learned to shorten our 

arguments by apologizing not in our own languages but in the primary 

language of the other person.

What we have learned in our marriage is what Gary and I have found 

to be true in most marriages: Husbands and wives generally do not have 

the same primary apology language. Consequently, their apologies are 

often met with resistance rather than forgiveness.

how Do you Say you’re Sorry?

Chapter  7

talk About It 

Which of the fi ve apology languages are most important to you? 

Think about your closest friend. Which apology language do you 

think is most important to him or her?

Review the questions for discovering your primary love language. 

Which one do you fi nd most helpful? 

What do you personally desire most in an apology? 



93

 C
olumnist Lisa-Marie Williams, shaken as we all were by the 

shooting in Newtown, Connecticut, found herself refl ecting on 

the pain of living and the sorrow that can come with close rela-

tionships. She writes:

When you grow up you realize that sometimes, saying I’m sorry isn’t 

enough to fi x something that went wrong. You learn that sometimes you have 

to say I’m sorry even when something wasn’t your fault.

Williams goes on to describe a nasty quarrel she and her longtime 

best friend got into. “Harsh words were exchanged and at the end I 

apologized profusely—not because I thought I was wrong but because I 

thought it needed to be done to start repairing the friendship.”

Her friend did not apologize. She said she didn’t feel the need. And, said 

Williams (who eventually did reconcile with the friend), “It hurt. A lot.”1

The friend sounds like the man from Bakersfi eld, California, who said, 

“I know I did wrong, but so did she. In fact, her actions precipitated this 

whole thing. Why should I apologize when she’s the one who started it?”

What If you Don’t Want 
to Apologize?

Chapter  8

If an individual senses such emotional resentment building, it is time 

to talk to a counselor, pastor, or trusted friend. Failure to process the 

resentment can lead to the destruction of a relationship. Peace at any 

price is not the road to authentic relationships. 

talk About It

When was a time you chose to wait to apologize rather than doing 

it immediately? How did this affect the relationship?

“Why should I apologize when she’s the one who started it?” said 

the man in the chapter. What would you say to him?

Many people form an “insensitive conscience” over time and no 

longer consider what they do as being wrong. How have you expe-

rienced this in your own life? In the lives of those close to you?
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I
n this chapter, we move from making an apology to accepting the apology.

As we’ve seen, forgiving someone for wrong behavior can be tough, 

especially if we consider the offense to be major. 

Let’s be clear: the need for forgiveness always begins with an offense. 

The International Forgiveness Institute, founded by Professor Robert 

Enright, a pioneer in “forgiveness” research, defi nes forgiveness as a 

moral issue: Forgiveness “is a response to an injustice (a moral wrong),” 

and “it is a turning to the ‘good’ in the face of wrongdoing.”1 If no of-

fense has been committed, then forgiveness is a nonissue.

All sincere apologies have the same two goals: that the offender be 

forgiven and the relationship be reconciled. When forgiveness and rec-

onciliation occur, the relationship can continue to grow.

like A BoMB fAlling

Even a minor offense can be like a bomb falling on a picnic. It destroys 

the tranquility of the relationship. If you’re the one offended, you know 

how it feels: there’s hurt, anger, disappointment, disbelief, a sense of 

Learning to Forgive

Chapter  9

talk About It 

When do you fi nd it most diffi cult to forgive someone? Why do 

you think this is the case?

Discuss the author’s observation that “we are never separated 

from God’s love, but our disobedience does separate us from His 

fellowship.”

Why is it dangerous to forgive too easily?
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 K
aren shared a powerful testimony:

My parents were divorced when I was in fi fth grade. When I would 

visit my dad, I didn’t really feel like he cared about me or wanted to spend 

time with me. He remarried and divorced two more times and I stopped seeing 

him. Eventually my younger brother and I told our dad we didn’t want anything 

to do with him. Then my younger brother committed suicide. I did not speak to my 

dad for fi ve years.

During that time, he tried to contact me a few times, but always with the atti-

tude of trying to explain why he was right and I was wrong. After a couple of years 

of silence—a time during which I started attending church and found a strong 

Christian friend—I decided I needed to forgive my dad and give him a second 

chance. So one day I picked up the phone and called him. That fi rst call was short, 

but it was the beginning of a new relationship for my father and me.

That was over twenty years ago and I have maintained a healthy relationship 

with my father ever since. He now has Alzheimer’s so our relationship has changed 

again, but I am grateful that I have had many good years with him! 

The world is full of broken relationships between parents and 

healing your 
Family relationships

Chapter  10

talk About It

Have you ever experienced or observed a broken or damaged 

relationship in your family? 

“Most siblings, in the process of growing up, do and say things 

that are hurtful to each other.” How have you dealt with that in 

your own life?

In what ways can writing an apology statement help in dealing 

with an emotional issue? Can you think of a time when writing out 

your apology would have better helped the situation? 

W h E n  S o r r y  I S n ’ t  E n o u g h
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J
ordan had always been the all-American model teenager. Good 

student, star football player, active in the church youth program—

but now he was sitting in my offi ce in tears. I have known him all 

his life, but I had never seen him this distraught.

 He spoke slowly at fi rst, trying to hold back the tears.

“I’ve really blown it,” he said. “I’ve messed up my whole life. I really 

wish I could die.” 

“Would you like to tell me about it?” I asked. Jordan looked at the 

fl oor as he talked.

“It all started last year,” he said. “I met this girl at school. I knew I 

shouldn’t have dated her, but she was so good-looking. I started taking 

her home after school. I found out her father had left four years ago 

and her mother didn’t get home from work until about 6 p.m. We would 

study together and talk. Then we started messing around, and before 

long, we were having sex. I knew it wasn’t right, but I tried to be careful. 

She got pregnant anyway, and last week she had an abortion.”

Jordan’s whole body was shaking. Tears were falling on his jeans like 

Choosing to Forgive yourself

Chapter  11

that would encourage you to repeat that failure.

In addition to learning from past failures, you are now in a position 

to take positive steps to make your future brighter. This may involve 

reading books, attending seminars, talking with friends, or counseling. 

These are the kinds of steps that give you new information and insights 

with which to direct your future. Apologizing to yourself and choosing to 

forgive yourself opens to you the possibility of a future that is far brighter 

than you have ever dreamed.

talk About It

Why does it seem easier at times to forgive other people than to 

forgive ourselves? How have you seen this in your life?

Share an experience you have had in taking “positive steps” to 

overcome a challenge.

What do you think of the idea of talking with yourself about self-

apology? Does it feel natural or awkward? How has your back-

ground infl uenced how you view this concept of self-talk?
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S teven Spielberg’s award-winning movie Lincoln looks at the 

months in the great president’s life when he was pushing for pas-

sage of the Emancipation Proclamation. The success of the fi lm 

has reminded Americans once again of our sorrowful history of slavery. 

Much has been said over the years about “apologizing” for enslavement, 

about making reparations and effecting reconciliation. The same has 

happened in regard to other unjustly treated groups such as Japanese-

Americans who were interned during World War II or Native Americans 

who suffered so greatly as our nation expanded westward.

And today, when so many confl icts in our families and in our cities 

are “resolved” at the point of a gun, we must ask: What would happen if 

we all learned to apologize more effectively? If we learned to forgive and 

accept forgiveness?

Perhaps we can learn from a fi ve-year-old.

When our granddaughter Davy Grace was fi ve, her mother and fa-

ther allowed her to spend a special week with Grandma and Grandpa. 

Karolyn and I were elated. The week was great fun. But one experience 

truly Sorry, truly Forgiven

Chapter  12

talk About It

Take some time to discuss some of the confl icts and ills in our soci-

ety. How would “admitting wrong” help heal some of these ills?



things Not to say when Apologizing

W hen do you tune out of an apology and decide the other 

person is insincere? Often, we reject an apology as soon as 

we hear words that blame, excuse, or deny. Do you want to use best 

practices for apologies that actually work?  If so, omit these phrases. 

When I am sitting in my counselor chair and I hear these phrases 

being spoken to a partner, I often stop the action and say, “You are 

heading in the WRONG direction. Proceed only if you intend to wreck 

this relationship.” 

•  Haven’t you gotten over that yet?

•  I am sorry that you were offended.

•  I asked for and received forgiveness from God.

•  I should be excused because I . . . 

•  You’re too sensitive. I was only joking.

•  Why do you always . . . ?

•  If you hadn’t . . . 

•  You sound like your mother.

•  That’s just silly.

•  That’s life.

•  What’s the big deal?

•  To the extent that you were offended . . . 

•  Give me a break.

•  You just need to get over it.

•   There is nothing I can do about that now. I can’t take away the past!

•  Why can’t you let bygones be bygones?



things to say when Apologizing

W hat is the right way to apologize? There are two good meth-

ods: you could write down the apology and then read it to the 

person, or you could just say it. Do not try to give a serious apology 

via electronic media. Taking the time to speak directly with someone 

better conveys your sincerity.

What are the steps for giving a good apology? Body language can 

make or break the sincerity of an apology. Be sure that you maintain 

eye contact, don’t cross your arms defensively, listen with concern, 

and speak with a pleasant tone of voice. Then, choose words that do 

not blame others, excuse yourself, or deny responsibility. Instead, 

take responsibility for your part of the problem (do this even if it 

wasn’t all your fault), express sorrow for hurt feelings, offer to make 

amends, talk about how you can prevent the problem from happen-

ing again, and consider requesting forgiveness.

Here is a useful phrase to help you jump back into an issue: “I’d 

like to circle back to (name the issue). I realize that I didn’t say (or do) 

things the right way. I apologize for that.” This method brings you back 

to the topic and it shows your intent to be open and nondefensive.

Next, use some of these tried and true apology phrases. Use more 

than one of these if they really apply to your situation, if the offense 

has happened repeatedly, and/or if the damage was serious: 

•  I did it, and I have no excuse.

•  I’m responsible for the mistake.

•  It might take us a long time to move on from what I’ve done.

•  I would have a hard time forgiving me if I were you.

•  I’ve damaged your trust.

•  I was careless, insensitive, thoughtless, or rude.

•  I will do the work to fi x my mistake going forward.

•  My actions were unacceptable.

•  My heart aches over what I’ve done.



•  You didn’t deserve that kind of treatment.

•  You have every right to be upset.

•  I know that what I did was wrong.

•  My mistake is part of a pattern that I need to change.

•  I will rebuild your trust by . . . 

•  I will try to make this up to you by . . . 

•  I’ve put you in a very diffi cult position.

•   I realize that talk is cheap. I know that I need to show you how I will 

change.

•   I hope I haven’t waited too long to give you the apology you de-

serve.

•  Can you ever forgive me?
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T
he following profile is designed to help you discover your apology 

language. Read each of the twenty hypothetical scenarios, and 

check (✓) the one response you would most like to hear if that 

particular situation were to occur in your life. Assume that, in each sce-

nario, you and the other person have a relationship in which it is in both 

of your best interests to maintain a respectful and considerate attitude. 

In other words, if the relationship is damaged in some way by the other 

person, assume that the relationship is important enough that you feel 

it necessary to receive the other person’s apology when he/she has of-

fended you. Also, assume that the “offender” is aware of his/her offense 

because you have expressed your hurt in some noticeable, direct way.

Some of the possible responses to each of the twenty scenarios are 

similar. Focus less on their similarity and more on choosing the response 

that most appeals to you, and then move on to the next item.

 

The Apology Language Profile
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1.  Your spouse failed to acknowledge your wedding anniversary. (If you 

are not married, assume you are in this scenario.) He/she should say: 

 _____  ◊  “ I can’t believe I forgot. You and our marriage are so  

important to me. I am so sorry.”

 _____ m “There is no excuse for me forgetting. What was I thinking?”

 _____  	“What can I do to prove my love for you?”

 _____  q “ You can bet I won’t forget next year! I’m going to circle 

the date on my calendar!”

 _____  ★  “I know you are hurt, but can you ever forgive me?”

2.  Your mother knew how you felt about a matter and knowingly went 

against your wishes. She should say:

 _____ m	“ If I had only thought about what I was doing, I would have 

realized it was wrong.”

 _____ 	“What can I do to regain your respect?”

 _____ q	“I won’t take your feelings for granted in the future.”

 _____ ★	 “Will you please give me another chance?”

 _____ ◊ “ I knew how you felt but went against your wishes anyway.  

I wish I had not done that.”

3.  You were in a crisis and needed help, but your friend ignored your 

need. He/she should say:

 _____ 	“ Saying ‘I’m sorry’ doesn’t feel like it is enough. What 

more can I say or do to mend our friendship?”

 _____ q	“ I realize now that I could have been more help to you, 

and I promise that I’ll do everything I can do to help you 

if ever you are in trouble again.” 

 _____ ★	 “I am sincerely sorry and ask you to forgive to me.”

 _____ ◊ “ I should have been there for you. I’m so sorry I let you 

down.”

 _____ m	“ I let you down when you needed me the most. I made a 

terrible mistake.”
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4. Your sister made an insensitive remark about you. She should say:

 _____ q	“ While I will likely say wrong things again in the future, 

what I’ve learned from this experience will help me avoid 

hurting you with insensitive comments.”

 _____ ★	 “I blew it! Can you forgive me?”

 _____ ◊ “ That was so thoughtless of me. I wish I had been more 

considerate of your feelings.”

 _____ m	“I know what I said was wrong and that I hurt your feelings.”

 _____ 	“ Would you allow me to retract what I said? I would like a 

chance to restore your reputation.”

5.  Your spouse lashed out in anger against you when you had done no 

apparent wrong. He/she should say:

 _____  ★	“ I am truly sorry for yelling at you. I hope that you can find 

it in your heart to forgive me.”

 _____ ◊ “ I wish I had not hurt you by yelling at you. I feel so bad for 

how I treated you.”

 _____ m	“ I was angry, but I had no right to speak to you that way. 

You did not deserve that.”

 _____ 	“ What can I do or say to make things right between you and me?”

 _____ q	 “ I’m afraid that I’ll do this again, and I don’t want to. Help 

me think of ways to avoid blowing up like this in the future.”

6.  You were proud of your accomplishment, but your friend acted as if it 

was trivial. He/she should say:

 _____ ◊ “ You needed me to share your excitement, and I let you 

down. I hate that I didn’t respond more appropriately.”

 _____ m	“ I spoiled your celebration by not being happy for you. I 

could make excuses, but really, I have no good excuse for 

ignoring your achievement.” 

 _____ 	“ Is it too late for us to celebrate your accomplishment? I 

really want to make this up to you.”
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 _____ q	“ I promise I’ll notice and celebrate your accomplishments 

in the future. I’ve learned a hard lesson.”

 _____ ★	 “ I know I failed you before, but will you please forgive me 

again?”

7.  Your business partner failed to consult with you on an important mat-

ter of mutual interest. He/she should say:

 _____ m	“ I really blew it this time. I was wrong to not include you in 

this decision. You have a right to be upset with me.”

 _____ 	“Is there anything I can do to make up for what I did?”

 _____ q	“ In the future, I plan to consult with you no matter what.  

I won’t bypass you in making decisions again.”

 _____ ★	 “ You have every right to hold this against me, but will you 

please forgive me?”

 _____ ◊ “ I know now that I hurt you very badly. I am truly sorry for 

what I did.”

8.  A coworker unintentionally poked fun at you and embarrassed you 

in front of others in your workplace. He/she should say:

 _____ 	“ Is there any way I can repair our relationship? Would you 

like for me to apologize to you in front of the staff?”

 _____ q	“ It’s easy to take others’ feelings for granted, but I want to 

be more considerate of you and others in the future. Will 

you help hold me accountable?”

 _____ ★	 “ I didn’t intend to hurt you, and now all I can do is ask for  

your forgiveness and try not to repeat my same mistake 

again.”

 _____ ◊ “ I deeply regret embarrassing you like I did. I wish I could 

go back in time and say something more appropriate.”

 _____ m	“ That was so thoughtless of me. I thought I was being 

funny, but obviously, hurting you like I have is not funny.”
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9.  You were trying to tell your friend something important, and he/she 

acted disinterested. He/she should say:

 _____ q	“ I messed up this time, but in the future, I promise to give 

you my full attention when you say you have something 

important to tell me.”

 _____ ★	 “ I’m sorry I wasn’t listening. You don’t have to forgive me, 

but I hope you will.”

 _____ ◊ “ I feel really bad that I didn’t listen to what you were say-

ing. I know how it feels to have something important to 

say, and I regret that I didn’t listen to you.”

 _____ m	“ Listening is such an important part of a strong relation-

ship, but once again, I blew it. You needed me to hear 

you, and I basically just ignored your need.”

 _____ 	“ Can we back up and try again? You talk, and I’ll listen. 

You’ll have my undivided attention.”

10.  Your brother learned that he had previously been wrong about a 

significant point of conflict between the two of you. He should say:

 _____ ★	 “I apologize. Will you please forgive me?”

 _____ ◊ “ I am upset with myself over how I handled our disagree-

ment. My behavior threatened our relationship, and that 

scares me. I regret the way I acted.” 

 _____ m	“ I admit that I was wrong. If I had only known then what I 

know now, I could have saved us a lot of heartache.”

 _____ 	“ What can I do to mend our relationship? I feel like I need 

to do or say something to restore your respect for me.”

 _____ q	“ If we disagree over an issue in the future, I plan on gather-

ing all the facts before I make any judgments. That may 

save us from unnecessary arguing.”
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11.   Although you had expressed your annoyance with a particular habit 

many times before, your spouse continued exhibiting the behavior 

to spite you. He/she should say:

 _____ ◊ “ I’ve taken this too far. I’m very sorry for not being more 

considerate of your wishes. I wouldn’t like it if you did 

that to me.”

 _____ m	“ OK, I admit it; I am annoying you on purpose, and that’s 

neither funny nor fair. I need to act more mature than that.”

 _____ 	“ Saying ‘I’m sorry’ won’t take back the fact that I’ve know-

ingly tried to annoy you. What more can I do to win back 

your favor?”

 _____ q	“ I have gotten into the habit of disregarding your wishes, 

and I don’t want to go on doing that. From now on, I’m 

going to make extra effort to honor your wishes.”

 _____ ★	 “ I’ve tried your patience, and now I’m asking you to for-

give me. Will you allow me a fresh start in honoring your 

requests?”

12.  Your father gave you the “silent treatment” as a way of making you 

feel guilty about something on which the two of you disagreed. He 

should say:

 _____ m	“ There is no denying that I’m guilty. I should have handled 

the situation with more fairness and honesty.”

 _____ 	“ I would like to make this up to you somehow, and I want 

to keep talking with you. May I take you out to dinner?”

 _____ q	“ In the future, I’m going to be more honest about how I 

feel without trying to make you feel guilty for not agree-

ing with me.”

 _____ ★	 “It’s your choice, but I really do hope you will forgive me.”

 _____ ◊ “ You are an adult, and I feel really bad about controlling your 

decisions. I don’t want to risk damaging our relationship.” 
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13.  A business associate broke a promise and caused you to miss an 

important deadline. He/she should say:

 _____ q	“ It’s too late to do anything about it now, but I want so badly 

to avoid this type of error again. Let’s talk about what I 

can do in the future to make good on my promises.”

 _____ ★	 “ I don’t expect you to forgive me considering the trouble 

I’ve caused you, but I would greatly appreciate it if you 

would forgive me.”

 _____ ◊ “ I am so sorry. I promised you I’d come through, and I not 

only let you down but caused you to miss your deadline. I 

know this jeopardizes your work and our partnership.”

 _____ m	“ I’ve really messed up this time. You missed your deadline 

because of me.”

 _____ 	“ I don’t know what I can do at this point, but is there any way 

I can compensate you for my part in your missed deadline?”

14.  Your neighbor asked you to wait on him/her outside the arena, but 

he/she never showed up for the concert. He/she should say:

 _____ ★	 “ Our friendship really is important, and I hope you won’t 

give up on me. Will you forgive me for standing you up?” 

 _____ ◊ “ I’m so sorry you had to stand there waiting on me. You 

are important to me, and I should have honored you and 

your time by being there when I said I would be.”

 _____ m	“ You stood there waiting on me, thinking I would show up 

at any moment, and I let you down. If I had only man-

aged my time differently, I would have been there. That is 

totally my fault.”

 _____ 	“ Let’s go to another concert, and this time, I’m paying for 

your ticket as a way of apologizing for standing you up last 

time.”

 _____ q	“ In the future, I will manage my time and prioritize my 

schedule so that I tend to our friendship like I should.”
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15.  A friend’s child broke one of your prized possessions while visiting 

in your home. Your friend should say:

 _____ ◊  “ I know this was one of your prized possessions, and I feel 

terrible about what has happened.”

 _____ m	“ I should have been watching my child more closely. It was 

my fault for not paying more attention to what was going 

on. If I had just done a couple of things differently, this 

would not have happened.”

 _____ 	“ May I pay you for this special item, or can I purchase it 

somewhere for you? Is there some way I can replace this?”

 _____ q	“ I promise that I will be more protective of your posses-

sions in the future and will not allow my child to play in 

‘off-limits’ areas when we’re in your home.”

 _____ ★	 “ You have a right to be upset, but I hope that you can forgive 

me and remain my friend despite your disappointment.”

16.  A church member blamed you with sole responsibility for the failure 

of a committee project although he/she shared leadership duties of 

the committee. He/she should say:

 _____ 	“ There is no excuse for my behavior, and the only way I’m 

going to feel remotely better is to make this right between 

us. What do you need me to do or say?”

 _____ q	“ I’m either going to learn how to treat my team members 

more appropriately, or I’m not going to lead any more 

committees. I want to grow from this experience.”

 _____ ★	 “ Please forgive me. I was wrong to blame you, and I pray 

that you will forgive me.”

 _____ ◊  “ I can’t believe I blamed you like I did. I really am embar-

rassed about my behavior, and I’m sorry.”

 _____ m	“ I had just as much to do with the failure of this project as 

you or anyone else. I should have admitted my shortcom-

ings in this area.”
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17.  Despite his/her promise to keep your secret, your coworker broke your 

trust in him/her by telling others in the office. He/she should say:

 _____ m	“ I told you I would keep your secret, and I broke my promise 

and damaged your trust in me. I made a terrible mistake.”

 _____ 	“Help me know what I should do to restore your trust in me.”

 _____ q	“ It may take you some time to rebuild your trust in me, 

but I’ll be working hard from now on to prove that I am 

trustworthy.”

 _____ ★	 “ You don’t have to answer immediately, but will you con-

sider forgiving me for making this mistake?”

 _____ ◊  “ If only I had thought about how much damage I was 

doing by telling your secret. I feel so bad for not having 

taken my promise more seriously.” 

18.  Your teammate spoke negatively about you to others on the team. 

He/she should say:

 _____ 	“ I want to do anything I can to correct my mistake. Shall I 

apologize in front of the team?”

 _____ q	“ If I am ever again upset with you, I promise to gather my 

thoughts and approach you directly and respectfully.”

 _____ ★	 “ You may not be able to forgive me, at least not now, but I 

hope you can forgive me someday.”

 _____ ◊   “ What I said was mean and unkind. I regret what I said, 

and I wish that I could take it back.”

 _____ m	“ I had a bad attitude and didn’t once think about your 

positive attributes. I should have thought more about 

what I was saying.”
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19.  Despite your having several positive accomplishments, your supervi-

sor only criticized your performance. He/she should say:

 _____ q	“ You deserve recognition for your hard work. I will try to 

be more balanced next time.”

 _____ ★	 “ I hope this won’t damage our relationship. Will you ac-

cept my apology?”

 _____ ◊   “ I am so sorry that I focused on the minor flaws of your 

performance. I regret that I didn’t encourage you more.” 

 _____ m	“ I neglected to compliment you on the many strengths of 

your performance, and you may have felt that all your prac-

tice was for nothing. As your supervisor, I should be more 

forthcoming with praise for all the good work that you do.”

 _____ 	“ How can I earn your forgiveness? Shall I write down the 

strengths of your performance?”

20.  At lunch, your server dropped food on you and ruined your shirt. 

He/she should say:

 _____ ★	 “Can you please forgive me for my carelessness?”

 _____ ◊   “ I am so sorry about that. I feel bad that I’ve ruined your 

shirt and inconvenienced you like this.” 

 _____ m	“ I am normally pretty careful, but I wasn’t careful enough 

this time. I accept full responsibility for this mess.”

 _____ 	“ I would like to reimburse you for your dry cleaning or for 

the cost of a new shirt. What seems most appropriate to 

you?”

 _____ q	“ This has taught me a hard lesson. You can bet that I’ll be 

even more careful in the future when serving guests.”
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reCording And interpreting your sCore

Go back and count how many times you checked each of the individual 

shapes. Then, transfer those totals to the appropriate columns below. 

For example, if you checked q eight times, then write the number 8 in 

the blank above the q   below.

 _______  _______  _______  _______  _______

 ◊  m 		 q ★	  

 

As you may have guessed, each of the five shapes represents a certain 

language of apology. Thus, ◊ = Expressing Regret, m = Accepting  

Responsibility,  = Making Restitution, q = Genuinely Repenting, and  

★  = Requesting Forgiveness. Whichever shape you circled the most times 

while answering the twenty profile questions is your primary language of 

apology.

Obviously, the highest score possible for any of the individual languages 

is twenty. If you scored the same amount of points for two or more lan-

guages, then you may feel equally receptive to two or more of the apol-

ogy languages.
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