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If you were here at the last conference you heard me speak on the topic “How 

Did I Become a Caregiver?”  A number of people suggested that I give an encore 

presentation of those remarks because they seemed to be meaningful and helpful. 

However, I have chosen to build on those comments about the necessity of caring for 

yourself by highlighting why and how forgiveness is a key element of caring for yourself.  

Forgiveness is talked about a lot, but, I fear, practiced far less in everyday life.  It 

seems that we would rather hold on to our negative emotional response to a slight, 

hurt, offense, wrong, or failure than to free ourselves from its destructive effects on our 

spirit, emotional and physical health, and relationships.  When we forgive others or 

forgive ourselves, we proclaim that we are not going to allow that past experience to 

dominate our present or future.   

C. S. Lewis captures the essence of forgiveness when he says, “Forgiveness is not

merely a soft attitude toward a harsh fact: forgiveness is the vital action of love, seeking 

to restore the harmony that has been shattered.”  Forgiveness does not deny a hurt or 

who is responsible for it.  It does not absolve someone of blame.  Nor does forgiveness 

imply that “it doesn’t matter.”  Rather, forgiveness means accepting what was 

unacceptable and putting an end to the pain and suffering that was caused.   



Reference: Earl Shelp, Ph. D
  

2 

Experience teaches us that forgiveness does not always happen immediately or 

easily.  Some hurts are so deep, some disappointments are so great, some offenses are 

so painful that it takes time to reach that point where we can let it go.  For most of us, 

forgiveness is a process.  The work of forgiveness, like the work of grief, can take a long 

time.  The process may go through several stages – grief, rage, sorrow, fear, confusion – 

before you can forgive and free your heart from this burdensome pain.  But if those 

moments of hurt are to heal, we must develop the capacity and will to forgive.  You see, 

forgiveness is a gift; a gift to another when someone has harmed you; but more 

importantly, forgiveness is fundamentally a gift to yourself.  Forgiveness is primarily for 

your sake.  Forgiveness is a means to no longer carry the pain of the past.  Forgiveness is 

a cathartic or cleansing act of the heart. 

In our role as caregiver, we strive to be perfect.  We set the bar high for 

ourselves because we wrongly believe that being perfect, not making any mistakes, not 

giving into negative thoughts and feelings, not growing tired, not devoting ourselves 

fully and completely to the care of our loved one, and not sacrificing other relationships 

and activities in favor of our loved one are characteristics of a good caregiver.  Being a 

caregiver is all about him or her, never about me.   

Perhaps perfection is what we require of ourselves.  We may feel, at times, that 

perfection is what others expect of us, perhaps even the one for whom we care.  As 

noble and self-sacrificial as our efforts to be a perfect caregiver are, it is inevitable that 

perfection will elude us and then we feel guilty about not living up to such a high 

standard of performance.  In addition, we often expect everyone else, family and 
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friends, to have a comparable focus on making things easier, more comfortable, or 

manageable for our loved one.  And, when others do not give the same priority or 

perform in a way that we expect, we feel disappointment, hurt, and offense because we 

think they have not kept commitments or acted as lovingly as they should.   

In situations where perfection is expected, disappointments are inevitable.  We 

blame ourselves or others for not living up to expectations.  And, in these emotionally 

charged situations, it is easy to feel guilty about our own shortcomings and to be angry 

with others whose actions or inactions have caused some hurt or harm.  The guilt or 

anger that we feel seems well deserved and we seem to want to hold onto that guilt or 

anger as appropriate psychic and emotional punishment.  But is this truly how we 

should respond when perfection is not realized?  Clearly the answer is a resounding no! 

Let me suggest that we reframe what we typically refer to as failures in 

caregiving.  These so-called failures may be our own or those of others.  But are they 

truly failures or are they more accurately an inability and incapacity to be perfect?  Have 

we and others failed or have we and others merely fallen short of being perfect – 

something that we humans can never be?   

I prefer to describe imperfect times and events in caregiving as falling short of an 

ideal, not a failure from which blame and guilt flow.  We all fall short in so many ways 

throughout our lives.  As we fall short we learn who we are, what our capacities are, and 

what goals or outcomes in life are reasonably within our grasp.  We also learn that 

perfection is not only beyond our reach; it is beyond the reach of others as well.  So how 

are we imperfect beings to act in caregiving situations where falling short of what we 
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wish of ourselves and others is so routine?  Let me suggest that we look at these times 

and events of falling short, our own or others, as opportunities for growth, cultivation of 

compassion, and development of wisdom.  Let us see these falling short times and 

events as opportunities to practice forgiveness abundantly.  Let us realize that 

forgiveness is less a set of behaviors and more the manifestation of an attitude that 

affirms our own value and that of others.   

Permit me to suggest to you that the path to personal peace is through the 

generous practice of forgiveness.  All of you probably know the accounts in Genesis of 

creation, including the story of Adam and Eve who were instructed by God not to eat 

the fruit of a certain tree in the Garden of Eden.  Most of us think about the misbehavior 

of Adam and Eve as a sinful rebellion against God, a failure on their part to live by the 

rules and to live up to God’s expectations of them.  Their misbehavior, the so-called 

prototypic fall of humanity, resulted in God’s discipline or punishment in the form of 

expulsion from the Garden and the imposition of toil and pain as conditions of human 

life.   

If the story stopped there, then perhaps guilt and punishment would be proper 

responses to misbehavior and imperfection.  Thankfully, the story doesn’t stop there.  In 

Genesis 3: 21, prior to being expelled from the Garden, it is said, “And the Lord God 

made for Adam and for his wife garments of skin, and clothed them.”  The literal act of 

making garments and clothing them is not the important message of this verse.  Rather, 

the theological and practical significance of God fashioning skins into clothes and 

putting them on Adam and Eve is that they are expressions of God’s care for them and 
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God’s continuing mercy, grace, yes, even forgiveness in response to Adam and Eve not 

fulfilling God’s expectations.   

By listening to the serpent and eating the fruit, they did not fail in a way that 

irretrievably severed their relationship with God.  They fell short of what God wished for 

them and falling short was not enough to take God’s love away or a reason for God to 

abandon or condemn them.  In clothing Adam and Eve, we see God’s care and 

forgiveness of imperfect humanity, humanity that falls short in many ways and for which 

forgiveness is the required response.  As C. S. Lewis said, “forgiveness is the vital action 

of love, seeking to restore the harmony that has been shattered.”   Let God’s response 

to Adam and Eve be an example as to how we should respond to times and events in 

which we or others fall short.    

In August, I asked you to think back about the events in your life that have 

brought you to this conference and how those events irreversibly altered how you see 

yourself in relation to the person for whom you care now?  Whereas prior to those 

events you were a spouse, child, sibling, or friend, but then something happened and 

you assumed an additional role, the role of caregiver.  The future you imagined, the 

dreams, hopes, and plans that gave content to your life and relationship were put into 

question.   I asked you to imagine how you would feel if you were not able to give 

the care to your loved one that she or he needs.   Though none of you wanted to 

happen what has brought you to this place, all of you have embarked upon an uncertain 

journey with a commitment to stay the course for as long as necessary and to do what is 

necessary.  That person for whom you care deeply is no longer totally able to tend to all 
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of his or her needs, and you are determined to compensate for those losses the best 

you can.  You strive to be a perfect caregiver in a challenging situation of adversity, but 

along the way many of you surely feel that you have failed your loved one, failed 

yourself, and that others have failed the both of you.  As a consequence, you have felt 

disappointment, hurt, guilt, and other negative emotions that, along with the condition 

of your loved one, have disrupted the harmony and peace in your life.  Your loved one’s 

disease or condition that has derailed your lives is beyond your capacity to control.  You 

can only react to it in caring and loving ways.  You are, however, not so powerless to 

conquer the disrupted harmony and peace that comes from falling short of your ideal of 

a caregiver and your ideal expectations of others.      

I tried to say as strongly as I could last time that your capacity to care for your 

loved one as perfectly as you wish depends on your willingness and capacity to care for 

yourself.  One way in which you can care for yourself, to restore and maintain harmony 

and peace in your soul and relationships, is to practice forgiveness at those times and 

events when you and others fall short.     

Caregiving is a journey with painful and joyful surprises along the way that 

cannot be totally foreseen.  This conference is one way for you to better understand 

what you have experienced thus far and to prepare for the remaining part of your 

journey.  Today is a time to realize that you are not alone, that countless others in this 

community and across this nation, are on a similar journey, and that all of us involved in 

this day want you to succeed as a caregiver, which includes a priority for and practices 
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of caring for yourself, including the development of a robust ability to practice 

forgiveness. 

The harmony and peace in your life has been disrupted by a loved one’s disease 

or condition.  It would be an even greater tragedy if that disease or condition has a 

victory in consuming you too because you do not take care of yourself and tend to your 

relationships, physical health, emotional needs, and spiritual growth.  All of your 

workshop leaders will provide you with information and tools that will assist you.  Most, 

if not all, have been where you are.  They have been caregivers and they understand 

your successes and disappointments, hope and despair, strengths and weaknesses, 

enthusiasm and fatigue, faith and doubt. 

Among the other roles you fill in life, such as spouse, child, or sibling, you are in 

the role of caregiver.  You may strive to be perfect in that role, to heroically or dutifully, 

serve and comfort your loved one.  But in your quiet moments of reflection, fears, and 

tears, you realize that you are not perfect and that ultimately the journey you are on 

will end in a way too painful to contemplate.  At these moments of doubt, frustration, 

anger, guilt and blame, remember that you are probably the only one who expects you 

to be perfect in the role of caregiver.  Neither you nor others close to you will be perfect 

throughout this journey, but most of you will strive self-sacrificially and compassionately 

to do the very best you can.      

I told you last time about an exercise in which we were asked to think of one 

word that described our experience as a caregiver.  I asked you to participate in the 

exercise by thinking of the one word that described your experience as a caregiver until 
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that time.  We didn’t take time to hear your words, but I suspect that a word came to 

mind and that you remember it.  If your word was a negative word, I hope that now it is 

replaced by a positive word.  If your word was a positive word, I hope that it has 

remained positive.   

As you recall, my word was satisfied.  Satisfied didn’t mean that I had escaped 

many negative experiences and feelings during my service as a caregiver.  And, it didn’t 

mean that I experienced all of the positive experiences in the same way as others did.  In 

the role of caregiver, I was not perfect.  With the benefit of hindsight, there were 

decisions and actions that I wish had been different.  But in those moments, with the 

information and options that were available, I did the best I could.  Those instances of 

regret about my performance and that of others were instances of falling short, not 

failing, and the proper response was forgiveness.  This was necessary if relationships, 

with all of their potential to sustain us and bless us during times of adversity, were to be 

preserved.  Forgiveness was critical to being at peace with myself and preserving 

harmony with others.  It was a means to not let the past burden the present or future. 

Forgiveness was a means to care for myself; a liberating gift to myself that enabled me 

to discover and cherish the privilege to care, love, and support my parents who loved 

me and trusted me to tend to them during their last days.      

As I said earlier, as caregivers we strive for perfection because of the depth and 

strength of our commitment to the one for whom we care.  But perfection is beyond our 

reach.  Most of us do the best we can and that is good enough.  Our loved ones expect 

nothing more of us.  We expect nothing less of us.  We and others fall short along the 
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way.  None of us are perfect.  At those times, we should choose to forgive.  We should 

choose to have a more peaceful heart.  We should choose a healthier course that frees 

us to create and maintain valuable relationships with others and ourselves.  By caring 

for ourselves in these ways we shall be better able to care for our loved ones in the 

ways that we wish.     

I pray that God will bless and sustain you and your loved ones through these 

challenging days.  There are people, programs, and agencies eager to assist and support 

you.  Accept these offers of support as gifts to be treasured and used today and for as 

long as you need them.  Finally, and importantly, accept that you and others will fall 

short and commit yourself today to generously practice forgiveness.  It is crucial to your 

survival as a caregiver and to your peace in those days when your caregiving journey is 

over.      
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