
SCHOOLS OF FORGIVENESS 
AND RECONCILIATION

“ When the fighting stops... A 
dialogue encounter”  

Limavady (N.I reland)
27-29 September, 2004



Introduction

Our methodology and experienceof Schools 
of forgiveness and reconciliation
A- In the midst of political violence: with 

reinserted insurgents and excombatants.

B- In the midst of social violence. 

Some conclusions.



FUNDAMENTAL TRUTH!

“No future without 
reconciliation”

(D. Tutu)



COLOMBIA 2004

• 1.138.000 sq.kms
• 38%  is  rain-forest
• 44 million inhabitants
• 28.000 people killed every year!
• Official Army: 270.000 people 
• Paramilitary groups: 10.000 people
• Leftist Guerrilla (Farc, Eln): 20.000 



BOGOTA!

Crimininality rate:

• 1992:    86 x 100.000

• 2003:    23x 100.000 



Sept 2004: UNESCO  declares 
Bogota as the City for  peace in 
the Continent!



ACHIEVEMENTS BOGOTA 
CITY!!! 

• August 2004, Leonel Narvaez, is 
awarded by the City Council of Bogota 
with the Grand Cross of the Order of 
Civil Merit.

• September 2004: the City Council 
approves a law ordering a compulsory 
class in all the education institutions on 
human rights and Pedagogy of 
Reconciliation. 



IN BRASIL

• Schools of Forgiveness and Reconciliation 
in: Rio de Janeiro, Bello Horizonte, Bahia, 
Brasilia.

• Promoting a national referendum in 2005 
for the NO USE OF ARMS by civilians.   





COLOMBIA: 40 YEARS OF A 
PROTRACTED CONFLICT!

At the very base, what defines the Colombian 
conflict is a collectively accumulated anger and 
hatewhich has never been constructively 
transformed...



GROWING AWARENESS OF 
WRONG STRATEGIES !

• Mobilization of shame 

• Economics of hate 



REINSERTION IN COLOMBIA
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A typical demobilization includes
a huge dialogue effort for:

· selection of candidates for demobilization
· selection and preparation of assembly areas
·   planning of logistics, including transport, basic 

needs supply ...
·   resource mobilization (domestic and foreign)
·   cantonment and registration
·   disarmament
·   assessment of each individual’s needs 
·  pre-discharge orientation and counseling
·   discharge and transport to substitute home 



But above all:

Training for transformation of anger, 
hate, urge for revenge... And 

preparation for peace!





Areas of work

- Reconstruction:
- Of fragmented personality
- Of the past (personal archeology)
- Of the moral criterium 
- Of an autonomous thinking 

- Promotion of a  new life project
- Re-meaning of life
- Transit from a closed and hierarchical group to a community group 

(from object to subject).
- Restore network relations 

- Build up culture of  forgiveness and reconciliation (truth, 
justice and reparation).



INTERNAL PROCESS OF 
RECONCILIATION

ON THE PERPETRATORS’ SIDE:
Acceptance of :
1- personal responsibility for damage inflicted.

2- public and honest regret and open will to 
repair.



ON THE PERPETRATORS’
SIDE:

3- commitment to repair some of the 
damage inflicted so to restore the 
basic trust demanded from the 
survivors as a pre-requisite for 
forgiveness. (It will encourage 
others not to rely on violence as a 
means to deal with differences).

4- education of future generations to 
prevent  further violent actions.

5- recognition of the wrong done in order 
to avoid:
– the natural process of denial
– the right of the victim for reclaiming 

punishment.



Perpetrators have:
• Distorted belief system
• Denial mechanisms 
• Broken sense of moral criterium
• Lost perspective of esthetics of life
• Cognitive distortions 
• Blind spots
• Destructive interactions
• Authority myth
• Unsatisfied needs of identity, 

belonging, security and recognition.
• Feelings of shame
• Basically they lack the 3S.



Why it is so hard to speak?

• Normally, perpetrators 
insist in disclaiming 
their fault because the 
public shame threatens 
their humanity and 
their sense of integrity.



The importance of dialogue and 
story telling 

• It alIows a re-accommodation of the power 
imbalance between the victim and the victimizer. 

• Public confession is a cleansing exercise and 
becomes a powerful way of public disarming 

• It is an effective form of reparation
• And preparation for new life, for new beginnings.



Essential needs!

• Victims and 
perpetratos need to 
pass through a public
cleansing exercise of 
mourning and 
lamenting. 

• When perpetrators are 
able to apologize in 
public  they recover 
their sense of dignity.



PARADOX !

Political violence causes only 18% of 
the criminality rate...

Social (especially intra-family) 
violence produces 82% of the 

criminality!



SCHOOLS OF FORGIVENESS 
AND RECONCILIATION

Escuelas de Perdón y 
Reconciliacion

es.pe.re



HIDDEN CAUSES OF 
VIOLENCE!

Anger, hate, urge for revenge!

Conflict resolution mechanisms

Peace 

SOCIO/ECONOMIC POLITICAL 
CAUSES 



Recent neurological discoveries 
show that:

• In the animal evolution towards humanity:
- The primitive brain and animality, is still 
there!

- Our internal psychologic hardwiring  has 
developped proclivity for violence!

- Our Cain prevails over our Adam! (Ellie Wiesel) 



BASIC MOTIVATION

• Anger, is an existential separation from 
ourselves (Casarjian)

• OFFENDERS are basically people 
disconnected from their GOODNESS!

(Offenders insist in disclaiming their fault because the public 
shame threatens their humanity...and their dignity.) 



The most important action both 
with victims and victimizers

Is to restore 3 basic pillars of life:  

1- Significance (meaning ) of life

2- Sense of security 

3- Socialization skills



Victims and offenders  get hurt in 
their:

SENSE OF  SECURITY

MEANING OF LIFE 

SOCIALIZATION 
SKILLS



We propose forgiveness and 
reconciliation

• As the willingness to abandon:

– 1. Right to resentment  (to regain meaning...)

– 2. Negative judgement (to restore security..)

– 3. Indifferent behaviour (to re-establish relations)
In summary: to annul the distorting effect of the 

trauma either as a victim or as an offender. 



Schools of Forgiveness and  
Reconciliation 

• Groups of  10-15 people
• Who gather in their own places
• Guided by an ANIMATOR
• Trained during 80 hours
• With estrict/signed rules of confidentiality

NB: mainly for victims or survivors!



HOW DO THEY START?

• Bread-Coffe-Word 
meetings!

(Café, pan y palabra!)



� � � �, �, � ) , � � &�

• Forgiveness: a process 
with myself!

• Reconciliation: a process 
with the other!

• Forgiveness: a process 
with myself!

• Reconciliation: a process 
with the other!

There could be forgiveness without 
reconciliation but not viceversa.
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3 tools

• 1- Safe environment 

• 2- Catharsis: telling the story and mourning
•
• 3- Social reconexion
•



The core of the method!

Small groups of 3 to 4 
people (Grupinhos) is 
the key/secret to 
success! 
Through dialogue the 
process their 
MEMORIES! 



Componentsof Forgiveness

• 1- Induction to F&R: what 
is and what is not. 

• 2- From darkness to light
• 3- I make the decision to 

forgive
• 4- I look with other eyes
• 5- I understand my 

offender



Components of Reconciliation

• 6- I launch a bridge

• 7- We build truth 
• 8- We promote justice 

• 9- We make a pact
• 10- We celebrate 

memory and 
reparation.



We build truth
How hard to remember... How hard to forget!

• New narrative style:
– From the logic of the 

events 
– to the logic of the 

meanings 
– to the Logic of 

necessity  or logic of 
the existence!



WE PROMOTE JUSTICE

- AGAINST PUNITIVE 
JUSTICE (= official 
culture of revenge!)

- PROMOTING 
RESTAURATIVE 
JUSTICE.

– Justice  has to be 
visible, solemn and  
symbolic!



THREE LEVELS OF HUMAN 
PACTS 

CO-EXISTENCE
(Nature)

COOPERATION
(Culture)

COMMUNION
(Spirituality)



Celebrations of Memory and 
reparation 



WE CELEBRATE AND RE-
PAIR

• To let the victims tell their stories in a 
sacred-ritual environment.

• To allow the community to honour the pain 
of the victims and exorcise violence.

• To practice vicarious reparation (both as 
restitution and as re-pair).



Psychological and social tools as 
dialoge tecniques

• Systematic de-sensibilization (Della Wolpe: replacing 
ansiety with relaxation)

• Symbolic pairment (apareamiento simbolico)
• Cognitive re-construction
• Behavioral therapy
• Psychodrama techniques
• Regression tecniques
• Group  ludo/therapy, (music, aroma, colors)
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The importance of role playing

• In experimental psychology, role playing is
a very useful tool because during 
representation of the events, the 
unconscious does not differentiate betwwen 
role-playing and reality.

(Amanda Curtin, Lecture at PICAR, Weatherhead Center for International Affairs, Harvard University, April-2002)



HOMO SAPIENS IS 
HOMO REPARANS!



DIALOGUE CHALLENGES

Both victims and victimizers TO OVERCOME:
• Fear...and lack of self-esteem
• Denial mechanisms
• Distorted belief systems
• Mistaken sense of moral criterium
• Lost perspective of esthetics of life
• Blind spots
• Destructive interactions
• Feelings of shame
• Lack of 3S (significance of life, security, socialization)



Other aids...

• Symbols
• Rites
• Games 
• Music and dance
• Colors
• Drama



An urgent action!
We need to move 

from the irrationality 
of violence to the 

irrationality of 
reconciliation! 



TWO IMPOSTORS OF 
SOCIETY

• THE PAST (it is a 
heavy burden!)::Black 

communities, Peasants,
indigenous groups. 

• THE FUTURE (It 
worries us a lot!)



TWO SOLUTIONS 

• The PAST is reademed 
through FORGIVENESS 
AND RECONCILIATION  

• The FUTURE is ensured 
through PACTS AND RE-
PARATION



SOME CONCLUSIONS

• No future without reconciliation!

• There is no reconciliation without forgiveness.
• Forgiveness is basically about Memory

• Christianity is the religion of Memory
• Memory of a crime... But above all, memory of a 

vicarious reparation!

• ... Of an enormous act of love.
• Forgiveness is for GIVING... Not for taking!



For believers!

The expression of 
the enormous love 
of God for  
humanity!

(independenlty of whatever  
you think God is!)



COMPASSION    
AND

TENDERNESS!

RECONCILION IS 
BASICALLY: 



Between   tenderness 
and         violence!



Web page
fundacionparalareconciliacion.org


