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Abstract: Forgiving others may play an important role in achieving meaning in life as it offers a
valuable platform for deliberate moral acts of acceptance of positive affect, behaviour, and cognition
towards a transgressor. The aim of this paper was to analyse the relationship between forgiveness and
presence, and the search for meaning in life, as well as the mediating role of the religious meaning
system in this relationship among older adults. A total of 205 older adults, 112 women and 93 men,
participated in the study. The mean age was 72.59. The Transgression-Related Interpersonal Motiva-
tions Scale, the Meaning in Life Questionnaire, and the Religious Meaning System Questionnaire
were employed in the research; revenge and avoidance revealed negative correlations with presence,
whereas benevolence showed positive correlations, but not with the search for meaning in life. The
religious meaning system was confirmed as a mediator in the relationships between forgiveness
(revenge, avoidance, and benevolence) and both presence and the search for meaning. The findings
point to the significant role played by religious beliefs and behaviour in the domain of purpose and
goals. Additionally, testing the mediation and moderation effects sheds new light on the interaction
of compassion- and goal-oriented mechanisms in older adults’ meaning in life.

Keywords: forgiveness; revenge; avoidance; benevolence; religious meaning; meaning in life;
presence of meaning; search for meaning

1. Introduction

The study of forgiveness has flourished since scientists discovered its benefits for
physical and mental health. When defining forgiveness, scholars focus on the tendency to
let go of negative thoughts, feelings, and behaviours towards an offender (for a review of
definitions, see Worthington 2005). For example, Enright et al. (1998, pp. 46–47) defined
forgiveness in terms of “a willingness to abandon one’s right to resentment, negative
judgment, and indifferent behavior toward one who unjustly injured us, while fostering
the undeserved qualities of compassion, generosity, and even love toward him or her”.
Fitzgibbons (1986, pp. 629–30) emphasised “releasing the person who caused an injury
from potential retaliation”. In the present article, we focus primarily on state forgiveness,
which is one’s degree of forgiveness of a specific offense. McCullough et al. (2007, p. 491)
defined forgiveness as “a suite of prosocial changes in one’s motivations toward an inter-
personal transgressor”. These prosocial changes in motivations are a complex of emotional,
cognitive, and behavioural phenomena, in which the negative affect, desire for revenge,
and avoidance tendencies towards the wrongdoer are diminished (McCullough et al. 2001).
Thus, McCullough indicated three aspects of motivations associated with forgiveness: re-
venge, avoidance, and benevolence (McCullough et al. 1998). All the definitions presented
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above are based on the assumption that forgiveness is a conscious, deliberate, and moral
act of acceptance of positive affect, behaviour, and cognition towards a transgressor or life
experience in the face of an acknowledged injustice (Van Dyke and Elias 2007).

A large number of studies have examined the benefits of forgiveness to mental health
and wellbeing (Toussaint et al. 2015). Forgiveness has been confirmed to positively cor-
relate with global mental health (Davis et al. 2015), existential and religious wellbeing
(Rye et al. 2000), life satisfaction (Thompson et al. 2005), as well as negatively with depres-
sion (Brown 2003), anger, and anxiety (Lawler-Row and Piferi 2006). Vice versa, difficulty
forgiving others, oneself, or God is positively correlated with depression and anxiety
(Exline et al. 1999; Maltby et al. 2001). Forgiving others may also play an important role
in achieving meaning in life (Frankl 1962), since it can provide the ability to change a
person’s viewpoint regarding different situations, change judgments about those involved,
and develop greater perspective-taking capability (Toussaint et al. 2017). Research has
demonstrated that there are different forms of forgiveness: dispositional forgiveness and
the degree of forgiveness (Van Tongeren et al. 2015), forgiveness of oneself, forgiveness of
others, and a sense of forgiveness by God (Głaz 2019) were positively related to meaning
in life among university students. However, fewer studies have examined the relationship
between forgiveness and meaning in life in older adults (Derdaele et al. 2019). Never-
theless, in late life, forgiveness can play an important role, because a shift in focus has
been observed from a self-centred to a more altruistic perspective over the course of a life
(Tornstam 2005).

Meaning in life encompasses a wide range of human experiences related to purpose
and significance and is defined as “the extent to which people comprehend, make sense
of, or see significance in their lives, accompanied by the degree to which they perceive
themselves to have purpose, mission, or overarching aim in life” (Steger 2009, p. 682). Two
principal dimensions can be distinguished in people’s approach to understanding meaning
in life: presence and search (Steger et al. 2006). The former reflects the degree to which
a person perceives their life as significant and meaningful, whereas the latter represents
the degree to which people are involved in a search for meaning in life. The forgiveness
process can enhance people’s overall sense of meaning in life, because it helps people to
discover a deeper meaning in transgression, a new sense of compassion for others, and an
enhanced gratitude for interpersonal support (Van Dyke and Elias 2007). For this reason,
we believe that forgiveness can be related to people’s actual presence of meaning in life.
The search for meaning in life seems to be a more complex variable, which makes it difficult
to make a precise prediction about the relationship between forgiveness and search for
meaning. By definition, search for meaning indicates people’s efforts to find the meaning
of life, but it also indirectly suggests a lack of present meaning (Steger et al. 2008). For
this reason, we have formulated an exploratory hypothesis about the relationship between
forgiveness and search for meaning without specifying the direction of this relationship; it
is included in Hypothesis 1. Based on these assumptions, we hypothesised:

Hypothesis 1. Forgiveness correlates with the presence of meaning in life; specifically, benevolence
correlates positively with meaning in life, whereas revenge and avoidance correlate negatively with
meaning in life; forgiveness also correlates with the search for meaning in life.

How can forgiveness enhance meaning in life? We suppose that the religious meaning
system can explain the mechanism of the relationship between forgiveness and the sense
of meaning in life. The relationship between forgiveness and religiosity has been widely
studied, which is well reflected in bibliographic databases. On PsycINFO, we found
345 empirical articles in peer-reviewed journals, published between 2000 and 2020, with
forgiveness and religion as keywords (9 November 2020). Most studies have consistently
confirmed a positive relationship between forgiveness and religion, specifically with trait
forgiveness and attitudes towards forgiveness (Macaskill 2007; Witvliet et al. 2008). These
findings suggest that religious or spiritual individuals view themselves as forgiving or
think they should forgive (Davis et al. 2012; Zarzycka 2019). In other words, religiosity may
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predispose people to engage in forgiveness-oriented activities. This is not surprising, since
forgiveness is an important element of religious doctrines within main religious traditions,
namely Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. Christianity goes even further, proclaiming
unconditional forgiveness even if there is no repentance on the wrongdoer’s side (Peterson
and Seligman 2004).

Most previous studies, although they employed correlational design, analysed religion
as a predictor of forgiveness. These studies, typically based on a substantive approach while
operationalising religion, focused on individuals’ religious beliefs, behaviours, or other
individual traits. The other, functional approach focusses on how religion operates within
an individual’s lives (Hill and Edwards 2013), and one of the main functions of religion
is to provide a source of meaning. Hood et al. (2009) emphasised comprehensiveness,
accessibility, transcendence, and direct claims as unique criteria by which religion is capable
of providing meaning. Religion is the most comprehensive of all meaning systems, since
it includes an extensive range of other sources of meaning, for instance, values, family,
and social relationships. Religion can be accessible to people through religious doctrines,
education, and ethical norms. In religion, people search for an invisible reality and explore
“ultimate concerns”, where they can find higher meaning. Finally, religion facilitates
people’s efforts to interpret their experiences in terms of existential or sacred meanings
(Krok 2015). Thus, religion can be framed as a meaning system which can help individuals
to comprehend their lives and the world and consequently enable them to discover purpose
and meaning in their lives.

The conceptualisation of religiousness in terms of the religious meaning system
is based on the view that religion can help individuals to explain reality in terms of
significance and purpose (Emmons 2005; Park 2005). The religious meaning system is
defined as an idiosyncratic system of concepts related to the sacred and having references to
self, other people, and the world (Krok 2014). The religious meaning system encompasses
two dimensions: (1) an orientation that evaluates the extent to which religion can help
individuals to comprehend their lives and the world and (2) meaningfulness that represents
the ability of religion to enable individuals to discover purpose and meaning in their lives.
As Park (2005) observed, for many people, religion is an important philosophical orientation
that serves as an individual’s schema, informing beliefs about the self and the world which
provides understanding of both mundane and extraordinary events. The role of religion
can be especially important when people address existential questions in the context of
difficult moments. Research has demonstrated that in stressful situations, people often rely
on their meaning systems which provide orientation and significance (Park 2013). Religious
meaning systems can also be an important issue in the context of forgiveness. We think
that there are two ways in which religious meaning systems can mediate or moderate the
relationship between people’s motivations towards an interpersonal transgressor and their
meaning in life. First, forgiveness is a common component of religiousness and people
who are forgiving may also be likely to search for religious understanding or meaning for
why they are engaging in the act of forgiving (religious meaning system). As the act of
forgiveness stimulates a religious search for meaning, this mechanism then may also relate
to greater meaning. Thus, a mediation model can help to explain the underlying activity of
the religious meaning system in the relationship between forgiveness and meaning in life
(Figure 1). Based on these assumptions, we hypothesised:

Hypothesis 2. The religious meaning system is a mediator in the relationship between forgiveness
and presence and the search for meaning in life.
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Figure 1. A conceptual model of the mediating role of the religious meaning system in the rela-
tionship between forgiveness and meaning in life. 
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Figure 1. A conceptual model of the mediating role of the religious meaning system in the relationship
between forgiveness and meaning in life.

Next, the religious meaning system can also moderate the relationship between for-
giveness and meaning in life. Theoretical assumptions and empirical findings (Huber
and Huber 2012) provided support for the claim that the religiosity status can affect
the way in which various religious contents relate to people’s psychological functioning
(Zarzycka et al. 2020). For example, based on the personal construct theory, Huber (2007)
claimed that when the religious construct is salient in the personal construct system, it has
a much stronger relevance for general psychological dispositions than when it is placed in
a subordinate or a marginal position. This proposition was confirmed with regard to the
political relevance of religious concepts (Huber 2008) and in relation to the social relevance
of the experience of forgiveness by God (Huber et al. 2011). Thus, as most religious tradi-
tions value interpersonal forgiveness, the high importance of the religious meaning system
may enhance the positive effect of forgiveness on meaning in life. We then decided to
examine whether the religious meaning system could function as a cognitive restructuring
factor and moderate the association between forgiveness understood in terms of a prosocial
change in a person’s thoughts, emotions, and behaviours, and meaning in life. Available
research suggests that forgiveness can be partially determined by the level of religiosity
(Laufer et al. 2009). Religiosity has also consistently been related to meaning in life in
various age groups, enabling individuals to pursue important striving and goals and to find
significance in their lives (Krok 2014; Martos et al. 2010). In addition, religiosity moderated
the relationship between religious and non-religious forgiveness (Huber et al. 2011) and
the relationship between distress and growth (Laufer et al. 2009). Therefore, it is important
to explain the potential effects of different dimensions of forgiveness to reveal specific
moderating contributions of the religious meaning system to experiencing meaning in life.
Thus, a moderation model can help to explain how the relationship between forgiveness
and meaning in life changes on various levels of the religious meaning system (Figure 2).

Based on these assumptions, we hypothesized:

Hypothesis 3. The religious meaning system is a moderator in the relationship between forgiveness
and presence and the search for meaning in life.
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Our study may extend previous research in two important ways. First, most previous
studies employed various measures of religiousness, e.g., individuals’ religious motivation,
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beliefs, behaviours, or other individual actions (Huber et al. 2011; Laufer et al. 2009) which
represent a substantive approach to studying religiousness. Therefore, in many studies,
religiousness was analysed as a potential predictor of forgiveness. The religious meaning
system, which is defined as a cognitive system allowing people to interpret life events from
a religious perspective, indicates how religiousness operates in individuals’ lives and thus
represents a functional approach to studying religiousness (Hill and Edwards 2013). Our
research allows us to grasp the meaning-oriented role of religiousness in the relationship
between interpersonal forgiveness and meaning in life. Second, late adulthood is associated
with a stronger focus on religious issues and, according to Erikson’s (1959) concept of
development, it is associated with the need for summaries and a deep reflection on what
has happened in one’s entire life. Therefore, an analysis of the religious meaning making
among older adults can provide particularly important knowledge about these processes.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Participants and Procedure

A total of 205 older adults (112 women and 93 men), aged between 60 and 92, partici-
pated in the current study. The mean age was 72.59 (SD = 6.85). All the participants were
Caucasians who formed a representative sample of Polish older adults in terms of gender,
age, and social position. Most participants were Christians (85.4% Catholic, 8.3% Protes-
tant), with the remaining 6.3% characterising themselves as non-believers. The sample
represented characteristic social features of the Polish population, which is predominately
Christian. Participants were randomly recruited via personal contact, social and cultural
organisations, and care homes with the aim of covering all social strata of Polish society.
Participants were invited to complete a set of questionnaires and then return them either
personally to research assistants or by post. No time limitations were imposed on the
participants. After the study, participants were fully debriefed, and their queries were
explained by the researcher. The study was anonymous, and its conditions were approved
by the University Ethics Committee.

2.2. Measures
2.2.1. Transgression-Related Interpersonal Motivations Scale (TRIM)

The TRIM scale is an 18-item instrument that measures interpersonal forgiveness as a
prosocial transformation of the relation towards transgressors (McCullough et al. 1998).
It consists of three subscales representing types of motivations associated with forgiveness:
(1) revenge motivation (e.g., I wish that something bad would happen to them; I want
to see them hurt and miserable), (2) avoidance motivation (e.g., I am trying to keep as
much distance between us as possible; I am living as if they don’t exist, aren’t around),
and (3) benevolence motivation (e.g., Even though their actions hurt me, I have goodwill
for them; I have given up my hurt and resentment). Items are rated on a 5-point Likert
scale, from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). The scale was adapted into Polish by
Kossakowska et al. (2014). The internal consistency coefficients for the current study were
0.87 (revenge motivation), 0.84 (avoidance motivation), and 0.88 (benevolence motivation).

2.2.2. The Meaning in Life Questionnaire (MLQ)

The MLQ was used to measure two dimensions of meaning in life (Steger et al. 2006):
(1) presence (e.g., I have a good sense of what makes my life meaningful; I have discovered
a satisfying life purpose) and (2) search (e.g., I am always looking to find my life’s purpose;
I am seeking a purpose or mission for my life). Within the framework of this questionnaire,
meaning in life was defined as “the sense made of, and significance felt regarding, the
nature of one’s being and existence” (Steger et al. 2006, p. 81). The questionnaire comprises
10 items which are assessed on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (absolutely untrue) to 7
(absolutely true). The internal consistency coefficients for the present study were 0.91
(presence) and 0.92 (search).
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2.2.3. The Religious Meaning System Questionnaire (RMS)

The RMS is a 20-item instrument that consists of two subscales measuring religiosity
understood in terms of meaning systems (Krok 2014): (1) orientation (e.g., Thinking about
my life, I take into account religious norms; I like watching or listening to programmes
concerning religion) and (2) meaningfulness (e.g., I think that religion helps me in finding
purpose in life; the question of whether God exists does not matter for me [reversed]). The
religious meaning system is conceptualised as a cognitive and motivational system that
allows people to understand and interpret life events and the surrounding world through
the lens of significance and purpose (Krok 2009). Each subscale contains 10 items which are
rated on a 7-point Likert scale, from 1 (very strongly disagree) to 7 (very strongly agree).
Their sum gives a total score. The questionnaire has good psychometric qualities; criterion
validity ranges from 0.77 to 0.80 (Krok 2009), and the internal consistency coefficients for
the current study were 0.91 (orientation), 0.85 (meaningfulness), and 0.89 (total score).

2.3. Statistical Methods

The design of the current study was cross-sectional. First, we calculated descrip-
tive statistics (means, standard deviations, and alpha reliabilities) for all the variables.
Second, correlational analyses were performed to explore relationships among interper-
sonal forgiveness, meaning in life, and the religious meaning system. Third, to examine
whether the religious meaning system mediates the relationship between interpersonal
forgiveness and meaning in life, regression-based mediation analyses were conducted on
a basis of the procedures advocated by Hayes (2018). Finally, moderation analyses were
used to assess the moderating effects of the religious meaning system on the relationship
between interpersonal forgiveness and meaning in life. Prior to the analyses, mean centring
and standardising were applied for moderation analysis in order to properly estimate an
interaction of interpersonal forgiveness and the religious meaning system on meaning
in life. Bias-corrected confidence intervals (CI 95%) and the bootstrapping procedure
(samples = 5000) were used to calculate direct and indirect effects (Hayes 2018).

3. Results
3.1. Preliminary Analyses Subsection

The results of correlational calculations demonstrated that most of them turned out to
be statistically significant (Table 1). Revenge and avoidance motivations were negatively
related to presence of meaning and the religious meaning system. By contrast, benevolence
motivation was positively related to the presence of meaning and the religious meaning
system. Both the presence of meaning and the search for meaning had positive correlations
with the religious meaning system. However, there were no significant correlations between
all the types of motivations and search for meaning.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and correlations among interpersonal forgiveness, meaning in life, and the religious meaning system.

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Revenge motivation 1.92 0.77 −
2. Avoidance motivation 3.17 0.74 0.28 *** -

3. Benevolence motivation 3.22 0.72 −0.44 *** −0.51 *** -
4. Presence of meaning 5.34 0.96 −0.39 *** −0.24 *** 0.26 *** -
5. Search for meaning 4.34 1.19 0.08 −0.01 0.13 0.01 -

6. Religious meaning system 5.25 1.03 −0.55 *** −0.34 *** 0.51 *** 0.58 *** 0.19 ** -

*** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01.

3.2. Mediational Analyses

In order to examine whether the religious meaning system mediated the relationship
between forgiveness and meaning in life, we conducted six mediation analyses (Model 4,
Hayes 2018) in which three types of motivations (revenge, avoidance, and benevolence)
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were independent variables, while presence of meaning and search for meaning were
dependent variables. The indirect effects are presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Indirect effects of forgiveness on meaning in life through the religious meaning system.

Variables Effect SE [LLCI, ULCI]

Indirect effects
RM-RMS-PM −0.35 0.05 [−0.47, −0.26]
AM-RMS-PM −0.24 0.04 [−0.34, −0.15]
BM-RMS-PM 0.40 0.06 [0.28, 0.53]
RM-RMS-SM −0.28 0.08 [−0.46, −0.14]
AM-RMS-SM −0.11 0.05 [−0.22, −0.03]
BM-RMS-SM 0.13 0.07 [0.01, 0.29]

RM—revenge motivation, AM—avoidance motivation, BM—benevolence motivation, RMS—the religious mean-
ing system, PM—presence of meaning, SM—search for meaning.

There was a significant indirect effect of revenge motivation on presence of meaning
through the religious meaning system. The regression analysis demonstrated that revenge
motivation was related to the lower religious meaning system (B = −0.73; p < 0.001),
which was related to a higher level of meaning in life (B = 0.47; p < 0.001). A significant
indirect effect occurred between avoidance motivation and presence of meaning, with
the religious meaning system being a mediator. The regression analysis showed that
avoidance motivation was associated with the lower religious meaning system (B = −0.47;
p < 0.001), which in turn was associated with a higher level of presence of meaning (B = 0.51;
p < 0.001). There was also a significant indirect effect of benevolence motivation on presence
of meaning through the religious meaning system. Benevolence motivation related to the
higher religious meaning system (B = 0.72; p < 0.001), which in turn was related to a higher
level of presence of meaning (B = 0.55; p < 0.001).

As regards the search for meaning as a dependent variable, all the following indirect
effects were significant with the religious meaning system being a mediator: revenge
motivation on search for meaning, avoidance motivation on search for meaning, and
benevolence motivation on search for meaning. The regression analysis showed that
revenge motivation was associated with the lower religious meaning system (B = −0.74;
p < 0.001), which in turn was associated with a higher level of search for meaning (B = 0.38;
p < 0.001). Next, avoidance motivation was related to the lower religious meaning system
(B = −0.47; p < 0.001), which in turn was related to a higher level of search for meaning
(B = 0.23; p < 0.01). Finally, benevolence motivation was associated with the higher religious
meaning system (B = 0.72; p < 0.001), which in turn was associated with a higher level of
search for meaning (B = 0.18; p < 0.05).

For presence of meaning, the strongest mediation estimate was for benevolence moti-
vation (IE = 0.40; 95% CI (0.28, 0.53)), while in the case of search for meaning, the strongest
mediation estimate occurred for revenge motivation (IE = −0.28; 95% CI (−0.46, −0.14)).

3.3. Moderation Analyses

To test whether the religious meaning system moderated the relationship between
interpersonal forgiveness and meaning in life, we used a set of moderation analyses. Three
interactions of the six possible turned out to be significant.

The analysis revealed a significant interaction effect of revenge motivation and the
religious meaning system in relation to presence of meaning (B = −0.20; 95% CI (−0.33;
−0.07), ∆R2 = 0.03). Revenge motivation was negatively related to presence of meaning at
an average level of the religious meaning system (B = −0.20; 95% CI (−0.40; −0.01)) and a
high level of the religious meaning system (B = −0.40; 95% CI (−0.66; −0.14)). By contrast,
revenge motivation did not predict change in presence of meaning for the low religious
meaning system (B = 0.01; 95% CI (−0.22; 0.24)). Results revealed that the effect of revenge
motivation on presence of meaning was stronger at higher levels of the religious meaning
system (Figure 3).
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There was also a significant interaction effect of benevolence motivation and the
religious meaning system on presence of meaning (B = 0.25; 95% CI (0.11; 0.38), ∆R2 = 0.03).
Benevolence motivation was negatively related to presence of meaning at a low level of
the religious meaning system (B = −0.39; 95% CI (−0.64; −0.13)). By contrast, benevolence
motivation did not predict change in presence of meaning for the average (B = −0.14; 95%
CI (−0.31; 0.03)) or high religious meaning system (B = −0.12; 95% CI (−0.06; 0.29)). The
effect of benevolence motivation on presence of meaning was weaker at lower levels of the
religious meaning system (Figure 4).
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Finally, a significant interaction effect occurred of revenge motivation and the religious
meaning system on search for meaning (B = 0.21; 95% CI (0.01; 0.41), ∆R2 = 0.02). Revenge
motivation was positively related to search for meaning at a low level of the religious
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meaning system (B = 0.26; 95% CI (0.01; 0.51)), an average level of the religious meaning
system (B = 0.48; 95% CI (0.23; 0.72)), and a high level of the religious meaning system
(B = 0.69; 95% CI (0.31; 1.08)). The effect of revenge motivation on the search for meaning
was stronger at higher levels of the religious meaning system (Figure 5).
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Three other interactions turned out non-significant: the effect of avoidance motivation
and the religious meaning system in relation to presence of meaning (B = −0.08; 95% CI
(−0.20; 0.04), p < 0.17); the effect of avoidance motivation and the religious meaning system
in relation to search for meaning (B = 0.15; 95% CI (−0.08; 0.40), p < 0.20), and the effect of
benevolence motivation and the religious meaning system in relation to search for meaning
(B = −0.11; 95% CI (−0.36; 0.14), p < 0.36).

4. Discussion

The aim of the present study was to analyse the relationship between forgiveness
and meaning in life. We also aimed to investigate whether the religious meaning system
mediated or moderated the expected positive relationship between forgiveness of others
and meaning in life in an elderly population. Three dimensions of forgiveness were tested
as independent variables—revenge, avoidance, and benevolence—and two aspects of
meaning in life were tested as dependent variables—presence and search for meaning.
We expected that benevolence would show positive relationships, whereas revenge and
avoidance would show negative relationships with both presence and search for meaning
in life (Hypothesis 1), and we assumed that the religious meaning system would operate
as a mediator (Hypothesis 2) and a moderator (Hypothesis 3) in these relationships.

With regard to our first hypothesis, we found that forgiveness was associated with
presence of meaning, but not with search for meaning. In line with what we hypothesised,
revenge and avoidance correlated negatively, whereas benevolence correlated positively
with presence of meaning in life. Therefore, elderly individuals who were more forgiving
tended to have a higher sense of meaning in their lives. Our findings support Frankl’s (1962)
theoretical claim that forgiveness enhances people’s sense of meaning in life. This is in line
with prior empirical research on the forgiveness–meaning in life relationship in student
and adult samples (Głaz 2019; Toussaint et al. 2017). Our research also extends the existing
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knowledge since it shows that the dimensions of forgiveness are related to the presence of,
but not to the search for meaning in life. Specifically, the lower the propensity for revenge
and avoidance, and greater the benevolence, the greater the present sense of meaning in life.
It seems likely that elderly people can find meaning in developing, maintaining, or restoring
their social relations. Taking into account the undeniable fact that social interactions offer
many psychological benefits to elderly people in terms of personal growth and purpose, it is
fully understood that they try to shape them in an affirmative and friendly way; forgiving
others and letting go of grudges thus leads to a more satisfactory sense of meaning and
significance. Previous research confirmed that social relationships are the most consistent
and compelling source of meaning (O’Donnell et al. 2014), and yet, forgiveness can be
considered a tool for renewing or recovering relationships as it enables elderly people to
develop compassion for others and appreciate social support systems which were harmed
or broken in the past. This can be of the utmost importance to elderly people, since they
perceive their time to be running out and thus prioritise emotional and relational goals
(Hantman and Cohen 2010).

To our surprise, forgiveness was not associated with search for meaning. Trying to
explain this result, we can draw on those specific developmental features of older adults
which are related to meaning in life. According to Erikson (1959), in late adulthood, people
tend to reflect back on how their life has been lived and begin to accept the kind of person
they have become over the years. This can be achieved by reconciling earlier planned goals
with those which have actually been accomplished. During this process, individuals are
likely to rely more on already established sets of purposes and goals (i.e., the presence
of meaning in life) than to engage in the pursuit of new and often uncertain goals and
values (i.e., the search for meaning in life) (Krause 2004). In other words, elderly people
derive a sense of significance and meaning by revisiting and reflecting more upon past
experiences than pursuing new ones. Additionally, because people who search for meaning
are likely to question their values and ideas about life (Steger et al. 2008), they will also
be less willing to forget their resentment, negative judgments, and antagonism towards
a transgressor. As a consequence, the need for forgiveness which is crucial to achieving
ego integrity will not have to be connected to search for meaning. Instead, a sense of
fulfilment and moral compassion is created on the basis of goals and values that already
exist. Another explanation for why forgiveness did not relate to search for meaning may
lie in the conceptual understanding of search for meaning, which according to Steger et al.
(2008) can indicate a lack of present meaning, not necessarily involving a sense of meaning.
Consequently, it is logical that forgiveness was not associated with search for meaning, but
it was with presence of meaning.

Finally, although there is a well-documented discrepancy between state forgiveness and
religiousness, where often there is no association found (McCullough and Worthington 1999),
our study revealed that benevolence was positively correlated with the religious meaning
system, while revenge and avoidance motivation were negatively correlated. This can be
explained by referring to the specifics of the methods we employed in our study. Although
TRIM measures state forgiveness, it captures the motivation for forgiveness. RMS, on the
other hand, is not a measure of religiousness, but a measure of religious meaning making.
Thus, individuals who want to strengthen the motivation for benevolence and weaken
the motivation for revenge and avoidance can find justification and support in a religious
cognitive framework which provides guidance and standards of this kind.

The main finding of our study revealed that the religious meaning system can operate
as both a mediator and moderator in the relationship of forgiveness with meaning in life.
Thus, it can help to explain a mechanism as well as the context of this process. With regard
to our second hypothesis, the religious meaning system was confirmed as the mediator
in the relationships of three dimensions of forgiveness with both presence and search for
meaning in life. Specifically, revenge and avoidance motivation were related to lower
religious meaning, whereas benevolence was related to higher religious meaning which,
in turn, was positively associated with both presence and the search for meaning in life.



Religions 2021, 12, 37 11 of 14

The religious meaning system, since it can provide justification for why to forgive, can be
considered a pathway leading from forgiveness to both enhancing and developing meaning
in life (Chen et al. 2019; Toussaint et al. 2015). Thus, when people attempt to change their
motivation towards their wrongdoers, thus trying to increase the motive of benevolence
and reduce an inclination to revenge and avoidance, religion can provide a rationale for
this, which may be related to a sense of meaning in life (Chen et al. 2019). These results
further confirm that religion can provide a resourceful framework for comprehension of
existential problems, among which forgiveness is one. Religion as the prime example of a
belief system helps to establish ways to more deeply understand the relationship between
forgiveness and meaning in life (Park 2005).

With regard to our third hypothesis, we found that the religious meaning system
can operate as a moderator in the relationship between forgiveness and meaning in life.
Specifically, the stronger an individual’s religious meaning system, the stronger the neg-
ative relationship between revenge with the presence of and the search for meaning in
life. Additionally, the stronger an individual’s religious meaning system, the stronger
the positive relationship between benevolence and presence of meaning in life. Thus,
the religious meaning system can facilitate individuals to explain forgiveness in terms of
significance and purpose and establish its connections with meaning in life. These results
further support Huber’s (2008) claim that the religiosity status may affect the way in which
various psychological variables operate and how they affect people’s psychological func-
tioning (Zarzycka et al. 2020). These results are in line with previous studies which have
consistently confirmed religiosity as a predictor of engagement in forgiveness-oriented
activities (Laufer et al. 2009). Interestingly, our results reveal that while explaining the
presence of meaning in life, religiosity enhances benevolence and decreases motivation
towards revenge, whereas explaining the search for meaning, religiosity weakens revenge
motivation. Mediation analysis results appear to have confirmed these results. Namely,
while taking into account the religious meaning system as a mediator, benevolence motiva-
tion had the strongest indirect effect on presence of meaning, whereas revenge motivation
had the strongest indirect effect on search for meaning. These results are very interesting
as they point out that people who have a meaningful and purposeful life tend to perceive
religion as a source of inspiration and help in their motivation for conciliation and goodwill
embedded in their awareness of forgiveness. The results also suggest that when people are
in the process of searching for meaning in life, they are more inclined to perceive in religion
an encouragement to give up the tendency towards revenge. However, when their need for
purpose in life is met, they perceive in religion an encouragement to transform one’s own
motivation into benevolence. New research is needed to further investigate these scores.

Another thing that is not entirely clear refers to the total strength of moderating effects
obtained in our study. Given that three of the six tested interactions were significant
and three were not, it is difficult to determine whether moderating or mediating effects
are stronger. Apparently, the religious meaning system can operate as both a moderator
and a mediator in the relationship between forgiveness and meaning in life in older
adults. This interpretation is supported by previous studies which found that religiosity
was a moderator in the relationship between distress and growth in Israeli adolescents
(Laufer et al. 2009) and between religious and non-religious forgiveness (Huber et al. 2011).
At the same time, religiosity was a mediator of wellbeing (Morano and King 2005) to which
meaning in life is strongly related. The reason for the two-sided nature of the religious
meaning system in the relationship between forgiveness and meaning in life may lie in
the significant role of religion in older adults’ life. Older people tend to view religious
beliefs and practices as meaningful and valuable, especially in times of distress and trouble
(McFadden 2013). Therefore, religiosity can provide them with values and norms which are
helpful in forgiveness-oriented activities and also strengthen the impact of pro-forgiveness
attitudes on meaning life.

This study is, however, subject to certain limitations. First, this was a convenience
sample self-selected from a specific geographical area, and thus, the results may not be
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generalisable to the broader population. Second, this was a cross-sectional study, and causal
conclusions cannot be made. Although we tested the following model: “Forgiveness—
Religious Meaning System—Meaning in life”, it does not mean that forgiveness makes
an impact on religiosity which in turn influences meaning in life as an alternative model:
“Religious Meaning System—Forgiveness—Meaning in life” is also possible. Longitudinal
research is thus required to establish causal relationships between forgiveness, religiosity,
and meaning in life. Third, this study did not examine forgiveness in specific contexts or
with potential modifying factors of the forgiveness and meaning in life associations. Fourth,
all variables were self-reported, which may be subject to social desirability and common
methods bias. Fifth, taking into account the lack of direct relationships between forgiveness
and search for meaning, future research should investigate its potential causes, e.g., by
employing more precise measures of search for meaning or examining it as a variable
totally separated from presence of meaning.

Despite the above limitations, the present study compellingly confirmed the signifi-
cance of examining relationships between forgiveness and meaning in life in older adults
within mediation and moderation models incorporating the religious meaning system. It
demonstrated that the religious meaning system mediated the relationships of three dimen-
sions of forgiveness with both presence and search for meaning in life, which emphasised
the significant role of religious beliefs and behaviour in the domain of purpose and goals. In
addition, interestingly, the findings revealed that the religious meaning system operated as
a moderator in the relationship between forgiveness and meaning in life. Through testing
the mediation and moderation effects, this study provides new evidence on the interplay
of compassion- and goal-oriented mechanisms in older adults’ structures of meaning in
life, which can also offer practical implications for both the elderly and their caregivers.
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