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[bookmark: _Toc212804389]Introduction
I have a shame problem.
My shame issues are toxic and corrosive in my marriage. It is Satan’s #1 tool to steal, kill and destroy me. It is the sin that entangles and ensnares me more than anything else (Heb 12:1).
Shame is more than a negative emotion. It has its own soul which is embodied to actively seek out all that is good in us and destroy and disintegrate our true selves and bring us down. 
How do we define shame? Guilt is what we feel when something we do is bad. Shame is what we feel when we see ourselves—our whole self—as bad. Guilt is for something we did; shame is for who we are.
All that we do flows out of who we are. If we see our identity as people who are created in the image of God, whom God loves and favors, in whom the Holy Spirit lives and we are empowered to overcome any obstacle, we will live powerful lives. Satan’s primary strategy to destroy our identity is shame. Shame’s message to us is that we are broken, weak, inadequate and do not have what it takes. Shame says we are so weak, why even try?
[bookmark: _Toc212804390]The Genesis of Shame
We meet shame in the second chapter of Genesis. In this chapter, we see how God formed Adam out of the earth, breathed life into him and made him alive. Then He declares that it is not good for man to be alone, that he needed someone who would correspond with him, and he gave him Eve.
Here they lived in paradise. “9 The LORD God caused to grow out of the ground every tree pleasing in appearance and good for food, including the tree of life in the middle of the garden, as well as the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.” 
This was the ideal environment: stunning beauty of flowers and rich vegetation, where there were rivers and plenty of moisture to nourish it. The climate was perfect. They had purpose and meaning: “15 The LORD God took the man and placed him in the garden of Eden to work it and watch over it.”
They had each other. And we see in the next chapter that God would come by on a daily basis and interact directly with them. Here is what made up their lives:
· An intimate and satisfying relationship with God.
· An intimate and satisfying relationship with each other.
· A perfect environment of beauty and comfort.
· Purpose and meaning of ruling over the earth.
· Perfect health, safety and abundant provision of all they needed.
Things could not be any better! This was paradise!
They were lacking nothing, but there was one thing they could not have, and that was the knowledge of good and evil. For that, they were completely dependent on God. In order for the relationship between God and humans to be healthy, humans had to chose it, and the only way to make this meaningful was to have the option to chose an alternative to God. 
We learn in Ephesians chapter five that God gave marriage as a picture of Christ and the church. Therefore, when the Father said, “It is not good for the man to be alone. I will make a helper corresponding to him,” this was a picture of what the Father was saying for His son, Jesus. 
God’s purpose for making humankind was to obtain a bride that corresponded to Him. This can only be meaningful if the bride has a choice, and willingly responses to Jesus’ invitation. Free will is a foundation for a meaningful relationship.
Chapter two ends with verse 25: “Both the man and his wife were naked, yet felt no shame.”
Perhaps the author of Genesis is simply contrasting them not experiencing shame to indeed experiencing it in chapter three. But perhaps it is something deeper. Dr. Curt Thompson, in his book The Soul of Shame, observes, 
“I would suggest that shame’s mention—juxtaposed to humankind’s nakedness—is significant not simply because of what follows but also, and perhaps mostly, because it is primal to what follows… It is drawing our attention to the emotional fulcrum around which the history of sin rotates, the fundamental source, harbinger and herald of what is to come. I would suggest that the writer wants us to pay attention to shame not just because it happens to show up later but because of its central role in all that ends in a curse. It is the emotional feature out of which all that we call sin emerges.” [footnoteRef:1] [1:  The Soul of Shame by Curt Thompson, MD, pp. 121-122] 

In order to help appreciate what Dr. Thompson is saying, let’s observe what happens in chapter three of Genesis. Eve and Adam believed a lie that God was withholding something when they did not know good from evil. When they ate the forbidden fruit, they traded their perfect lives for the hope their lives would be better if they would be like God, knowing good from evil. 
7 Then the eyes of both of them were opened, and they knew they were naked; so they sewed fig leaves together and made coverings for themselves.
After the fall, the first thing that happened inside of them is that when they looked at each other, they saw they were naked. Before this, they were totally fine with being naked before each other; but now they felt this was not OK. Why was it not OK? There were no other humans looking at them. Furthermore, they were married. Why did knowing good and evil change that? 
Before the fall, Adam and Eve lived in dependence and intimacy with God and each other. The love, acceptance and honor that flowed between the three members of the Trinity was shared with this earthly couple, and they reflected it to one another and back to the Trinity. Adam and Eve lived in the glory of being the crown of God’s creation, being made in God’s image and given the honor of ruling over the earth.
When Adam and Eve decided they wanted to be like God and partook of the fruit, what happened inside of them? They experienced shame. 
The message of shame is I am not enough; that I am not performing well enough. Going deeper, the belief is that our worth and our value come from our performance. If we are not performing well enough, then we lose our value. 
When Adam’s and Eve’s eyes were opened, what did they see? Each other’s nakedness.
When we are naked, we are vulnerable. When we are clothed, our vulnerable parts are covered. If they acquired a new ability to know evil, then how would they use this new insight? Would they use it with compassion? Or with judgment and condemnation?
God has the maturity to hold knowledge about someone’s weakness, brokenness and failure and not let it negatively affect His relationship with them. He is very good at showing compassion, mercy and overlooking and covering a multitude of sins. (1 Peter 4:8) But humans? We are not so good at this.
The deeply rooted fear at the bottom of shame is the fear of rejection. Before the fall, Adam and Eve felt comfortable with each other and totally accepted by each other. But immediately, when they both knew evil, they were uncomfortable with their nakedness and covered themselves with fig leaves.
Before there was love and acceptance. Now that they “knew evil” they felt they had to earn love and acceptance through performance. The fundamental problem with this is that this is impossible to do, because we do not have what it takes to perform perfectly.
When their eyes were opened, they feared being judged and blamed by the other. And this fear would soon be realized in their interaction with each other.
8 Then the man and his wife heard the sound of the LORD God walking in the garden at the time of the evening breeze, and they hid from the LORD God among the trees of the garden.
The next thing their shame drove them to do was to hide from God. Since God made us for relationships with Himself and others, then Satan, who opposes God and His ways, would want to use something that divides people from God and others. Satan’s best weapon is shame.
9 So the LORD God called out to the man and said to him, “Where are you?”
10 And he said, “I heard you in the garden, and I was afraid because I was naked, so I hid.”
11 Then he asked, “Who told you that you were naked? Did you eat from the tree that I commanded you not to eat from?”
Why was Adam afraid to have God see him naked? Interestingly, Adam did not say he was ashamed of his sin. Rather, he was uncomfortable with his nakedness. He did not like being vulnerable. 
Then God asked an insightful question: “Who told you that you were naked?” Obviously, it was the serpent. “Before we sin, Satan assures us that our sin has no consequences; after we sin, he convinces us our sin is unforgivable.”[footnoteRef:2] [2:  You Are a Theologian by Jen Wilkin and J.T. English, p. 116
] 

Shame’s message is: You are bad. You are not good enough. You do not have what it takes. You are a failure. Because of this, God and other people will reject you and abandon you, and you will be all alone, as a miserable failure.
Faced with this powerful message, fear of rejection rises within us. So, we hide. We don our clothes, we don our masks, and we pretend that everything is going great, even if we are dying on the inside. We fear rejection, and we don’t want people to truly know our weaknesses, sins and brokenness, because we believe that if they really knew us, we fear they would then reject us.
12 The man replied, “The woman you gave to be with me — she gave me some fruit from the tree, and I ate.”
What do we do when we are operating out of shame? We blame! Adam starts off by indirectly blaming God—the woman you gave me. Then he blames Eve. Adam says it is God’s fault for giving him an imperfect woman, and her fault for making him do it. Shame leads to shifting the blame for others and not accepting responsibility for our mistakes.
13 So the LORD God asked the woman, “What have you done?”
And the woman said, “The serpent deceived me, and I ate.”
Now Eve blames the serpent. She does not take responsibility for making the mistake and shifts the blame to the serpent. We will explore later why it is so hard to take responsibility for our actions when we are controlled by shame.
In summary, the result of shame showing up is in hiding and blame-shifting. Adam and Eve first hid from and did not want to be vulnerable in front of each other. Then they hid from God. Then they blamed each other and God. The result of shame was a transition from being vulnerable and united to hiding and being divided. Shame was a powerful tool Satan used to destroy them!
We saw above that God asked Adam a very specific question: “Did you eat from the tree that I commanded you not to eat from?” This was Adam’s opportunity to come clean, admit that what he did was wrong and take complete responsibility for it. But he did not. When someone points out something to me that I did wrong, the healthy way to respond is with humility and to take complete responsibility for my actions. But when I am operating in shame, I cannot handle this. Why is this?
[bookmark: _Toc212804391]Shame and Performance-Orientation
Closely tied to shame is being performance-oriented, which means that we try to get value from what we do. We believe that this is the basis that others will accept us and respect us.
If I feel guilty, I feel that I did something wrong. If I feel shame, I feel that something is wrong with me. If my value, and my basis for acceptance and respect from other people comes from what I do, and someone tells me that what I did was wrong, what I hear them saying through a shameful lens is that I am a bad person.
Beneath shame, which fuels its power, is that we fear that we will be rejected. If people really knew what terrible people we are when we are at our lowest point, we fear they would reject us. 
The term “metabolize shame” describes the process of recognizing, processing, and transforming feelings of shame into something healthy and constructive, rather than letting shame stay stuck and harmful. More on this later.
When someone gives us feedback on how we might grow or improve in an area, when we are governed by our shame parts, we are unable to metabolize shame. We feel that they are saying that since we are doing something bad that we are bad. This pain is more than we can bear.
There are two ways to react. One is to “kill the messenger” by trying to make it their issue instead of taking responsibility as my issue. (Remember blame shifting in the Garden?) The second one is to withdraw, numb out and perhaps disassociate to avoid the pain. Both are equally unhealthy ways of dealing with shame.
[bookmark: _Toc212804392]Shame in our Bodies and Souls
The feeling of shame starts when we receive nonverbal cues where we see the look on someone’s face; they break eye contact, and we hear the disappointment/disapproval in the sound of their voice. The visual and auditory systems respond to shame faster than words. 
Shame is a parasympathetic (low energy) response, which is an energy-draining reaction in the body where our body responds quickly. Our head looks down while our shoulders slump, our face flushes and we break eye contact and relationally disconnect. There is a drop in heart rate. 
Neuroscientist and psychologist Alan Schore says that the reaction of shame is a “psychobiological state of shame” which is a full-body shutdown of energy, connection, interaction, glad-to-be-togetherness and attunement where we feel someone is with us. This is a “hypo-arousal” response that shuts down our energy and motivation opposed to a “hyper-arousal” response that amplifies and intensifies energy levels and distress.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Hypo- and hyper-arousal are terms used in a model called Window of Tolerance developed by Dr. Dan Siegal. Ask your favorite AI-powered conversational assistant to give you an overview and a graphic model of how this works.] 

Shame that is a chronic experience causes our stress reduction system to collapse, as we have difficulty regulating what we feel which tends to disrupt our relationships. Stress hormones like Cortisol and Adrenaline course through the body regularly instead of in rare instances. Stress hormones flowing too much can lead to more anxiety, irritability, poor concentration and a lack of sleep.
Here we become anxious and prone to focusing on pain and problems and we experience depression because shame leads to attachment pain (I’m all alone) as well as hopeless despair (I am stuck with no way out of this.) The combination of these factors makes shame an unwanted experience that feels toxic and leads to isolation and disconnection.
[bookmark: _Toc212804393]The Shame Cycle
Let me give you an example of how shame sometimes plays out in my life. My wife Sharon will say to me, “Hey, you have been really busy lately and I feel like we have not had enough time to connect.” And this is a perfectly valid point. But when I hear this through the lens of shame, what I hear is, “You are a bad husband. Then the downward spiral of shame begins. If I am a bad husband, I am a bad person. If people really knew what a louse I am, they would disrespect me and then reject me. Then as shame picks up steam, it accelerates to, “if I am a bad person, but am part of a faith community that encourages me to be a good husband, then I am a fraud and I should withdraw, shut down and give up and go self-medicate my pain, because it is unbearable. This is the vicious, downward spiral of shame at play. 
What an effective tool of Satan to take someone out!

[bookmark: _Toc212804394]Vulnerability: Shame’s Antidote
I mentioned above that the fuel behind shame is the fear of rejection. Our fear is that if people really knew the bad stuff that we do, the mistakes we have made and the extent of our brokenness and failures, they would reject us. Then our pain would be far greater. It would be unbearable. A voice inside us screams that we would die from the humiliation.
When we have this understanding, then this becomes the story that we tell ourselves, and perhaps others as well. This leads us to hide. We cannot be our true selves, so we have to put on masks and cover ourselves, like Adam and Eve did with their fig leaves. 
But there is another way. This is where we choose to be vulnerable and share our weaknesses and brokenness with others who are safe. In a safe environment, we experience compassion instead of condemnation, forgiveness instead of judgment, acceptance instead of rejection. If this is the case, the fear of rejection does not come to pass. This opens the door for a new story, where even though we mess up, we are not rejected. 
According to researcher Brene Brown, connection gives purpose and meaning to our lives; it is how we are wired. She found that shame unravels connection, and the thing that makes connections thrive is vulnerability. Brown found that people who feel worthy have the courage to be imperfect and embrace vulnerability; that what made them vulnerable made them beautiful.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Brene Brown Ted Talk December 2010, The Power of Vulnerability, https://www.ted.com/talks/brene_brown_the_power_of_vulnerability?utm_campaign=tedspread&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=tedcomshare
 ] 

If we experience compassion, forgiveness and acceptance, these things help to melt shame. However, according to Brown, for shame to grow, it needs secrecy, silence and judgment.[footnoteRef:5] Our fear of being judged leads to us keeping our weaknesses a secret. [5:  Brene Brown Ted Talk March 2012, Listening to Shame https://www.ted.com/talks/brene_brown_listening_to_shame?utm_campaign=tedspread&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=tedcomshare
] 

We take a huge risk when we are vulnerable. There is a real possibility that if we share our weaknesses with someone who is not safe that they will judge us, use it against us and hurt us deeply. Our fears of being rejected could come to pass.
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On the other hand, if someone is safe, we may find compassion. This is promised in Prov 28:13, “He who conceals his transgressions will not prosper, But he who confesses and forsakes them will find compassion.” In contrast to experiencing compassion, if we conceal and hide our weakness, brokenness and sin, we will not prosper.
Finding someone who is safe may not be an easy matter. Jesus tells us in Matt 7:6 Don’t give what is holy to dogs or toss your pearls before pigs, or they will trample them under their feet, turn, and tear you to pieces. He is teaching us to discern who is safe and who will use something we share and use it to tear us to pieces.
A good way to determine if someone is safe is to listen to what they say about others. If you have a friend who is sharing other people’s personal information, you should assume they will share yours. If you know someone who doesn’t share others’ stories, and seems concerned about you, seems trustworthy and is competent and mature, they are more likely toare more likely to be safe.
When our preliminary conclusion is they are safe, then we can share some things, perhaps that are shallower, and test them out to see if they are indeed safe before we go deeper with them.
OK, let’s assume you found a safe person. You have shared some and found them to be compassionate and able to hold what you have shared with them. Perhaps now you have gotten to the point where you can be real and vulnerable.
If we have a part inside of us that is fearing rejection, but we share our struggles and weaknesses, and things go well, the old story the fearful part is saying—you will be rejected—is updated with a new story: you can be accepted in spite of your faults. This is very liberating.
[bookmark: _Toc212804395]How do we stop the shame cycle? Insights from Hebrews 12:1-2
Let’s take a look at Hebrews 12:1-2 to explore practical ways to battle shame.
Therefore, since we also have such a large cloud of witnesses surrounding us, let us lay aside every hindrance and the sin that so easily ensnares us. Let us run with endurance the race that lies before us, keeping our eyes on Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of our faith. For the joy that lay before him, he endured the cross, despising the shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God.
The first step is remembering that we “have such a large cloud of witnesses surrounding us.” This speaks to the saints who have gone before us, but it includes our present Christian community. Group identity, which is an expression of our Christian culture, is one of the most powerful forces of influence we have. Therefore, a most appropriate question is, “What is it like for me to act like my people?” When we struggle with how to think and act, we can draw upon the identity of our community and think and act like them. God provided this as a short cut to give us quick access to knowing how to live.
Specifically, if we are experiencing shame, we can ask the question, “What is it like for my people, who are followers of Jesus, to respond when they are feeling shame?” To the extent we are unsure how to answer that question, it would greatly benefit us to ask mature Christians how they deal with this struggle, so that we can learn from them.
The second step is to acknowledge and name our sin that ensnares and tangles us. If someone would ask me, “what sin ensnares and encumbers you?” the answer for me is clearly shame. That is what trips me up, weighs me down and causes me to stumble. 
It is very hard to run a race when I am carrying a heavy weight. I am more likely to give up, drop out and declare this was too hard to keep running in the race. The writer of Hebrews encourages us to lay it aside; to dump the cargo and be free of it. 
Great! Just do it! Simple, right? Just stop letting shame influence me! Well maybe not so much. We need some more practical help here. Let’s continue reading the passage.
Next, “Let us run with endurance the race that lies before us.” What lies before us? What is our future, our destiny, our calling? 
If we dream with God about our future, we can ask God to reveal the unique purpose He has for our lives. Paul refers to this in Phil 3:14 as the “heavenly call in Christ Jesus.” Later in this chapter, we will talk about redemption stories and how they play a key part in what “lies before us.”
Next in Heb 12:2: keeping our eyes on Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of our faith. There is a term called Godsight. This is having God’s perspective in each situation we are involved in. This requires intentionality on our part. Romans 12:2 says, “Do not be conformed to this age, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, so that you may discern what is the good, pleasing, and perfect will of God.”  With a renewed mind, we can discern and know what God wants.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Other passages on this include 2 Cor 4:18, 1 Sam 16:7, Prov 3:5-6 and Col 3:1-2.] 

While developing Godsight is vitally important for every area of our lives, let’s apply this to when we are feeling shame. We can ask the question, “How does God see this situation? How does God feel about me right now? Whose voice am I listening to right now—that of the Accuser (Rev 12:10) or God? 
If I can get to the point where I am not in my shame, but standing beside it, observing it and asking questions about it, I am far down the road of beating it. It seems pretty easy to discern whose voice is saying, “You are a failure, you don’t have what it takes and you are doomed to a defeated life.”
Next, the writer of Hebrews says, “For the joy that lay before him, he endured the cross, despising the shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God. 
Jesus set the ultimate example of using Godsight when He went to the cross. Although He suffered more than any human could possibly imagine, He went to the cross with joy! How did He do that? Somehow, he was able to look past the short-term pain to the whole reason that He came to this earth: to redeem us from our sins and to purchase us so that we might be His bride. That is why He created us before our fall, and He wanted to see this fulfilled, in spite of the horrific and incomprehensible cost that He paid to do it.
How did Jesus handle shame when He was on the cross? He despised it.
Crucifixion was designed to torment and humiliate the victim. Part of the humiliation process was to strip them naked. Have you ever seen an artist’s picture of the cross showing Jesus naked? This is so gross that as a society, we cannot tolerate such a thing in a portrayal! 
But what did Jesus do with the shame the Romans were trying to heap on Him? He despised it! The Greek word for despised means to disdain, hold in contempt, think little or nothing of. It means that we both reject it and not think about it.
If I can step aside from my shame and name it, then I can despise it. I can say to shame: “You have no place in my life. I reject any power that you are trying to exert on me. I choose to replace your shame story with my redemption story.”
[bookmark: _Toc212804396]Redemption Stories
God has a redemption story for each of us. Here is the basic plot: we are weak, and things are not going very well for us; our weakness and brokenness are wreaking havoc in our lives. Then, God enters and helps us in our weaknesses and glorifies Himself.
Let’s look at this passage in 1 Cor 1 that directly addresses this topic:
26 Brothers and sisters, consider your calling: Not many were wise from a human perspective, not many powerful, not many of noble birth. 27 Instead, God has chosen what is foolish in the world to shame the wise, and God has chosen what is weak in the world to shame the strong. 28 God has chosen what is insignificant and despised in the world — what is viewed as nothing — to bring to nothing what is viewed as something, 29 so that no one may boast in his presence…  Let the one who boasts, boast in the Lord.
Here is my redemption story: I was foolish, weak and insignificant. I had nothing going for me. Then God choose me and called me. His purpose is to display in me—with all my weakness, brokenness, incompetence and what is undesirable—His glory and power. 
Our redemption story is what this looks like as we live out the gospel message. It is the story of my embarrassing weaknesses; my lamentable shortcomings and all the ways I have hurt people through my brokenness; and God working in me and through me to transform my life.
2 Cor 12:7-10 Therefore, so that I would not exalt myself [because of the extraordinary revelations Paul had received], a thorn in the flesh was given to me, a messenger of Satan to torment me so that I would not exalt myself. Concerning this, I pleaded with the Lord three times that it would leave me. But he said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is perfected in weakness.”
Therefore, I will most gladly boast all the more about my weaknesses, so that Christ’s power may reside in me. So I take pleasure in weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and in difficulties, for the sake of Christ. For when I am weak, then I am strong.
This passage is perhaps the most powerful and provocative discussion of weakness in the Bible. Paul states that he “will most gladly boast… about my weaknesses.” He says, “I will take pleasure in weaknesses.” This is radical!
In my early days as a Christian, this passage made no sense to me. I thought that God wanted us to be strong! I quoted the verses, “I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me,” and “we are more than conquerors.”  
I now see that what was really going on was that I was trying to get my value from what I did. I wanted to appear strong so that I might look good in the eyes of others and gain my worth through being recognized by others.
Like the passage in 1 Cor 1, Paul talks about boasting in his weaknesses. Why? “So Christ’s power may reside in me.” Another way of saying this is he is living out his redemption story.
What is your redemption story? What areas of your life are weak? How were you insignificant and despised? If God’s purpose is to bring glory to Himself and have us boast in Him, then what does this look like in your life?
There are two ways we can view our weaknesses and what is broken in us. The first is through the lens of shame. Its story is that we are not good enough; we do not have what it takes, and that people will reject us. The second is through the lens of our redemption story: God is working through our weakness to show His strength.
There are several passages in Isaiah where God talks about making streams in the desert, including 41:17-20, 43:18-21 and others.[footnoteRef:7] God’s redemption story includes allowing us to experience being in a desert, a barren land where there is a lack of life; a place of thirst. Perhaps this is because of challenges in our lives that were handed to us in our family of origin through no fault of our own. Perhaps we have made poor choices and are now reaping the consequences of them. Both make us thirsty, being aware of our lack. [7:  Also, Is 44:3, 55:1 and 58:11] 

In John 7: 37, Jesus, referencing these passages in Isaiah, says “If anyone is thirsty, let him come to me and drink. The one who believes in me, as the Scripture has said, will have streams of living water flow from deep within him.” The thirst that we have from the barrenness of our situation are designed to draw us to Jesus to satisfy our thirst. This is the working out of our redemption story.
Our friend Elyssa McDowell said, “when we do the work to heal areas of brokenness in our life with the Lord… our scars become a road map for others, directing them to God.”
[bookmark: _Toc212804397]Insights from Brain Science
Inside our brains, about the size of a walnut, is the amygdala. Its purpose is to protect us from danger. If it perceives that something may harm us, it shuts down the rest of our brain so that all the resources of the brain and the rest of our body are available to help us deal with the danger.
If offers us three options: fight the danger, flee from it, or freeze and hopes it does not notice us. Its concern is that we could die, and we need to protect ourselves so we do not die. 
Earlier, we talked about how the underlying fear with shame is that we will be rejected; that people will not want to be with us. Since God designed us to attach to Himself and others, if we sense that our attachment to others is in jeopardy, this is as scary as hell. (I literally mean that.) 
When we are experiencing shame, the fear of rejection is such a scary place that we retreat to our amygdala and fall into the fight, flight or freeze mode. 
The part of our brain that contains our identities and our relationships is the prefrontal cortex. When the amygdala takes over, it shuts down contact with the prefrontal cortex. This is a problem, because it means that we cannot remember who we are (our identity) and we don’t care about relationships. People become objects, something to be used, not loved.
A hunting gun is designed so that applying a small amount of pressure to the trigger, it unleashes the powerful force of a bullet, which is designed to kill the animal at which the gun is pointed.
When we are criticized and that triggers shame, like the hunter’s gun, it can release a powerful force of memories from the past, and with those memories come a whole package of strong feelings. Those powerful feelings, in a split second, come racing into the present situation and all of a sudden, hijack and take over our true self.
Remember how guilt is feeling bad about what we did, and shame is feeling bad about who we are?  When our shame part hijacks our true self, at that moment, beyond us feeling shame, we are shame.
When we are stuck in shame, how do we get out of it?
We will look at practical steps to take later, such as breathing exercises and becoming an observer of the emotion of shame. When we get to this place, we are in a place where we can access our stories.
Here is why our stories matter; why they are hugely important. They are an entire package that comes to our disposal.
[bookmark: _Toc212804398]The Disciples and Their Amygdala’s
As discussed above, when the amygdala senses danger, it considers three responses: fight, flight or freeze. Jesus’ disciples’ reactions in various situations provide examples of these three responses.
In Matt 26, Judas lead a mob and the temple guards to arrest Jesus.  The disciples were clearly outnumbered. Jesus had been warning them that the Son of Man would suffer at the hands of the religious leaders and would be killed. This now was unfolding before them. Can you imagine the fear that stuck the hearts of the disciples? Two amygdala responses were shown: one of the disciples chose the fight response and cut off the high priest’s servant’s ear. Then the disciples fled.
Peter’s denial of Jesus three times was another example of the flee response.
Peter, James and John demonstrated the freeze response in two situations where their fear overwhelmed them. The first was in the transfiguration. They observed Jesus talking with Moses and Elijah about His coming departure. The talk of Him leaving them struck great fear of the loss. Their response was to check out and go to sleep! Luke 9:32
The trio also went to sleep in the garden of Gethsemane. In Luke 22:45, it says they were asleep from their sorrow. The tremendous stress of Jesus praying about facing drinking the cup of suffering was so great, that the way they dealt with it was to numb out, withdraw and go to sleep.
[bookmark: _Toc212804399]What’s in Your Dump Truck?
Think of dump truck filled with sand. When the operator opens the tailgate, tons of sand come pouring out the back. If someone is standing in the back of the dump truck when it is unloading, they will immediately be buried in the sand.
Some “little thing” may happen, but that trigger pulls the latch to open the tailgate, and we are flooded with powerful emotions. With those emotions come a story. The themes of the story may include, “I am not enough, I am broken, I don’t have what it takes, so why even try? We are screwed and no matter what, we are going to fail.”
When that happens, how do we get out of that place? We have to find a dump truck of a better story—our redemption story.
If we can step aside and observe the feelings instead of being those feelings, we can then ask this question: What is my redemption story? Then a new dump truck arrives carrying our redemption story. We reach up, pull the latch of the tailgate and that huge load of our redemption story and God’s grace is dumped into our situation.
[bookmark: _Toc212804400]Jeff’s Redemption Story
In my family of origin, shame runs deep. My paternal grandmother lived in shame. She shamed by grandfather and her three sons. My Dad did the best he could to limit the shame that he passed down, but it leaked out anyway to myself and my siblings. Now, even though we have not wanted to pass down shame to our kids and grandkids, we are doing it anyway. We are experiencing the reality of Ex 20:5 of a parent’s sin passing on to the 3rd and 4th generations.
In a related area, I did not learn to securely attach to my parents growing up. I concluded that since I did not feel unconditionally accepted, I had to earn it through performing well. I developed what is called a dismissive or avoidant attachment style and a performance orientation. 
These issues have wreaked havoc in my marriage; it has not been pretty. I may have performed well in some areas, but it was driven by trying to gain the acceptance of others. Relationships with others, especially my wife and children, suffered greatly.
What is my redemption story? That God is healing me of my shame. That my new identity—who God says I am—is true in my life, not the message of shame. It is that I am learning to securely attach to God and He is giving me the grace to securely attach to others. When I am tempted to believe that I don’t have what it takes to do this, God reminds me that His grace is sufficient.
If, when I am aware that struggling with shame, I can remember that there is a better story, a true story about what God says about me, then God will give me the grace to stand at the tailgate of the truck that contains my redemption story and use the little mustard seed of strength that I can muster up, reach up and pull the latch of the tailgate. It has a nice long lever on it, so fortunately, it does not require a great deal of strength to pull it.
When I pull it down, the flood of my redemption story comes out. I remember:
· I chose to follow Christ’s example and despise shame.
· God’s grace is sufficient.
· God’s power is made perfect in my weakness, including this shame that I am now experiencing.
· It is no longer my false self who lives, but Christ who lives in me and is enabling my true self to live, as a vessel for God’s power to be displayed in.
 There is a huge difference between trying harder to not be controlled by shame and remembering who I am and walking according to that. The former is through my own efforts, but shame is so big that it cannot be overcome through human effort or willpower. The latter involves yielding to God and letting Him take over. He is infinitely more powerful than my shame, and He displaces it as it melts away. 
[bookmark: _Toc212804401][bookmark: _Hlk203540677]Practical Steps
In summary, here is a possible step-by-step guide on how to practically deal with shame when it comes up.
1. Someone gives feedback to me on something I could do better. I receive it as criticism.
Shame initiated from the left, logical part of our brain is thought-based which shows up in my thinking and is often initiated by the words people say. Shame initiated from the right, feeling part of our brain is non-verbal: the look on a face, the sound of a voice; we hear the disappointment/disapproval that communicates they are not glad to be with me. 
2. Big feelings well up inside of me. My amygdala begins to take over, saying, “This is scary and dangerous!”
3. I cooperate with the prompting of the Holy Spirit and pay attention to my feelings. I notice that I have lost my peace. I notice that I can feel shame in my body.[footnoteRef:8] [footnoteRef:9] [8:  Until a few years ago, I have not been very good in noticing what I am feeling. I have had lifelong practice of stuffing and ignoring what I am feeling. In my family growing up, the expressions of negative emotions were actively discouraged, and when I suppressed them, I ended up suppressing the positive ones as well.
For those of us who are learning to notice our emotions, being aware of them in our body is one of the most reliable methods that God has given us. Feeling the tension in our shoulders or the knot is our stomach is God’s way of saying, “Listen Up! I am trying to tell you that something big is going on!” It is a beautiful gift.
]  [9:  Chris Coursey calls this the “Feel-Share-Quiet” sequence where we feel the feelings, share the feelings and calm/quiet the emotions.] 

4. I name the shame to tame. 
5. I observe that my shame part has reared its ugly head and is trying to take over. I step aside as an observer, and unblend my true self from shame. Now I can think about my shame instead of living in my shame.
6. I recognize the need to quiet the loud voices that are shouting from my amygdala. I use the breathing exercises described below for a reset of my brain.9
7. I make a “You Turn” by turning inward and paying attention to my pain. I exercise curiosity and ask, “What is going on inside of me?” Instead of being in my feelings, I am thinking about my feelings. Instead of speaking from my hurting part, I am speaking for my hurting part. “Where are these feelings telling me?” This is the most important step and is difficult to do.
The more we do this, the more we are teaching our left hemisphere to recognize the implicit memory (that which is below our level of consciousness) to bring it into awareness that says, "Oh, I'm triggered right now and here is what I'm feeling" and this, ideally, leads to processing the pain. 
8. There is a fork in the road. The path to the left is shame, and if I do nothing, I will automatically be on that path. But the path to the right is redemption. I choose to despise shame as Jesus did (Heb 12:2) and embrace my redemption story.
9. The bigger the upset, the harder it is to quiet myself and regulate my emotions. I may need to ask someone to help me by validating my pain and attuning to me. If I am with my spouse or a close friend, share this name with them out loud: “I am feeling shame right now.” (If you have previously discussed this with your spouse or close friend, you can give them permission to ask if I might be responding in shame.)9
The deeper the roots of my shame, the more inner healing I need. This is way outside the domain of willpower, where we try harder not to have our shame resurface. We need the help of the Holy Spirit to heal the root of what causes shame. See the note on inner healing at the end.
10. Depending on how far down the shame cycle I have gone, I may need to repair my relationship with my spouse or other person I have hurt while acting out of my shame, which involves me taking full responsibility for what I have done and validating the pain I have caused them, asking for their forgiveness.
[bookmark: _Toc212804402]The Redemption Cycle
Here is what replacing the shame cycle with the redemption cycle might look like:

[bookmark: _Toc212804403]Shrinking the Gap
All of us will at times have negative emotions hijack our true selves. It is not a question of if but how we deal with it when it does happen. The goal, over time, is to shrink the gap between when we are relational and full of joy, then fall out, then regain that good and healthy state when we can return to our best selves.
At the worst episodes, Sharon and I have gone weeks being stuck in the shame cycle, being separated and distant from each other. This is an awful place to be. Sometimes it has been days. Our goal is to shrink that gap to hours, then to minutes. The ideal is to learn to do it real time and break out the cycle as it happens. This takes a lot of practice, but it is a worthy goal to pursue.
We are more vulnerable to this when we and others are stressed. When we are tired, maxed out, depleted and weak, we are far more vulnerable to these taking over. What is extremely helpful is to be aware of and name this, first to ourselves and then to those around us. We can say something like, “Right now, I am exhausted and feel spent. I am not feeling or acting like my best self.” This can help us protect others from ourselves.
Jeremiah 12: 5 says, “If you have raced with runners and they have worn you out,
how can you compete with horses? If you stumble in a peaceful land, what will you do in the thickets of the Jordan?” This verse underscores the need for training under more ideal conditions so that when we are in a more strenuous situation, we simply return to what we have already trained on; we don’t have to think about it so much.
Shame is such a powerful force, we need training to combat it. It can be helpful to practice scenarios where we role-play a past situation where we have fallen into shame. We can ask ourselves, “What could I have done differently to have a better outcome?” When I first noticed the symptoms of shame affecting me and my relationship(s) with others, what might I have done differently? 
[bookmark: _Toc212804404]CARS
In his book The Joy Switch[footnoteRef:10], my friend Chris Coursey uses the acrostic CARS to give four powerful resources for getting unstuck when we are being controlled by big negative emotions: [10:  The Joy Switch, How Your Brain’s Secret Circuit Affects your Relationship—and how to Activate it, by Chris M. Coursey. I highly recommend this little book, which you can read in about three hours. If you practice Chris’s exercises in the book, it will equip you to return to joy from upsetting emotions.] 

· Connection to connect with people, thoughts and situations that stabilize us
· Appreciate to remember gifts that make us smile
· Rest to pause and catch our breath
· Shalom my body exercises to calm our mind and body
[bookmark: _Toc212804405]Connection
If we go through a hard thing by ourselves, we feel that we are all alone with no one to share our pain. We want to feel seen, heard and understood. When someone attunes to us, our bodies release the hormone oxytocin, which makes us feel good and soothes our pain.
When I am upset, I can seek out an understanding person who will listen to me and attune to me. I can let them know that I need their listening ear. I can then borrow their perspective to know that everything will be OK.
[bookmark: _Toc212804406]Appreciation
When we are upset, we focus on what is bad and become fixated on it, which reinforces the downward spiral. Appreciation helps us focus on what is good and how we have been blessed. A practical step in the moment is to refer to a list we have made beforehand on our phones, and we can refer to blessings that God has given us. We can have some favorite photos stored on our phones that remind us of good memories with other people or special and beautiful places.
I highly recommend the daily practice of keeping a gratitude journal. Each morning, I review the previous day and endeavor to look at it through the lens of gratitude and thank God for His goodness that He showed me through interactions with others and good things that happened. This builds neuropathways, which are like interstate highways in our brains that make it much easier for us to return there. If we have a habit of daily gratitude, it will be much easier to access gratitude when we are in the moment of working on recovering from something that is upsetting.
Finally, when I am upset with Sharon, it is helpful if ask for a timeout, take a break from the conversation so that I can regain God’s perspective. I need to get out of viewing her as an enemy and to get in a relational state. In other words, get out of my amygdala and get my prefrontal cortex online, where Sharon is a person and not an object. If I begin to journal about things that I am grateful for her, I find that there is no room for her to be my enemy and a source of great blessing at the same time. I will keep at this until I get out of enemy mode.
[bookmark: _Toc212804407]Rest
When we do breathe exercises, it stimulates the secretion of hormones that are extremely helpful in quieting us from upset, including melatonin and serotonin and the reduction of the stress hormone cortisol. Deep breathing is a simple yet powerful exercise to wrestle control of my brain from my amygdala and get back to my prefrontal cortex where I can remember who I am and what it is like to me to act like my true self. Here is what ChatGPT says:
Deep breathing (especially slow, diaphragmatic breathing) helps in several ways:
1. Activates the parasympathetic nervous system. Slow, deep breathing signals to your body that you are safe. This calms the amygdala’s fear signals and shifts control back to the prefrontal cortex—the brain’s rational, decision-making center.
2. Lowers cortisol and adrenaline levels. Deep breathing slows the heart rate, lowers blood pressure, and reduces the flood of stress hormones that the amygdala triggers.
3. Creates a mindful pause. When you deliberately focus on breathing, it interrupts the automatic fear loop and gives your brain space to assess the situation rather than react impulsively.
4. Improves oxygen flow to the brain. Better oxygenation enhances cognitive clarity, further strengthening the prefrontal cortex’s ability to regain control over the fear-driven amygdala.
Navy seals use a breathing exercise called box breathing, for the four sides of a box with four seconds on each step:
1. Deep breath in through your nose
2. Hold
3. Deep breath out through your mouth
4. Hold
Repeat this cycle 4-6 times.
[bookmark: _Toc212804408]Shalom My Body
Shalom My Body exercises are designed to stimulate the vagal nerve, which is the main parasympathetic nerve in our body, known and the “Rest and Digest” response we rely on to calm high-energy reactions. The three exercises are:
1. Yawn left and yawn right
2. Breath and scrunch
3. Knock to wake up your attachment center
Chris Coursey has a YouTube channel where he demonstrates these three exercises:
https://youtu.be/fc2SUI6b6xM?si=lioaalmRJDJD4es0
[bookmark: _Toc212804409]The ABCD Choice Process
A similar and simpler model is called the ABCD Choice process, as described in the book Change Your Questions Change your Life by Marilee Adams[footnoteRef:11]. [11:  Change Your Questions Change Your Life by Marilee Adams, p. 111] 

· Aware. Noticing my emotions. Remember, the Latin root for emotion is a—before, motion—movement. Our feelings are taking us somewhere. They are a valuable resource. If we employ them for good, we pay attention to them. What are my feelings and body trying to tell me right now?
· Breath! Breathing deeply, slowly may be the single most effective means of loosening control of the amygdala and accessing our prefrontal cortex, where we can remember who we are and gain Godsight.
· Curiosity. What is going on inside me right now? What is going on with others? Is there a deeper issue that is going on than what is on the surface? What is God’s perspective on this? Is this my shame story talking? What would it look like to cooperate with God and live out my redemption story?
· Decide. Will I despise shame or live in it? Will I succumb to living in shame or trust God that His grace is sufficient for me to live out my redemption story?
[bookmark: _Toc212804410]Inner Healing
As a final note, shame is like a weed with a deep tap root. Even when we pull the top off the weed, new growth keeps popping up, only to be dealt with again. The only real way to kill the weed is to kill its roots.
Inner healing starts with the process of discovering the root; the sources of the problem, which often goes back to our family of origin. What makes this a challenge is that we usually do not remember all the sources of our shame. Either we were too young to remember, or we have blocked out the painful memories to protect ourselves.
This is where we need the help of the Holy Spirit, whose job is to teach us and reveal what we need to know. (John 16:13, 1 Cor 2:10-12) 
As for myself, I have found my shame issues to be too big to address them on my own. I have done extensive work with people that have led me in Immanuel Prayer, inviting the Holy Spirit to bring to mind memories from my past that involved shame and asking that Jesus join me in those memories. Having God’s perspective in my trauma has been very healing and has helped to remove the power of things that trigger me.
I have worked with therapists who use a modality called Internal Family Systems to help me to explore parts of me that feel exiled because of my shame, to get to know where they are coming from and be understood and help that part not feel alone.
For example, I had a session with my therapist where I noticed a part of me was craving affirmation, especially from leaders. Through an inner healing session, the Holy Spirit brought me to a part that was me a baby, feeling neglected and uncared for. I was able to sense the baby felt both sad and angry. I learned that he felt angry because that was the only way he could get attention and sad because his needs were being neglected. 
Ultimately, I learned that it was my mother’s issue of being overwhelmed and not having the capacity to be with me, not my issue—even though it felt like rejection to this little part’s soul. (This had to be revealed to me by the Holy Spirit, because obviously it happened before I had the capability of remembering it. Yet, it laid the foundation for my worldview of shame that I believed that she was not glad to be with me and there was something wrong with me.)
The subject of Inner Healing is very deep and broad. Volumes have been written on it and helping professions are built on it. The deeper our shame issue, the more inner healing we need, and the more help we need from competent people.
I wish dealing with my shame was a simple as pulling a weed with a tap root out of the ground after a good rain when the soil is soft; then be done. But I have found that it is not that easy. Paul prayed that God would remove his thorn in his flesh, but God knew that what was best for him was to retain it to keep him humble. My thorn of shame remains. But it is my opportunity to see that God’s grace is indeed sufficient.
Overcoming shame is part of my redemption story. It keeps rearing its ugly head. I keep having to address it. I am grateful that God is giving me tools to deal with it. That is the practical outworking of His sufficient grace. May you experience this grace in your life.


[bookmark: _Toc212804411]Discussion Questions
1. How have you experienced shame in your life?
2. Can you describe a situation where shame has impacted your relationship with another person?
Prov 28:13, “He who conceals his transgressions will not prosper, But he who confesses and forsakes them will find compassion.” 
3. Have you ever had a season in your life where you concealed your transgressions, hiding them from others? How did that turn out?
4. Do you have a story where you have experienced receiving compassion when you confessed your sins? How did that impact you?
5. When you are stuck in a negative emotion such as shame, and it seems to have hijacked control of your true self, what has worked for you to get out of that negative emotion and get back to your true self?
6. What is your redemption story, particularly around shame?


Receive Negative Input


Felt Criticized


Pay Attention to Feelings


Name Feelings


What is God's Perspective?


Despise Shame


Breath to Reset


Claim my Redemption Story



Receive Negative Input


Felt Criticized


I am a bad husband


I am a bad person


I should withdraw


Medicate my pain


People will reject me
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