Haunted By Your Past? #1

“Don’t Be Spooked by Shame”

Genesis 2-3

It’s that time of year again…for Halloween. (Who am I kidding—Halloween stuff has been on sale since Labor Day…or was that just after the 4th of July?)  It used to be the season for scary movies to hit theaters, but now they run them all year round as well.

I confess: I’m not a fan of Halloween. I don’t like scary movies, I’m not a fan of ghosts and goblins, and I don’t even eat Halloween candy any more! I don’t know if I would rank Halloween as last among holidays, but it is looking up at Arbor Day.

But when I was planning my preaching for this year, taking a month-to-month approach, I had an idea of a sermon series entitled, “Haunted By Your Past?” This phrase applies to so many people today among all age and other demographic groups. Instead of being haunted by ghosts or goblins or witches or warlocks, however, we deal with real antagonists like shame, guilt, grief, and fear. 

And so for the month of October, we will deal with these issues that can haunt us even as Christians. This morning we begin with “Don’t Be Spooked by Shame.”

The Essence of Shame

Let’s begin by looking at the essence of shame. Many think guilt and shame are the same, but this is not true. Both are strong, painful emotions that feel similar, but are different. Guilt occurs when we feel bad about what we have done; shame occurs when we feel bad about who we are.
 Guilt defines us by what we have done; shame defines us by what has happened to us.
Shame is the psychological and emotional experience of believing yourself to be inadequate in ways that lead you to reject yourself.
 Shame brings terrifying self-doubt and self-hatred.
 Shame is the person who thinks they don’t belong because of something that they did or something that has been done to them. Shame says you’re not normal. You stick out and if people find out, you’ll be kicked out.
 This is “impostor syndrome.”

Shame runs deeper than guilt. Guilt typically remains a private affair. We learn to keep those inner indictments to ourselves, safely out of public view. But shame follows you wherever you go like a bad rap sheet. Shame becomes a relentless, accusing voice that whispers, “You are worthless! You will never amount to anything!”
 It is clearly a deeply demoralizing emotion described as humiliation, embarrassment, indignity, and disgrace, but it is more than a feeling. It is a mind-set that says, “I don’t measure up to what I should be, what others are, or what others expect of me.” 

Can shame ever be considered good? Yes, shame (and guilt) can be beneficial in the same way physical pain is useful—they let us know something isn’t right. Shame in its most basic form—embarrassment—can help us recognize appropriate or inappropriate behaviors. In a healthy form, normal feelings of embarrassment help young children understand how to live in the world.
 People who lack the capacity to feel shame are called psychopaths. Lacking a moral compass and impervious to criticism, they must be stopped before they harm others.
 God speaks of such in Jeremiah 3:3, “Yet you have the brazen look of a prostitute; you refuse to blush with shame,” and in Jeremiah 6:15 and 8:12, “Are they ashamed of their loathsome conduct? No, they have no shame at all; they do not even know how to blush.” 

In the New Testament, the apostle Paul was very disturbed that the Corinthian believers were going to unbelievers to settle civil disputes. Not unlike in our society today, lawsuits were the rage in first-century Corinth. His words were quite scathing:

I say this to shame you. Is it possible that there is nobody among you wise enough to judge a dispute between believers? But instead, one brother goes to law against another—and this in front of unbelievers! (1 Corinthians 6:5-6)

True, Paul was saying in essence, “You ought to be ashamed of yourselves.” But it is important to immediately observe that Paul did not use shame as a club to browbeat the people of God. In 1 Corinthians 4:14 he says, “I am not writing this to shame you, but to warn you, as my dear children.” He called them his “beloved children”—and they were God’s beloved children as well. Clearly, Paul’s use of “shame” was far different than Satan’s. The devil relentlessly erodes away the dignity, value, and self-esteem of those in his path. The shame they feel is because they are convinced they are worthless. Paul’s rare use of shame was based on the fact that believers are children of God. It was shameful for them to walk unworthy of such a high calling. He was calling them to a higher life; he was not driving them deeper into a mindset of failure and worthlessness.

Christian psychiatrist Curt Thompson writes in his book, The Soul of Shame,
Shame is something we all experience at some level, more consciously for some than for others. Of course there are the obvious examples that come to mind: times we have felt everything from slight embarrassment to deep humiliation. And you needn’t have ever darkened the office door of a psychiatrist. It doesn’t require the breakdown of our mental health to be plagued with it. It only requires that you have a pulse. To be human is to be infected with shame.

The question is not whether we experience shame, but what we do in response.

The Effects of Shame

Before we get to how to respond to shame, let’s consider the effects of shame. For this I invite you to turn to Genesis 2. In the opening chapters of Genesis we read about God creating the world and filling it with plant, animal, and human life. After declaring, “It is not good for man to be alone”—the only thing declared “not good” in this text—God created woman to complement the man. The final verse of Genesis 2 reads, “The man and his wife were both naked, and they felt no shame” (Gen 2:25).

The last phrase practically jumps off of the page. Of all the ways the writer could have described Adam and Eve at this moment—he could have said they were “naked and really happy” or they were “naked and strong or confident,” or “they were naked and without fear or anger or sadness or disappointment or regret.” All of these may have been true. So why emphasize shame? This seems intentional. Thompson observes, “The vulnerability of nakedness is the antithesis [exact opposite] of shame.”
 

Genesis 3 unfolds with the serpent tempting Eve to eat the fruit of the forbidden tree. Usually the emphasis is put on the first six verses; I draw our attention to verses 7-8:

Then the eyes of both of them were opened, and they realized they were naked; so they sewed fig leaves together and made coverings for themselves. Then the man and his wife heard the sound of the Lord God as he was walking in the garden in the cool of the day, and they hid from the Lord God among the trees of the garden. 

Hiding is the natural response to shame. We hide from everyone, not least being ourselves, in every imaginable way.
 Shame hides from others on the assumption that if others knew this about you, they would reject you.
 (Remember “imposter syndrome”?) After Adam and Eve sinned, they sewed fig leaves together when they discovered they were naked but no longer unashamed. And we have been doing the same thing ever since. Not with fig leaves, but with our own twenty-first-century versions of them. Our more socially acceptable cover-ups include an obsession with dieting, physical fitness, or body sculpting; spending exorbitant amounts of money on purely cosmetic surgeries; keeping up with the latest fashions, or having the “perfect” house, car, children, and so on; working long hours to the detriment of our health and relationships; being driven to obtain a never-ending stream of graduate degrees, athletic awards, promotions, titles; or trying with all our might to somehow please or appease the God we fear by adhering to a list of relentless religious rules and regulations.

The irony of shame is that hiding and covering our vulnerability only increases it. The higher our lies are stacked, the more likely they are to topple. The games we play grow so complex that we are bound to slip up. Life for ashamed people who cannot admit shame is a complicated and tense affair.

Returning to Genesis 3:9-13,

But the Lord God called to the man, “Where are you?” 

He answered, “I heard you in the garden, and I was afraid because I was naked; so I hid.” 

And he said, “Who told you that you were naked? Have you eaten from the tree that I commanded you not to eat from?” 

The man said, “The woman you put here with me — she gave me some fruit from the tree, and I ate it.” 

Then the Lord God said to the woman, “What is this you have done?”

The woman said, “The serpent deceived me, and I ate.”
Shame and blame were two immediate consequences of the fall of Adam and Eve. Adam and Eve tried to shift the blame from their own shoulders. Adam blamed Eve for giving him some of the fruit to eat and then went further to blame God for giving her to be with him in the garden. Then, when God challenged Eve as to what she had done, she blamed the serpent for having deceived her.

This shaming and blaming is right up to date. We can become very ingenious in our superficial attempts both to lessen our sense of shame and to shift the blame onto others. “It’s my genes,” we say, “or my parental upbringing, or a congenital weakness that is not my fault.” Anything to not accept responsibility for the choices we make.

Here is where we see a distinction between shame and guilt. Guilt moves people toward other people to say, “I’m sorry,” because they long for reconnection. Shame does the very opposite. Shame turns us away from others. 

If I hurt you, you can absolve me of guilt. You can say, “I forgive you,” and I can remember that and be connected to you. The problem is my feelings. I may intellectually know that you forgive me, but I can still emotionally feel deep shame that goes beyond healthy remorse.

Humiliation, isolation, and accusation are all effects of shame. In the beginning God said, “It is not good for humans to be alone,” creating men and women to live in fellowship. Satan uses shame to drive us apart.

The Elimination of Shame

What can be done about shame? We cannot simply ignore shame, nor can we pep ourselves up with positive self-talk out of shame. That’s because shame—as negative as it can be—has a kernel of truth. Guilt deals with what we do, and we have all sinned. Shame deals with who we are, and the Bible teaches us that we are all sinners. We are not sinners because we have committed sins. We sin because we are sinners. The problem is in the heart. We do wrong because we are wrong. We are wrong all the way to the core.
 David confessed in Psalm 51:5, “Surely I was sinful at birth, sinful from the time my mother conceived me.” Jeremiah 17:9 states, “The heart is deceitful above all things and beyond cure. Who can understand it?” Shame is real because we are sinners from birth.
Shame must be removed, and the elimination of shame took place when Jesus died on the cross. On the cross He took the sin of the world, and it was there He also endured the shame of the world. His death personified shame.
 We see crucifixion as a dreadful death mainly because of its terrible physical pain. Occasionally revivalists still describe the whip and nails and slow suffocation in excruciating detail. But what the early Christians most dreaded about the cross was its shame.
 

The shameful truth is that Jesus was crucified naked. In our artwork depicting the event, we don’t strip Him naked. We have a loincloth around Him, and that’s all well and good, but it suggests that we don’t want God going that far. But He does. God himself submitted to the shame of the cross. He has been there. And He says, “I’m willing to go with you where you’re not even willing to go.”

In the New Testament letter to the Hebrews, we are provided with a model for how to effectively approach our nemesis of shame:

Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles, and let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us. Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy set before him endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God. (Hebrews 12:1-2)

The imagery of a “great cloud of witnesses” refers to those just named in chapter 11 (those that have gone before us) and to those who are with us now, emphasizing that we are not alone on our journey.

It requires great effort, however, to keep before us this vision of being part of a great gathering of people cheering us on, telling us “Well done!” as we move through life. This is one of the first and most helpful steps in combating shame. Our struggle against shame is begun not by ourselves but in the company of trustworthy friends, family members and spiritual mentors. Remember, isolation is one of shame’s primary methods. We therefore must be cautious of thinking that we can do this by ourselves through sheer force of will.
 Relationships are the antidote for shame. Our fear of relationship with God and other humans affects every spiritual practice. In hiding our shame, we are inhibited in our efforts to interact with God, just as children become inhibited in expressing emotions to adults and others.

Next, the writer of the text invites us to put aside everything that holds us back from running the race with perseverance. The phrase “the sin that so easily entangles” is translated by other ancient authorities as the sin that so easily “distracts.” This is helpful because so much sin begins as a function of attention. Shame functions first, as Satan did with Eve, by drawing our attention, even in minute moments, away from our focus on God’s voice. Remember, attention is the key to the engine that pulls the train of our mind; shame’s first priority is distraction.

We then read that we are to fix our eyes—our attention—on Jesus. Essentially we are called to watch and do what he does, to follow his example. To “fix our eyes on Jesus” means watching Him and doing what He did. It is to intentionally seek out our shame, expose it and reframe it in light of our Father telling us that we are His children in whom He is well-pleased.

Next in Hebrews 12 we see that Jesus endured the cross, “scorning its shame.” Other translations offer “disregarding” or “despising” for the word scorning. All of these words refer to an intentional act rather than being reactive. If we attended a party that our enemy also attended, but we eventually left without knowing that person was present, it could not be said that we scorned or disregarded our enemy at the party. Rather, to scorn, disregard or despise something, we must be aware of its presence. This is what Jesus did—and does—with shame. He seeks it out and does not blink in its presence. He does not pretend it is not there. In the end he did not shy away from crucifixion but approached it head-on, and then scorned, disregarded, despised the shame that it represented. 

The next step in this process involves shifting our attention from shame—and the story it is trying to tell—back to the story that is true, the story that God is telling in this very moment. To scorn or disregard shame is to acknowledge it and turn away, as if we think nothing of it.

So our hope is not that shame has ended. Our hope is that Jesus bore shame to the cross and shamed it. Shame was crucified, itself disarmed and publicly stripped of its ultimate malignancy. By enduring the cross, Jesus suffered shame’s worst and yet was vindicated by God. The central, pivotal reality of all existence is now that our worth was secured on the cross. No shame can “separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Rom. 8:39).

The Cross creates a community of people who, no longer afraid of being defined and destroyed by shame, can admit their failures and allow their neediness. Forgiveness means being able to say you’re sorry. Since we now know shame cannot destroy us, we need no longer deny it and foist it off on others.

Because only self-acknowledged sinners can admit and confront their shame, we can say, in a sense, that we go to church for training in being sinners. Such is the way through and beyond humiliation.
 The solution lies, ironically, in doing the very thing that shame convinces us is the most dangerous, threatening act we could commit.

Through shame, Satan tells us we are worthless, useless, and unlovable. He whispers to us, “If others knew the truth about you, they would have nothing to do with you!” Shame humiliates us and makes us want to hide from others…and even from God. Instead of being open and vulnerable with each other, we blame others and try to hide our shortcomings. 

At the cross, Jesus took our sins and our shame upon Himself. He humbled Himself—humiliated Himself—in the most public way imaginable. Sin is shameful, but Jesus became sin for us and took our shame away. We can be honest with God, honest with others, and ultimately honest with ourselves as we see ourselves as God sees us.

Shame is scary, but shame does not have to define us. Allow the truth of God’s Word to scare off shame, so we can come out of hiding and live in fellowship with God and each other. Don’t be spooked by shame.
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