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“Heather Davis Nelson has written a wonderful work on the topic of shame. She brilliantly weaves her own stories and those of others into the larger story of what God does with our shame. She fearlessly brings the light of Jesus to shine in the dark recesses of our souls as she helps to free us from the pain of shame.”

Paul E. Miller, Executive Director, seeJesus; author, A Praying Life and A Loving Life

“Most of us can quickly point to a shame story from our past—that moment when we believed that we were shunnable, rejectable, and maybe even despicable. We, as heirs of God, so often live with a low level of misery caused by shame, even though Jesus came to set us free. In her insightful new book, Unashamed, Heather Davis Nelson explores the chains that bind us and then reminds us that we’re not just ex-sinners; we are saints who have been made new. Like a trusted friend, who also happens to be a therapist, Heather walks you to a place of freedom so you can be all Jesus intended you to be.”

Susie Larson, national speaker; radio host, Middays with Susie Larson; author, Your Beautiful Purpose

“Unashamed proclaims that Jesus Christ secures freedom, honor, and glory for us and applies that truth to the many ways we all suffer shame. Because shame makes us feel naked, filthy, and excluded, we need to know the healing that comes from God’s declaration that in Christ we are clothed, clean, and accepted into the family of God.”

Justin and Lindsey Holcomb, authors, God Made All of Me; Rid of My Disgrace; and Is It My Fault?

“It is difficult to understand shame apart from the gospel. This book is all about the great exchange: shame for beauty. It will flood your soul with life and give you a breath of fresh air. Heather has given all of us who counsel—and all of us who struggle—a gift.”

Rod Mays, Adjunct Professor of Pastoral Theology, Reformed Theological Seminary, Charlotte

“Heather Davis Nelson speaks from an authentic heart on a subject too painful and embarrassing for most to admit they struggle with. Unashamed is much more than informative or inspirational. This book could be life-changing. Heather does a beautiful job uncovering the amazing story of grace and redemption, showing how Christ can break the endless cycle of shame that leaves so many in bondage. I highly recommend Unashamed for anyone who desires to live a life of freedom and hope found in Christ, and for anyone who desires to point others to see beyond their shame and live victoriously.”

Monica Rose Brennan, Associate Professor and Director of Women’s Ministries, Liberty University

“Heather Davis Nelson has made a significant contribution to addressing the critical topic of shame, which is often ignored or misunderstood among the people of God. I declare myself her debtor for the help her work has been to my own sanctification.”

Joseph V. Novenson, Pastor of Senior Adults, Lookout Mountain Presbyterian Church, Lookout Mountain, Tennessee

“Unashamed helped me see my misplaced shame and accept the freedom and love Jesus Christ offers me every day. I’m thankful for Heather’s heartfelt approach. Here is a thoughtful, knowledgeable, and biblical work.”

Trisha R. Wilkerson, author, Everyday Worship; biblical counselor

“Shame is a paralyzing, life-hindering reality we all experience. Unashamed, written by my dear friend Heather Davis Nelson, is not a book written primarily from her writing desk or her counselor’s office. This book was written from her personal faith journey through shame as she has sought to abide in Jesus and his Word through tears, pain, and faith crises. This is what makes the book so powerful. This is why I recommend the book for anyone. It is a signpost to Jesus and his healing, transforming gospel.”

Ellen Mary Dykas, Women’s Ministry Coordinator, Harvest USA; editor, Sexual Sanity for Women

“Heather Nelson has refreshingly and freely brought to light a topic that isn’t discussed much in Christian circles. I found myself breathing many sighs of relief as I realized I wasn’t alone in my experiences of shame. Heather continually pointed me to the only One who can fully cover and release me.”

Julie Courtney, Donor Relations Assistant, Heartbeat International
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Foreword

“Shame is everywhere,” writes Heather. “Each emotion I feel gets connected or tainted with shame if I let it.” She is right. It is everywhere, and it seems as though everything in life gets channeled through it. Yet it is so hard to talk about.

Shame has two conflicting instincts. It needs to isolate and hide, and it needs a community in which to be transparent. Hiding, of course, usually wins. It is the easier and more natural of the two. But we are savvy enough to know that the easy way is rarely fruitful, which leaves us with the hard way—and that seems impossible. Then, left with no viable option, we default back to hiding.

This is where Unashamed comes to our aid. Someone has to be the first to talk. Shame is pent up and just waiting for an opportunity to say something, but someone has to be the first to talk. Someone has to introduce a new culture that says, “We, as God’s people, known and loved by him, are implored by God to speak openly from our hearts. So let’s talk. I’ll start.” And Heather starts us talking. She speaks openly, and the rest of us feel free to follow.

Once we test the waters and begin to talk, we still need direction. That elusive sense of being unacceptable needs help being more specific. With this in mind, Unashamed takes us to places in our past that affect us more than we know, and it guides us to the present where shame that connects to perfection, body image, performance, and parenting invades the details of our lives.

Through all this, Unashamed keeps taking us back to Jesus, the one who both knew shame and takes our shame. Without him, there would be no reason to bring shame into the open. With him, we are built up rather than torn down, shame is forced to retreat, and we notice the possibility of joy as we know and are known by the Holy One.

Ed Welch

Author, Shame Interrupted
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Introduction

Shame: Everyone Has It

I have always been terrified of public speaking. I can trace it back to eighth-grade graduation, when I froze on stage in front of my classmates and an audience of hundreds. Standing in front of the mic unable to utter a word, the expectant and anxious waiting, and an uncomfortable and heavy silence—these are what I fear anytime I am about to take the podium. This fear of being publicly embarrassed, of my weakness being unmasked in front of an audience who sees each excruciating moment, is one manifestation of shame in my life. At its core, shame is fear of weakness, failure, or unworthiness being unveiled for all to see, or fear that at least one other person will notice that which we want to hide. Shame is like a chameleon, easily blending into the surrounding environment so that it can’t directly be seen.

Shame commonly masquerades as embarrassment, or the nagging sense of “not quite good enough.” It shows up when you attempt a new venture, or when you’re unsure of your place in a group. Unchecked, it can become an impenetrable barrier between you and others. It is not a topic of conversation at a party, although it is an unwelcome guest in every gathering. You may not know if you suffer under shame, because too often it’s been categorized as guilt (which is its close cousin). It is not the exclusive domain of victims of abuse, yet shame is found in every story of suffering at the hands of another. Shame can linger when you have sinned against another in ways that feel unforgiveable. Shame is complicated.

Perhaps it might help to consider a few scenarios where shame begins to show itself.

Monique and Tony walk into a party full of laughing, well-dressed people, and Monique inwardly freezes. She is back in the halls of her high school, where she was always on the outside of such groups. She cannot bear to replay the story of rejection, and she wants to turn around and leave before they are noticed. It would be safer to go home.

Blake confesses his sexual addiction to Emily, and tears run down her cheeks. How could he? Emily berates him with all that she is feeling in that moment. Then she turns cold for weeks, barely speaking to him while cocooned within her books, journals, and work. She is alone, and so is he.

Christie’s voice is hoarse from screaming at her toddlers. She glances at the windows, thankful they’re closed and the neighbors can’t hear the angry tirade that would discredit her as the kind, good Christian they think she is. She feels furious most of all with herself for losing it, and she does not know if she can find her way back to grace this time. Surely there are limits to God’s forgiveness of an angry mom?

Sam’s red-rimmed eyes betray the late night at the bar the evening prior. He could not bear to hear Kelly’s relentless criticism, and so he found refuge in the only place that felt safe. He feels like he can never be weak in front of her. His only option is to leave her presence and regroup until he can be the strong man she expects him to be for her.1

Anna weeps over the phone with her best friend as she describes a marriage that feels hopeless and lifeless. No matter what she tries, Will cannot seem to see her, care about her, or change the behavior that is destroying their marriage and their family. She tells no one, for fear of what others would say—a dismissal or an attempt to minimize the pain she lives with daily.

Jake is alone. He assumed that by age thirty he would be well on his way to his dream of a successful career, marriage, and starting a family. Instead, Jake works an unmotivating job and cannot seem to garner enough courage to talk to the women he admires from afar, much less to ask them on a date. The worst day for him? Sundays, because he sits in a pew by himself surrounded by those who seem to have what he’s missing. But what is he missing? Why can’t he ever shake the feeling of “not quite good enough”?

Laura walked into fourth grade acutely aware of the new item she wore. She could finally read the blackboard without squinting, thanks to her first pair of glasses. The plastic pink frames were the object of much attention from her fellow students, and it wasn’t long before she heard the name: “Four Eyes!” From that moment, she counted the years until her eye doctor would permit her to be fitted for contacts. It would be eighth grade.

• • •

All of these scenarios describe shame. It’s a word we do not often use in daily conversation, book groups, or church pulpits, but shame is something we all experience. It’s the feeling that we have missed the mark according to our own standard or our perception of someone else’s standard for us. Shame keeps us from being honest about our struggles, sins, and less-than-perfect moments. Fear of shame drives us to perfectionism in all areas of our lives, so that there would be no imperfection to be noticed and judged.2 Shame is what we heap on others when they fail us. Shame keeps us holding onto bitterness and refusing to forgive. We are impacted by the shame of sin committed against us, and this drives a wedge into our relationships.

Shame can be darker and deeper too. It’s what a perpetrator gives to his victim as he violates her. She will carry that shame forever unless she can find a way to bring it into the light of day. To disown it, she needs to name the shame as his. Shame can be the lack of parental affection and attention that leaves a child with the indelible mark of “not worthy.” Shame arises from past sin that seems to forever haunt you. You know, that sin that you feel like you can’t share with anyone. So you stay in hiding, holed up in your lonely bunker of one, never letting anyone get close enough to see you, to see that part of you.

“Shame is the intensely painful feeling or experience of believing that we are flawed and therefore unworthy of love and belonging,” writes Brené Brown.3 Throughout this book, I will refer often to Brown’s research and findings. So you might wonder, why read this book instead of hers? I want to put her work into a biblical framework that will help make sense of life in a fallen world. If you’re not a Christian and you’re reading this book, I would ask you to have a bit of patience and keep reading. You’ll find that the topic of shame is worth addressing with hope. I believe that you will benefit greatly from the discussion from asking yourself: In what (or whom) do I hope?

Shame and Guilt: Similar, but Different

How is shame different from guilt? It’s crucial to understand the distinction. Brown writes: “The majority of shame researchers and clinicians agree that the difference between shame and guilt is best understood as the difference between ‘I am bad’ and ‘I did something bad.’ Guilt = I did something bad. Shame = I am bad.”4 Guilt is associated with actions while shame taints your entire identity. Ed Welch, a professor and counselor at the Christian Counseling and Educational Foundation (CCEF), fills this out in the following ways:


	“Guilt can be hidden; shame feels like it is always exposed.”5


	“Guilt lives in the courtroom where you stand alone before the judge. It says, ‘You are responsible for wrongdoing. . . . You are wrong. . . . You have sinned.’ The guilty person expects punishment and needs forgiveness.”6


	“Shame lives in the community, though the community can feel like a courtroom. It says, ‘You don’t belong—you are unacceptable, unclean, and disgraced’ because ‘You are wrong, you have sinned’ or ‘Wrong has been done to you’ or ‘You are associated with those who are disgraced or outcast.’ The shamed person feels worthless, expects rejection, and needs cleansing, fellowship [community], love, and acceptance.”7




To expunge guilt, confession and forgiveness are needed. Eradicating shame calls for a deep and pervasive antidote, one that will strike shame at its root and transform the way you think about who you are and the relationships in your life. Brown begins to touch on this when she says, “The antidote to shame is empathy and vulnerability.”8 Many relationships have been transformed by putting into practice increased empathetic responses and vulnerable sharing. Conflicts often arise because one person struggles with vulnerability (closes off/shuts down/withdraws) and the other has a hard time with empathy (does not listen without judging in order to understand, or does not listen at all). It is easy to see how a lack of empathy leads to a diminishing vulnerability, which leads to a lack of empathy, and on and on it goes. Interrupting this cycle is crucial. But we know that our ability to empathize and be vulnerable is not enough to heal shame at its source.

The Limits of Empathy and Vulnerability

Most of us can think of a time when we risked vulnerability only to experience deeper rejection, and therefore our shame messages were reinforced. And most of us can likewise think about how being empathetic was not enough to encourage the deceptive spouse or betrayed friend to trust us again or to tell the truth. There must be more than empathy and vulnerability. We live in world of broken people who cannot at the end of the day be trusted with our most vulnerable selves, nor can they trust us to be as empathetic as needed when they are in their most fragile moments. We all have been disappointed by others, and we all have disappointed friends, family, colleagues, and spouses—even those with whom we claim deepest intimacy. We wear shame like a shield, hiding who we know ourselves to be and protecting ourselves from whom we fear others could be.

Into the dark hopelessness of the human condition steps a Person—one who left his perfect relationship of impeccable empathy and total vulnerability; who left the perfect place where neither guilt nor shame exists because sin is absent; and who chose to leave perfect trust to be utterly vulnerable. He who knew the depths of the darkness of human hearts entrusted himself to us as a baby, making himself so vulnerable that he would not physically survive without human care. He who had never felt betrayal was betrayed by his closest friends, and he who knew no sin became sin for us, feeling to the depths of his being our pain. There is no greater empathy than how Isaiah describes Jesus: “Surely he has borne our griefs and carried our sorrows” (Isa. 53:4). It is in relationship with this grief-laden Savior that our shame will begin to dissipate. It is through his vulnerability that we learn to entrust ourselves to fellow broken people, and it is in his empathy that we know we are never alone, though all humans may betray or disappoint us.

Through union with Christ you are clothed with honor rather than shame, made part of a community to which you will always belong, and given a kingdom that cannot be taken away. Walking by faith according to our true identity of being “hidden with Christ in God” (Col. 3:3) will transform our relationships, our parenting, our churches, our marriages, and our work. Shame will linger for as long as we await the life to come, but its voice will become quieter and its claims less insistent as we remember the reality that its hold on us is limited and fleeting.

For Reflection and Discussion

1. How would you define shame? How is it different from guilt?

2. Which shame scenario do you identify with the most?

3. When has someone disappointed you? Can you think of a time when you disappointed someone else?

4. How is Jesus an embodiment of perfect empathy and vulnerability?





1

Exchanging Shame for Beauty

And I will deal severely with all who have oppressed you.

I will save the weak and helpless ones;

I will bring together

those who were chased away.

I will give glory and fame to my former exiles,

wherever they have been mocked and shamed.

Zephaniah 3:19 (NLT)

One glance at your clothing, and I tend to make assumptions about who you are, what you do, perhaps even where you live. Why is clothing so defining? Clothes indicate purpose, even employment. When you’re in aisle six at Target looking for your kid’s favorite brand of cereal, you probably look for that familiar red shirt indicating an employee. Clothing serves to identify us.

Shame can clothe you or expose you. It comes after struggling yet again with the bad habit you’re trying to break, or the temptation you’ve given in to after days of resistance. It’s what I feel like I’m wearing when I have yelled at my children (again). I go back and ask them to forgive me, but shame is that lingering sense that I have failed beyond rescue. That I have failed because I am a failure. Shame clothes me because I have not met my own expectations, nor those of my culture. In our Western American culture, male anger is usually tolerated more than female anger. So when I as a woman erupt in anger, my shame increases because I am not supposed to struggle with this type of sin.
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