Guilt and Shame — Daniel Han

Introduction

| talk to the parents quite often (I would like to do so). | love talking to them to get to know
them and their kids. My aim is to hopefully inspire them to model the spiritual life through
Jesus at home. But more than often (and to my surprise), | get responses like, “Only if they
could be like you.” Or, “They could learn a lot from you.”

Actually, quite recently, | was talking with an older dad at my church to check in on how their
college daughter was doing. This dad would reminisce about her days in high school, where she
would attend church every weekend. Today, she is living a depressed life at home. What
changed? | don’t know. Out of frustration or maybe hopelessness, the dad uttered to me the
same thing that many other parents have said to my face. In anguish, “I wish my daughter
would be more like you.”

At first, | didn’t know how to respond to that statement. “Should | feel good or bad about this?”
| thought. On one hand, they were complimenting me. Am | supposed to say thanks? But as |
looked into it more, | realized that they were heartbroken over the outcome of their child. They
had raised her to be successful. That was their dream! | was a standard that they were
comparing their own kids to. The more | think about it, the more | can understand how these
parents must feel overwhelmingly shameful about who or where their kids are. They were just
communicating their hearts to me. They yearn for a son or daughter who will bring them
honor.

Tribalism, Guilt, and Shame

Tribalism is “the behavior and attitudes that stem from a strong loyalty to one’s tribe or social
group.” Tribalism is by no means new, and at first glance, it doesn’t seem bad at all. Ever since
the creation of this world, the descendants of Adam and Eve have had to gather enough
resources for themselves in order to survive. Sometimes survival meant competing through
war or fleeing. Lot and Abram split off peacefully from each other due to the lack of resources
for both families to survive in the surrounding area. But the key factor in a tribe is loyalty.
Without loyalty, no one survives. However, if there is loyalty, everyone will feel like they belong
to each other. Tribalism fills the God-given need for human belonging. Unlike true fulfillment,
tribalism has its shortcomings. In a tribe, thinking is made unnecessary because you already
have the innate sense to do what the tribe wants you to do. You won’t have to be taught
because you already know what is best for the group. Doing otherwise is highly shameful and
will grant the individual guilt. Doing what is best for the group would lead you to receiving and
feeling honor.

Every Chinese parent compares their kid. Okay, maybe not every parent. But it felt like every
parent did. Often during my childhood, | would overhear my mom talking with other moms
about their kids while at church. Sometimes, | would hear other moms compliment me. That felt
great and really gratifying! Other times, | would hear my mom complain about me. That sucked
a lot and always hurt the most. | promised myself that even though | did bad things, | would do
more good things because | wanted to be loved by my mom. | wanted to do honorable things to
cover up the bad in my life. As an older brother, | did my best to never fight with my younger
brother. |

worked my hardest at getting all A's in school. | put in my best effort to go to church and be a
good Christian (if that even exists). If it was honorable and would make me worthy of praise,



you could find me doing it without hesitation. The fear of bringing shame and guilt to myself
motivated me to try harder. This is the typical human response to the human experience of
shame and guilt.

If we live a life motivated by guilt and shame, it will bleed into other areas of our lives.
Eventually, it will bleed into our spiritual lives. Contrary to common thought, the typical
response to guilt and shame is not a healthy way to approach the spiritual life.
e Typical Response #1: A spiritual life motivated by shame will lead us to cover up.
e Typical Response #2: A spiritual life motivated by guilt will lead us to hide in fear.

A spiritual life motivated by shame will lead us to cover up

Growing up at church, a common phrase that | heard was, “Nobody is perfect, but we try our
best to be like Jesus.” However, sinning did not feel good. It actually made me feel like a
failure. It was shameful. “I should be growing,” | thought. However, constantly struggling with
the same sins would leave me feeling hopeless. | even felt frustrated with myself. Why couldn’t
| break free and be who Jesus wants me to be?

Adam and Eve knew they had sinned after they ate the fruit from the Tree of Good and Evil,
which God had told them not to do. In their shamefulness, they tried to cover themselves with
leaves. Genesis 3:7 says, Then the eyes of both were opened, and they knew that they were
naked. And they sewed fig leaves together and made themselves loincloths. Chapter 2 shows
that they were not ashamed of being naked before they ate the fruit. When sin came into the
world, everything changed. Every individual who came after Adam, the father of all humanity,
shares a common inclination due to the transmission of the original sin. When we become
aware of our sinful nature in the presence of a divine being, our feelings of shame will compel
us to conceal our wrongdoings. Adam and Eve tried to put together a covering out of leaves,
but it was an inadequate covering for their disturbing nakedness.

In my own life, | found myself resorting to more effort to deal with my shame and my spiritual
failure. | tried to outdo the bad in my life with the good. | became passionate about hating my sin
(praying on my knees to be more sincere about my confession), and | would promise myself
and God to try my hardest by maximizing all my effort, vowing to God to never make the same
mistake again. However, it would never work. | would fall into those same sins and, as a result,
become more frustrated due to feeling like nothing was ever happening.

A spiritual life motivated by guilt will lead us to hide in fear.

During my youth, | struggled to reconcile the dichotomy between being a sinner and being
saved from sin. Despite all the good Christian things | was doing, | felt like a failure across

the board. This failure stemmed from the remorse of being a Christian who consistently
grappled with wrongdoing and an evident lack of spiritual growth.

Listening to a sermon about “Who you are at home vs. Who you are in public” would lead me
to fear that if anyone knew who | really was, then they wouldn’t want to be with me any longer.
| always felt so guilty for my wrongdoings before God. | was not where | was supposed to be. |
had been a Christian for 10+ years and yet | was still struggling to develop a vibrant prayer life
like some of my mentors have talked to me about. As a result of guilt, | would practice hiding
(Just like Adam and Eve in Genesis 3). Since the fall, we have shared the same inclination as
Adam & Eve: to hide as a result of guilt. Just like the first humans who concealed themselves
due to guilt, we also conceal our most profound and troubling wrongdoings, keeping them
hidden in darkness because we fear that they would not be accepted if exposed. A spiritual life



driven by guilt often results in suppressing our true selves and a reluctance to acknowledge our
own shortcomings as we attempt to avoid the discomfort of feeling guilty or like a failure.

Great Temptation

This presents a significant temptation for a Christian. | contend that individuals residing in
cultures that prioritize tribalism and place a premium on guilt and shame—such as the
eastern cultures of the world—are confronted with an even more formidable temptation.

Performing good deeds to conceal sin or obscure the very issues that a Christian struggles with
is the default way of our hidden heart. Because the Christian has lived a spiritual life relying on
his own strength rather than the strength of the Holy Spirit, it is not surprising that spiritual
burnout will result if this cycle continues. It could be argued that despite being saved, a
significant number of young Christians disengage from the church for this reason: they have not
yet had a genuine encounter with the Holy Spirit. Attempting to live the spiritual life as
Christians by means of discipline and effort will inevitably cause our service and good deeds to
wilt and wither.

Shame and Guilt can only be healed in Christ

John Coe says this: “No amount of spiritual effort on their part can ever relieve them of
their burden of shame and guilt in the Christian life except Christ. No amount of effort in
spiritual formation or the doing of the spiritual disciplines can grow them or fix them.”

In other words, it means that, within the Christian perspective, individuals cannot overcome
feelings of shame and guilt through their own spiritual work or practices. Only through Christ
can they be released from these burdens. Personal efforts in spiritual development or
engagement in spiritual disciplines are not sufficient to resolve or heal the inner heart.

Paul writes in Galatians 3:1-3,

1 O foolish Galatians! Who has bewitched you? It was before your eyes that Jesus Christ was
publicly portrayed as crucified. 2 Let me ask you only this: Did you receive the Spirit by works
of the law or by hearing with faith? 3 Are you so foolish? Having begun by the Spirit, are you
now being perfected by the flesh?

This passage does not refer to a salvation based on works, for we are saved by faith, and
no one can deny that. However, | would argue that Paul is referring to our sanctification. The
challenge he seems to be referring to is this: even though we accept that salvation (being
justified) comes through grace via faith, we often try to achieve sanctification (the ongoing
process of becoming righteous) through our own actions.

The reality is that only Jesus can deal with our shame and guilt. Because of our human
sinfulness, we are actually all incapable of dealing with our own sin. Sin will always lead us to
shame and guilt. Because of the shame and guilt, the temptation will be to do whatever it
takes to deal with sin on our own. It's when we realize that no amount of effort can relieve us
of the burden of shame or guilt—only Christ—that we can rest in the freedom of wrestling with
not what but who—Jesus Christ. The Christian life is not about obedience and effort; it is about
obedience to an opening of our hearts to a relationship in Christ.

What can we do to deal with guilt and shame?
As a result, in our prayers, it's important to embrace the complete justification given by God and
the astounding reality that | am completely forgiven and accepted by God. This acceptance is



due to the righteousness of Christ earned on our behalf and attributed to us, rather than our
own actions. Without being raised with this understanding, we rarely find similar concepts in our
experiences that would lead us to such beliefs. Almost everything in my culture and my own
sense of self tells me that my worth is tied to my actions. However, the essence of Christ’s life
of obedience is to transfer his deserved righteousness to me so that, united with Christ, | am
fully accepted by God the Father.

The true source of our change is the living Spirit within us, not our own efforts. While our deeds
collaborate and engage with the Spirit, it is the Spirit itself that drives change. Echoing the
words of Jesus, I'm incapable of transforming myself without being connected to the Spirit's
presence within me (as referenced in John 15:5). Therefore, our transformation is essentially
God's Spirit, enabling us to embrace more fully the significance of Christ's sacrifice and the
only declaration of our righteousness through His love.

As parents, model our Father’s unconditional love.

Parenting is hard, and it is by no means easy. But | encourage you to model the Father’s love
for your child or youth. Studies have shown that children and youth learn and grasp the idea of
God as Father through the lens of who their parents are. In my life, my distant father was a
hindrance to understanding God’s love for me. My mom was a catalyst. Therefore, ask
yourself:

a) How can you, as a parent, manage your discomfort when your child does something
wrong, so that you can provide discipline without becoming condemning or punitive, and
maintain a close relationship instead of distancing yourself?

b) When your child misbehaves, how can you assist them in understanding and learning from
their actions within an environment of love and discipline, rather than encouraging them to
simply hide their missteps by superficially acting well?

Conclusion

The vast majority of the parents | talk to do not know my past. | don’t blame them. The truth is, |
lived a life consumed by guilt and shame that infused into my spiritual life. Because of my
attempts to deal with my own shame and guilt, | have resorted to overcoming my feelings of
shame and guilt through my own spiritual work or practices. | dropped out of high school, cut
myself off from church out of nowhere, and suffered from severe depression. | lived days where
| felt that there was an unliftable burden on my shoulders. Only through Christ did | slowly
begin a spiritual life where my burdens were being placed on his shoulders. | still have a long
way to go, not out of obedience but out of an ever greater understanding of the depth of the
love that Christ has for me and the power of the Spirit.

This writing is based on the teaching of John Coe: Resisting the Temptation of Moral Formation

For many days, | would kneel by my bedside in intense regretful prayer. “I hate my sin; Jesus
change me,” would be a prayer | daily muttered. That never changed me. | woke up early to
read the Bible. That never changed me. | served in every ministry possible and evangelized
enthusiastically. That never changed me, either.

All my life, | have worked hard to overcome. | believed that my sins would be no different. “I
should be able to overcome this,” | thought. So with every sense of guilt and shame came a



deeper determination to be a good Christian. “This was good!” | thought. Isn't it the act of a
Christian's commitment and obedience to follow Jesus and become more like him?

If | needed to suppress my true emotions and ignore how inadequate | am, | would do it. Slowly
but surely, life became a constant and restless game of acting. Every interaction | had, in
person or online, was to give off the perception | wanted others to have of me. And become an
expert actor, | did. You could’'ve even nominated me to win an Oscar. The fake me was
seemingly vibrant and joyful. The real me was broken, depressed, and shameful. And it was all
a secret.

But the truth is, not one of us is perfect. We are unlovable human beings. There is no good in
any of us. Not even one tiny bit. Because Jesus is just, “we were by nature deserving of wrath”
(Ephesians 2:3).
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