
SHAME 
WEBINAR
BY PETER EVERTS, PHD

REDEEMING SHAME: SHAME, SHAME RESILIENCE, 
SELF-COMPASSION AND GRACEFUL LIVING WITHIN A 

CROSS-CULTUAL CONTEXT

 To understand what shame is, its messages and disguises, and its consequences.

 To distinguish shame from guilt and shame’s “healthy” cousin.

 To integrate clinical neurobiological discoveries in understanding of shame. 

 To learn practices from social science research which expose shame and soften 
its impact.

 To encourage spiritual disciplines and practices which help to redeem shame. 

 To deepen our understanding of Grace as the ultimate antidote to shame. 
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SHAME IS…….

Embodied

“…my response to shame is…to turn 
away my gaze, put my head down, 
hunch my shoulders over…become 

quiet…my heart rate and blood 
pressure will tend to drop…everything 

tends to slow down.” (Thompson)

SHAME IS A SOUL-EATING EMOTION
(C.G. Jung)

 a painfully acute awareness that something is wrong with me.  It is the felt 
sensation of deep inadequacy. (Thompson)

 a felt sense of unworthiness to be in connection, a deep sense of unlovability. 
(Lerner)

 A feeling of lacking something; it comes from the awareness that others see us 
and we worry about what they are seeing. (Cozens)

 an intensely painful feeling that we are unworthy of love and belonging…when 
something shaming happens and we keep it locked up, it festers and grows.  It 
consumes us.(Brown)

SO LET’S KEEP TALKING ABOUT SHAME…
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SHAME 
IS NOT 

LIKE 
GUILT

 Guilt points to behavior and says, “I did something 
wrong.” Shame points to self and says, “I am 
wrong.”

 Guilt leads to pro-social action; it moves forward 
with acknowledgment and repair. Shame triggers a 
fight/flight/freeze response; disconnects us from 
ourselves, others, and God.

 Guilt and shame share similar neural 
underpinnings; yet are distinct enough to be 
considered fundamentally different.

 Guilt is not associated with emotional disorders. 
Shame is often associated with depression, low 
self-esteem, addictions and other disorders.

SHAME IS NOT LIKE ITS COUSIN
(HEALTHY SHAME)

HEALTHY SHAME …

 creates a sense of social boundaries, guardrails for necessary social survival 
and belonging. (Proceedings of National Academy of Sciences)

 is lacking in severe mental health disorders (as in sociopathy or narcissism) 
characterized by undeveloped conscience, lack of empathy and acting shamelessly.

 may be related to humility, an ability to be aware of others’ boundaries, our own 
limits and signal to us to take corrective action.  

 lets us know we are not God and points us in the direction of some larger meaning.

 “is what helps us keep our clothes on.” 
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SHAME AND ITS HARMFUL 
CONSEQUENCES

SHAME …

• underlies unresolved trauma and all forms of abuse.
• is the master emotion to emotional and behavioral problems including 

low self-esteem, depressive disorders, eating disorders, acting-out and 
addictive behaviors among others.

• is present in all of us and causes us to protect ourselves (defenses) 
from the fear of not being acceptable or loved by others. 

• distorts who we really are, distorts our view of others and God and 
reinforces our sense of hopelessness, helplessness and despair.

HEALING FROM SHAME

What can we 
learn from 

clinical 
neurobiology 
as it applies 
to shame?

shame shows up neurologically as early as 15 months of age, a core 
emotion experienced well before the development of language and the 
meaning it provides.

neurons that fire together, wire together; once shame neurons are fired 
they are hard to turn off and are less flexible than more adaptive 
neurons.

shame creates a “disintegrative experience” neurologically where 
thoughts can be separated from feelings, clear and creative thinking 
lessens, we shut down and don’t want connection.

the “good news” is that the brain is neuroplastic in nature; it can change 
its circuitry, rewire and learn to react differently; the polyvagal theory 
suggests our ANS has a socially adaptive function as well.
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HEALING FROM SHAME 

 What are some of  implications of clinical research in the neurobiology on shame?

o Mindboggling!  Do you have good answers for these questions? 

 If shame arises pre-verbally, well before “guilt” is understood, then what does this 

mean for parents and early childhood educators in developing non-shame-based 

methods in training and educating children?

 Since shame is difficult to rewire, then what are the best healing approaches to 

take with people whose problems are shame-based?

 When conflicts in close relationships arise, not just out of differences but out of 

unhealed, and often unnamed shame, how are they best resolved?

 For religions, whose major focus is on sin and guilt, how does shame get 

addressed and healed if at all?

o What are your questions?

HEALING FROM SHAME 

 What can we learn from social science research on shame? (Brown, Neff and others)

 WHOLE-HEARTED LIVING: (Brown in Gifts of Imperfection)

o in her study on shame people who lived whole-heartedly believed that they were 

worthy--worthy to be loved and worthy of belonging.

o they also had the courage to be imperfect and not hide from their flaws or run from 

them; demonstrated the gifts of imperfection: courage, compassion and connection.

o Brown details 10 guideposts for whole-hearted living accompanied by practices by 

which to build self-worth and compassion.

o Leah Pritchard, a cross-cultural worker, published a companion workbook to Gifts of 

Imperfection called Worthy in Jesus.
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HEALING FROM SHAME 

SHAME RESILIENCE AND VULNERABILITY
(Brown in Daring Greatly)

THE POINT OF SHAME 

RESILIENCE  

• is to move from shame to empathy—the 

real antidote to shame.

• if we share our story with someone who 

responds with empathy and 

understanding, shame cannot survive.

FOUR ELEMENTS TO SHAME 

RESILIENCE

1. Recognizing Shame and Understanding 

Its Triggers

2. Practicing Critical Awareness

3. Reaching Out

4. Speaking Shame

THE ROLE OF VULNERABILITY IN 
SHAME RECOVERY

 What underlies shame is EXCRUCIATING VULNERABILITY; the idea that to have 
connection we must let ourselves be seen.

 Whole-hearted people (who had courage, compassion and connection—see her previous book) 
EMBRACED VULNERABILITY; they believed that being vulnerable made them beautiful.

 When we do not risk vulnerability, we NUMB and PRETEND, want CERTAINTY and 
PERFECTION.

 Vulnerability is not weakness; it takes courage.  It drives innovation, creativity, and change.

 We build “vulnerability armor” in different ways to avoid shame; but if we begin to believe that 
we are “enough”, build shame resilience, set healthy boundaries, and engage (risk and be 
seen), we can dismantle our defensive armor.
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SELF COMPASSION
(Neff, Germer & others)

 What is self-compassion and how does it relate to 
shame?

 It is not to be confused with self-esteem—which 
can be based on performance and at worse creates 
a “specialness” and a sense of comparison with 
others.

 It is not a way of judging ourselves.  It is a way of 
relating to ourselves kindly; embracing ourselves 
as we truly are.

THREE CHARACTERISTICS OF 
SELF-COMPASSION

SELF-KINDNESS

Treating 
ourselves kindly 

without harsh 
judgement as we 

would treat a 
friend.

COMMON 
HUMANITY

When we suffer or 
struggle, we tend to 

isolate when we 
should connect with 

each other in our 
common imperfect 

humanity.

MINDFULNESS

Is being present in the 
moment with “what is”. 
We need to be able to 

turn toward, 
acknowledge and accept 

the fact that we are 
suffering in order to 

give ourselves 
compassion.

17

18



SELF-COMPASSION AND 
SELF-CRITICISM 

(Neff)

Why  are we self-critical? 

 we believe falsely that self-criticism serves to motivate; if 
we are too kind to ourselves we will become self-indulgent 
and lazy.

 but self-criticism undermines our motivation and 
performance; we become the enemy or threat; instead of 
attacking the problem, we attack ourselves.  We are wired 
for warmth, gentle touch, and soft vocalizations.  When we 
are self-compassionate we reduce our unhealthy cortisol 
levels.

 self-compassion is precisely for when we fail; self-
compassion says in our moments of failure: “YOU ARE 
WORTHY OF LOVE”.

Given the findings of social researchers like Brown 
and Neff, what does this challenge us to consider?

1. Is it possible to be truly compassionate towards others if we are not self-compassionate in the ways that Neff 
challenges us to be?  Can we be “hard” on ourselves, but kind to others?

2. How much are you aware of self-criticism as a motivating function in your life, which you may have normalized 
and is a part of the shame and stress you carry?

3. While the church throughout history has encouraged confession, it has not always encouraged the kind of 
vulnerability that Brown discusses.  Have confessional practices in the church or for ourselves lost the ability to 
heal the shame that cautions us not to risk being vulnerable? 

4. Even if we do not consider ourselves to be true perfectionists, how much do we base our self-esteem on 
performance (as Neff suggests and Brown perceptively analyzes)?  How much do we use task performance to 
mask our vulnerability and disconnect from ourselves, others, and God?

5. We are commanded to love others as ourselves, not to judge others, and to be kind and tender-hearted to each 
other—do any of the above social research conclusions reinforce our biblical admonitions?
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SHAME IN THE GARDEN;

SHAME ON THE CROSS

SHAME IN THE GARDEN; SHAME ON THE CROSS

ADDICTION AND GRACE (May)

 all of us suffer from the psychological, neurological, and spiritual dynamics of 

addiction; we “repress” our desire to love because love makes us VULNERABLE (my 

emphasis) to being hurt; we turn our desire for love into attachments to behaviors, 

things or people that eventually rule us--addictions.

 the French word for attachment is attache, meaning “nailed to”, attachment ‘nails’ our 

desire to specific objects and creates addictive behavior.

 Question:  If we could reimagine sin as attachments, then are these the “nails” that 

attach Jesus to the Cross?  Since shame is the underbelly of these attachments, then 

could Jesus’ redemptive action be viewed as crucifying our shame and declaring us 

worthy of love ?
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SHAME IN THE GARDEN; SHAME ON THE CROSS 

SHAME VERSUS BEING KNOWN (Thompson)

 shame is a disintegrative force, leading Adam and Eve to disconnect from each other, cover and 
hide.  God acts as a non-shaming agent, gently seeking them out and covering their shame.  

 vulnerability plays a central role in God’s creative act, risking our rejection, being vulnerable with 
us. “Vulnerability is the state we must pass through in order to deepen our connection with God and 
others, given our condition.  There is no other way.”

 “Good Friday is God coming to find us…saying that there is no place in your shame that I am not 
present and already there waiting for you…and I am going to wait for you until you open your eyes 
to me being with you in that space and let Resurrection take us both home.”

 as an example of good repair work Thompson uses Christ’s post-Resurrection appearance with 
Peter who is invited by Jesus to walk through the wounding Peter caused by his denials; we are 
challenged to develop authentic, confessional relationships with each other to heal deeply from our 
shame.

SHAME IN THE GARDEN; SHAME ON THE CROSS 

JESUS ELEVATES THE SHAMED, SHAMES THE ELEVATED (Cozens)

 makes visible the shamed, sees beyond their shame and accepts them as worthy.

 exposes the shame-based religious system of his day, provoking its leaders’ shame and 

anger.

 radically upends the merit system of his day through his teaching and modeling, doesn’t 

play the shame game at all!

 Jesus chooses the Cross to expose the hypocrisy and emptiness of humanity’s shame 

system.
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SHAME IN THE GARDEN; SHAME ON THE CROSS 

SHAME CRUCIFIED (Clapp)

 In “Shame Crucified” Clapp draws a strong parallel between how Jesus suffered on the Cross 

to how shame functions in our lives. Shame binds, silences, and renders one acutely self-

conscious.  Shame exposes, makes us powerless, and creates a fear of abandonment at its 

worst.  Jesus experiences all of this in his trial, dying and death.

 Clapp cautions us to not rush from the face of shame at the Cross to get to the Resurrection.  

“Ours is a shame-based culture ashamed of shame…So shame must be denied, for in denying 

it we are protected from trust in and vulnerability to others…Our hope is not that 

resurrection obliterates the shame of crucifixion.  Our hope is that resurrection transforms 

and paradoxically elevates the shame of crucifixion.”

 Question:  How do we embody this paradox in our spiritual practices? 

SHAME AND GRACE

When we experience grace as pardon, we are forgiven for wrongs we have done.  Pardoning 
grace is the answer to guilt.

When we experience grace as acceptance, we are reunited with God.  Accepting grace is the 
answer to shame.

When we experience grace as power: it provides a spiritual energy to shed the heaviness of 
shame and, in the lightness of grace, move toward the true self God means us to be.

When we experience grace as gratitude, it gives us a sense for the gift of life, a sense of 
wonder and sometimes elation at the lavish generosity of God.

THE EXPERIENCE OF GRACE (Smedes)

We experience the grace of God at one or more of four levels:
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GRACE, WORTHINESS AND SELF-
ACCEPTANCE (Smedes)

ARE WE WORTHY OF GRACE?

 “If I deserve some good thing that comes my way, it is because I did something to earn it.  

If I am worthy; it is because I am somebody of enormous value.”

 “Grace does not make me feel less; it makes me feel more worth.  Even though it accepts 

me for what I am, shadows and darkness, it also accepts me for what I am, a rather unique 

creature of rather unusual worth.”

 Smedes reimagines the eldest son arguing that his prodigal younger brother does not 

deserve his father’s welcome.  The father agrees, but says in effect, “But if you only knew him 

as I know him, you would know he is worthy to be my son.”

GRACE, WORTHINESS AND SELF-
ACCEPTANCE (Smedes)

DOES GRACE LEAD TO SELF-FORGIVENESS OR SELF-ACCEPTANCE OR BOTH?

 “When we forgive ourselves we heal our guilt; when we accept ourselves, we heal our 

shame. Forgiving ourselves is spade work we do on the way to accepting ourselves.”

 there is more to accepting ourselves than feeling good about ourselves; we need to take 

ownership of ourselves—the actual person we are, at our visible and deeper levels.

 ownership of our actual self requires taking responsibility for building a life out of the 

raw materials we have been given; owning the shadowy self not often presented to the 

public; taking pride in the self we own and feeling some joy in the person we are. 
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LIVING 
INTO GRACE 

AND THE 
DESERT 

JOURNEY 
(May)

 “Grace is pure gift, the most meaningful of our encounters 
with it will  probably come at unintended times…we can 
also search for grace in both obvious and hidden 
places…the hidden places include times of turmoil and 
failure, encounters with people we dislike, daily drudgery, 
boredom and, of course, our addictions.”

 the risks of faith involve giving up of addictions; if we try to 
live in accord with grace, then one must relinquish the gods 
I have made of my attachments.  Grace threatens all of my 
normalities.

 “The desert is where battle with attachment takes 
place…(the desert journey) is the discovery of the depths of 
weakness, the power of grace, and the price of both…our 
deserts teach us about the limits of our personal power and 
point us toward that constant center of ourselves where our 
dignity is found in our dependence upon God.”

SHAME AND SEXUAL ABUSE (Cusick)

 provides a personal account of embodied shame and its release by being known by a trusted 

friend.

 Cusick experienced a flashback which took him back to his own sexual abuse as a child. He 

retreated to a bedroom closet; after calming he heard a Voice asking him to let a trusted 

friend to come into the closet and “show My love through him.”

 He did so and remarks, “I had never felt so vulnerable, exposed, and naked.  I was 

surprised, however, because I also had never felt so deeply loved and known.  I knew I had 

nothing to hide, nothing to lose, and nothing to prove.  It was a completely new experience 

of freedom.”

LIVING INTO EMBODIED GRACE
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IF GRACE IS SO AMAZING, 
WHY DO WE RESIST IT?

SOME OBSERVATIONS:

1. Grace is undeserved, unmerited, and levels the 
playing field. It doesn’t make sense; it is unfair and 
includes people we don’t like or respect.  Grace 
demands a complete paradigm shift.

2. Shame’s lies are embedded deeply. It takes courage 
and patience to heal from shame’s wounds.

3. Giving up our attachments (idols) is difficult. We 
cannot do it alone.

4. We feel let down by God and become angry, numb 
or detached.

IF GRACE IS SO AMAZING, 
WHY DO WE RESIST IT? 

5. We have received grace for the pardon of our 
wrongs, but we have not realized that grace is 
also meant to restore our worthiness.

6. We are afraid of being vulnerable with each 
other; we have been hurt, judged or shamed. 

7. We realize that salvation is a gift; but 
sanctification becomes a form of spiritual 
attainment (works-righteousness).

8. If we only see evidence of grace on special 
occasions, then we are blind to the ordinary 
graces offered daily.
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SHAME IN CROSS-CULTURAL LIVING

Listen to some of these statements made by cross-cultural workers.  What is the common 
theme?

1. “It takes so much energy to live here.  I am not reaching out to my neighbors as I should.  What am I 
doing here?  People are supporting me to be here, and I am accomplishing nothing!”

2. “I can’t learn the language quickly enough.  I am here to share the good news…but it is so difficult to 
communicate!  I hardly have the energy that it takes to interact with people.”

3. “I feel guilty spending money that are necessities.  Many people at home have made sacrifices to support 
me, and I am financially more secure than my neighbors living around me.  I want to travel some place 
for a quick break.  But how can I justify the expense?”

4. “I fear writing my support newsletter.  I have had to lower my expectations living here; I am not keeping 
my original commitments. How can I share that and expect their support to continue? “

SHAME IN CROSS-CULTURAL LIVING 

5. “I am being called to pour myself out as a drink offering.  There is nothing left in me to pour 
out, but I dare not tell anybody about that.  I am supposed to be drinking from the Well and 
being renewed daily.  What’s wrong with my spiritual walk?” 

6. “I don’t enjoy team meetings.  The leader (or someone else) makes me feel that I am not 
being productive enough or being a team player.  I have to shut down in those meetings and 
only share what he/she wants to hear.  I can’t be myself or share what’s really going on with 
me.”

7. “I am really struggling in my marriage, parenting, spiritual walk, ministry (or some other 
area) and have no one to turn to…at least no one who is safe.  I am supposed to be an 
exemplar of faith.  Yeah, right!”
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SHAME IN CROSS-CULTURAL LIVING (continued)

8. “I am exhausted doing this work.  I have invested much of my life here in this NGO or ministry.  Key 
people have come and gone; those who remain do not share the vision or are problematic to work with.  
If I do not do the work, no one else will and it will fail. I have to keep going.”

9. “Living cross-culturally is full of losses and transitions.  Once I left home (my passport country) and 
made my “home” elsewhere, I became “homeless”—feeling like I had no true home in either place.   But 
Paul counts his hardships as “joy” and is “thankful” for his suffering.  Why am I not experiencing joy and 
gratitude?

10. “I don’t want to admit to anyone that I am plagued with doubt about my own calling.  I have invested so 
much time and effort to be here.  My supporters believe in me and have made sacrifices too.  I do not 
want to fail.  If I leave, how will I ever face myself or those who supported me?”

What is the answer to the question above?  Shame and its message: “I am not enough.”

PRACTICES 
FOR 

HEALING 
SHAME

35

36



PRACTICES 
FOR 

HEALING 
SHAME

Study
Study Brown’s Gifts of Imperfection along with 
Pritchard’s companion guide Worthy in Jesus in a 
small sharing group.

Create
Create your own narrative about shame and grace. 
Find someone who can be the face of Jesus for you; 
share your story openly and courageously. 

Make
Make an inventory of your unhealthy attachments 
(idols) or addictions. Read May or Rohr (Breathing 
Under Water) for assistance. 

Start
Start with the first step in shame resilience and 
recovery…acknowledging where shame shows up in 
your life and how you manage it. 

PRACTICES 
FOR 

HEALING 
SHAME

Witness Witness to our imperfections using the language 
of shame and shame redeemed. 

Let Go
Let go of the gap between your “ideal self” and 
your “actual self” – it only increases your 
shame. 

Treat
Treat yourself with compassion and acceptance—
especially when you fail. Resources by Neff, Oden and 
Kraeger will help.

Develop 
Develop an embodied theology of shame and grace as 
you reflect on Scripture.  Books by Thompson, 
Smedes, Wilks or Cozens may be helpful templates.
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PRACTICES 
FOR 

HEALING 
SHAME

Observe Observe rest and engage relinquishing 
practices.

Engage Engage Christian contemplative practices that 
involve “being” not “doing”.

Explore Explore how shame uniquely intersects with 
your Enneagram type.

Read 
Read authors who understand that the most 
profound experience of grace often comes 
through suffering and shame redeemed. 

PRACTICES 
FOR 

HEALING 
SHAME

Develop Develop your capacity for beauty, joy, and 
gratitude.

Engage Engage as many senses as possible to 
experience grace and shame redeemed.

Absorb Absorb Scripture through the practice of lectio 
divina and other non-analytic methods.

39

40



PRACTICES 
FOR 

HEALING 
SHAME

Seek
Seek spiritual direction or life coaching 
with someone who can listen with 
discernment to your story of shame and 
grace.

Deepen
Deepen the practice of confession and 
forgiveness as a vital pathway to release shame 
and restore intimate connection. 

You may want to consider these 
approaches to healing shame…..

 Using healing of memories or other inner healing prayer ministries. 

 Seeking help from mental health professionals who have been trained in EMDR or 
other trauma-related practices to help release shame from past trauma or abuse.  If 
you are struggling with addictions, seeking an addiction specialist and/or engaging 
in twelve-step programs for certain addictions, including porn, alcohol, substance 
abuse and sexual addictions. 

 Entering a counseling relationship to review your life—lets you see someone “seeing 
you”, a step of healthy vulnerability.
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SOME CLOSING OBSERVATIONS…

1. Our faith communities, organizations, and churches can be shame-based and reinforce 
our own sense of shame.  Grace-filled communities or organizations should invite us to 
be free from shame and encourage a healthy vulnerability and confessional practice.

2. If redeeming shame and incorporating grace is central to the good news, then how can 
the church in its worship, sacraments, practices, disciplines, and witness create a healing 
place for shame?

3. Our world desperately needs to know how to redeem shame, it needs people who know 
personally and collectively how to deal with their own shame and walk in the lightness of 
grace.

IN 
CONCLUSION…

Lewis Smedes concludes 
Shame and Grace: 
Healing the Shame We 
Don’t Deserve with a 
few verses he composed, 
entitled A World.

 Where unhealthy shame is obsolete.

 Where healthy shame has lost its sting.

 Where we know we are of great worth when we accept 
the grace we do not deserve.

 Where bad choices of the past do not determine our 
worth today or forfeit our hopes for tomorrow.

 Where we dare to feel guilty when guilty we are, for we 
know our guilt can be forgiven.

 Where we celebrate our imperfections.

 Where we can feel silly without feeling shame.

 Where grace gives us reason to be proud of ourselves.

 Where the lightness of grace lifts the heaviness of shame.

 Where joy is the whole point.
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ANY QUESTIONS?
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