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To the extent possible, effort has been made to preserve the quality of the spoken word in this written adaptation.

The Sermon Series “Letting go, Letting God” continues today with an emphasis on the concepts of 

shame and guilt.  Two weeks ago, we focused on the future and our predisposition to worry.  Last 

week we focused upon the past; how we hold onto grudges and the need we have for forgiveness.  

This week we focus on the past once again.  However, we consider future implications of that 

past in addressing shame and guilt.  Letting go of guilt and shame – giving up the hope of a 

better past.  It was a difficult assignment this week.  I had to read about guilt and shame to try 

understand the differences and why it matters.

Lament is turned into rejoicing.  This text captures the sentiment in Psalm 30 beautifully, “Sing 

praises to the Lord, O you his faithful ones, and give thanks to his holy name.  For his anger is 

but for a moment: his favor is for a lifetime.  Weeping may linger for the night, but joy comes 

with the morning.”  

A number of years ago, Robert Fulghum wrote in All I Really Needed to Know I Learned in 

Kindergarten,
Most of what I really need to know about how to live and what to do, and how to be, I 
learned in kindergarten.  Wisdom was not at the top of the graduate school mountain, 
but there in the sandbox at nursery school.  These are the things I learned: Share 
everything. Play fair.  Don’t hit people.  Put things back where you found them.  Clean 
up your own mess.  Don’t take things that aren’t yours.  Say you’re sorry when you 
hurt somebody. . . . Everything you need to know is in there somewhere.  The golden 
rule and love and basic sanitation.  Ecology and politics and sane living.  Think what 
a better world it would be if we all had cookies and milk about three o’clock every 
afternoon and then lay down with our blankets for a nap.  Or if we had a basic policy 
in our nation and in other nations to always put things back where we found them 
and clean up our own messes.  And it is still true, no matter how old you are, when 
you go out into the world, it is best to hold hands and stick together.1

1   Fulghum, Robert All I Really Needed to Know I Learned in Kindergarten, Random House, 1986
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As we were learning how to get along with others and succeed in the world, we may have also 

learned to view ourselves in less constructive ways.  Once in first grade I returned to class after 

having been home ill for several days.  When I finally returned, I was placed in a reading circle.  

We went around the circle with each child reading the next portion of the story.  When it came 

to my turn, I couldn’t remember a particular word in the story.  It was a simple word but when 

I tried to sound it out, I couldn’t figure it out.  As I sat struggling, the other students began to 

snicker and laugh, and then so did the teacher.  I felt ashamed and humiliated.  The feelings of 

being dumb and inadequate led to wanting to run away from class and never return.  And it 

had a profound impact upon my desire to read at all.  Who would want to engage in something 

they’re not good at and makes them feel dumb?  So, I turned to recess where I could excel, and 

where I wasn’t afraid of abandonment.  Others I know had the opposite experience, always 

afraid of not being picked when teams were selected at recess.  They excelled in the classroom 

and worked hard at reading and writing.  

The problem is that experiences like that make an indelible impression on the self-image of a child.  

A child can begin to develop a shame-based personality.  It’s the difference between thinking I 

did something wrong, like cheating or stealing, and deciding I am something wrong; deserving 

of contempt or disgust.  Shame is connected with a person’s appearance, either in someone else’s 

eyes or in their own.  I may be ashamed of my body, I’m too fat or too thin or too short or too 

large.  The story of Adam and Eve sets the tone.  They disobeyed God’s commandments and 

then they knew they were naked.  They hid themselves.  Guilt goes with doing something bad: 

shame goes with appearing as something bad in the eyes of others or ourselves.       

Maybe you can remember one of your earliest experiences of feeling ashamed.  I don’t remember 

anyone ever saying to me, “You ought to be ashamed of yourself!”  It’s not that there haven’t 

been plenty of moments in life when that was actually an accurate assessment.  I just didn’t care 

enough about anyone who might have said it to me, for it to become memorable.  But all my 

father had to do was look disappointed and I felt the weight of shame.  Thankfully my parents 

didn’t shame us into behaving appropriately, though I’m sure they weren’t beyond it.  But many 

people grew up in homes that used shame to control behavior.   
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One can only feel guilty if one has (or feels one has) done something wrong.  But one can feel 

ashamed of being all sorts of things – of being disabled or stupid or fat or ignorant or in some 

way defective.  We can feel guilty about being cowardly or ungenerous.  We can feel ashamed 

of engaging in certain sexual experiences or eating certain foods, or breaking other taboos, even 

when other people are not harmed in the least.  We can feel ashamed when we cannot keep up 

the march or pull our own weight in problem solving.    

Shame and guilt are not the same thing.  Guilt is more objective.  Either you are or you aren’t 

guilty of an infraction of some kind.  Shame is more subjective.  Guilt is a transgression of 

boundaries while shame is more a failure to live up to ideals.  We fear punishment when we 

are guilty.  We fear abandonment when we are ashamed.  We are afraid we will have shown 

ourselves to be unlovable.  Guilt has to do with wrongdoing.  Shame with wrong-being.  

Now the intended result of both guilt and shame is the health and well-being of all.  Both guilt 

and shame can be constructive.  They guide us towards right relationships.  In the right place 

and used in the right way, they can lead to getting life back on track and avoiding destructive 

behavior; either self-destructive or destructive of others.  Guilt helps us avoid punishment and 

shame leads us to seek the highest ideals, rather than settle for the lowest behavior we can attain.  

But the values have to become internalized for me to feel ashamed, if I do not live up to them.  

Every parent knows the challenge of helping children internalize values.  

Some have suggested that we are living in a shame-based culture.  I’ve certainly seen evidence 

of this on college campuses.  If you don’t support the latest progressive cause and support it in 

the way the group thinks best, you are shunned, ignored, called out on social media, shamed.  

Certain speakers are protested because they take positions that are not popular with students.  

Students turn their backs on speakers with whom they disagree.  The pressure to conform can be 

intense.  It is fear that you will be perceived poorly in the eyes of others that can lead to litmus 

tests of loyalty.  It’s also true for those on the opposite side of the issues.  Shame is used to control 

the behavior of the group.  It’s not issues that are discussed, but identity that gets attacked.  

Different cultures have different standards in this respect, but all have standards, so guilt and shame 

are universal.  Think of the Japanese Samurai, who can never surrender because they will lose face 
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with themselves, which has the capacity to override any questions of rightness or wrongness.      

So, shame can be constructive in leading us to change and to right relationships with others and 

with God, but it can also lead us to withdraw from others for fear of abandonment.  We can 

become self-protective, isolating ourselves from others so they won’t perceive just how defective 

we really are.      

This is where the love of God comes in and has the power to utterly transform our self-

understanding and self-perception.  Once you encounter this “aggressive love” of Jesus, or as 

Brennan Manning describes it, “the relentless tenderness of Jesus,” that God has an unconditional 

desire to be in relationship with you, and in so doing to restore your capacity for relationships 

– that becomes transformative.  No longer are we fundamentally worried about abandonment, 

living with a self-image ashamed of who we are, not just what we’ve done.  

We have a growing problem with suicide in our country, especially among young people.  

They feel that they are flawed, unworthy of living.  It takes real love to overcome that self-

image.  Constantly comparing themselves to others who are more beautiful, smarter, with more 

personality, and opportunities becomes oppressive.  We simply can’t abandon our poor self-images 

until the scaffolding is there for some other understanding.  Conversely, there are young people 

we know to be narcissistic.  Their self-image is held together by unrealistic claims of greatness, 

a false self in order to avoid shame.  A false self-image cannot be abandoned until real love is 

experienced.  Only when the real is present can a false safety of an artificial construction become 

unnecessary.   

What God has done in Jesus Christ is to take shame and guilt upon himself and nail it to a cross.  

Crucifixion was deliberately developed by the Roman government to maximize both physical 

pain and the emotional anguish of shame.  Jesus endured the shame of naked exposure.  He 

endured the terror of the fear that undergirds all shame, the fear of abandonment.  Jesus’ cry 

of dereliction, “My God, My God, why have you forsaken me” absorbs all shame for all time.  

You think you feel shame?  Are you afraid of abandonment?  Do you think the world is better 

off without you?  Jesus knows your pain and loneliness and shame in depths you can’t even 

imagine.  He’s gone to the depths of despair that you might have life and life abundant!  He’s 
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loved us unconditionally in such a way that the superficial architecture we’ve built around 

our life can come down, our shamed-based self image, our narcissism and unrealistic sense of 

worthiness can come down.  

Letting go and letting God is more than a catchy phrase for a sermon series.  When it comes to 

shame and guilt, it is not simply a matter of more will power or clearer convictions.  The problem 

is much more significant than that.  Human life, our lives, are not what they should be, what 

they were created to be. We miss the mark.  We fall short of the glory intended.  We don’t live 

in harmony with others as designed.  We need help.  Rather than trying to convince ourselves 

that we are invincible, and capable of pulling ourselves out of the mess we’ve made of things, 

we must remember that we can find comfort not in our own capabilities but in the relentless 

tenderness of Jesus.  Jesus has reconciled us to God, to one another, and even to ourselves.  

Recently on Ash Wednesday, we were marked with a cross on our foreheads as a sign that God’s 

love has reached all the way down to the dust that we are and made us new, reconciled from 

our guilt and shame by the power of the cross etched upon our foreheads.  It is a sign that our 

life is a hidden one, restored and redeemed by the power of God’s amazing love.  It’s the only 

thing I know that has the power to lift our guilt and absorb our shame and put us back into life 

with a new future ahead of us.  Don’t miss that future!  Christ’s joy will be in you and your joy 

will be complete.  

“For his anger is but for a moment: his favor is for a lifetime.  Weeping may linger for the night, 

but joy comes with the morning.”  

And so, Jesus invites us to come and partake of that which is life-giving and that which sustains 

us.  This is the Lord’s Table – all those who humbly put their trust in Christ, who are sorry for 

their sins and who desire to be delivered from the burden of shame and guilt, who long for life 

and life abundant – are encouraged and invited to come to this table.  Let us so come that we 

might receive the healing that comes from above, and the nourishment needed for human life 

to thrive.

Amen  


