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			Dedication

			
		
     
 
To every wounded soul who has ever carried pain in silence, to every child who grew up unseen, unheard, or unprotected, and to every person who has ever believed their scars made them unworthy—this book is for you. May you discover the freedom, courage, and purpose waiting just on the other side of honesty.
To the young people who have trusted me with their stories, to the broken hearts searching for hope, and to the next generation fighting battles they never asked for—you are the reason I refuse to hide my scars. May this book help you find strength in your own.
To my Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ, who revealed His scars so I could find healing in mine. Every page in this book is a reflection of Your grace, and every step of my journey belongs to You.
To the God who rescued me, to the family who shaped me, to the victim's loved ones whose pain I carry every day, and to every young person standing at a crossroads—may this book serve as a light in your darkest moments and a reminder that your scars can change the world.
For those who managed to survive. For those still healing. For those afraid to speak. May you find your voice—and never hide your scars again.
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There are books you read, and then there are books that read you. Never Hide Your Scars belongs unmistakably to the latter. From the very first pages, it becomes clear that this is not merely a collection of insights or principles, but the raw and courageous testimony of a man who has wrestled with darkness, confronted deep emotional and spiritual wounds, and emerged with a calling to help others find freedom. The book you hold in your hands is the story of a life reshaped by the grace of God, redeemed through tragedy, and transformed into a vessel of hope for countless souls who are silently suffering.
I have had the privilege of witnessing the remarkable journey of the author, Michael S. Dotson—a journey marked by pain, loss, and unimaginable hardship, but also by redemption, resilience, and supernatural healing. His story is hard to read at times, not because of poor writing, but because of its honesty. Few people are willing to revisit the places they once worked so hard to escape. Even fewer are willing to expose their scars so that others might find healing in their own. Michael is one of those rare individuals.

What makes this book so powerful is not only the depth of his story, but the theological clarity and emotional sincerity with which it is told. He refuses to glorify his past, and he refuses to hide it. Instead, he shows us—much like Jesus showed Thomas in John 20—that scars are not signs of defeat, but proof of a resurrection. They remind us that the same God who meets us in our suffering is the One who faithfully leads us out of it.

Michael’s reflections on Thomas’s encounter with the risen Christ are especially profound. He takes what many consider a familiar passage and reveals something we often overlook: Jesus did not hide His scars; He revealed them. He invited Thomas to see them, to touch them, and to believe. In doing so, He demonstrated that vulnerability is not a weakness, but a pathway to faith.

This book challenges us to follow that same pattern. It gently yet boldly calls us to stop hiding the wounds we have carried for so long, to step into the healing light of truth, to embrace the fullness of our stories, and to allow God to use our scars as instruments of grace. As I read, what moved me most was not only Michael’s personal transformation, but the way God has multiplied that healing into something far greater than himself. His work through the Break the Cycle Foundation and the Don’t Follow Me Program stands as living evidence of redemption in action. To see a man once imprisoned by his past become a mentor to at-risk youth, an advocate for the hurting, and a messenger of hope is nothing short of extraordinary.

This book does not offer simple answers, nor does it pretend that healing comes quickly. What it offers instead is honesty, courage, spiritual depth, and practical wisdom. Michael guides readers through the difficult but life-giving work of facing wounds, confronting shame, embracing vulnerability, and stepping into the calling God designed for them. Each chapter reads like a conversation with a trusted friend—one who has walked through fire and emerged refined rather than consumed.

In a world obsessed with perfection, polish, and performance, Never Hide Your Scars stands as a prophetic reminder that God works most powerfully in the places we try the hardest to conceal. It reminds us that healing does not come through pretending, but through revealing. It reminds us that scars do not diminish our story; they strengthen it. And it reminds us that the greatest ministry we will ever carry is not the one built on our strengths, but the one built on our scars.

My prayer is that as you read this book, you will experience what so many already have: a renewed sense of purpose, a deeper understanding of God’s love, and the courage to step into the light with your own story. I pray you will find freedom from the masks you have worn, the shame you have carried, and the pain you have buried. And I pray you will discover, as Michael has, that your scars are not liabilities—they are your testimony.

May this book bless you, challenge you, comfort you, and commission you. May it remind you that you are not alone in your struggle. May it help you see that God can redeem any story—even yours. And may it give you the courage to do what Jesus did: never hide your scars.
The late Pastor Kurt Gross

Pastor, Teacher, and Fellow Traveler on the Journey of Grace
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The Courage to Reveal What’s Been Hidden

In a world where perfection is not just aspired to but often demanded, the act of revealing your true self—including your scars—can seem revolutionary. This book invites you on a journey to explore and embrace vulnerability by revealing the hidden scars we all carry. These scars, whether physical, emotional, psychological, or spiritual, are the scars that shape our lives in profound ways and play an integral part in who we are. They shape our experiences and narratives in ways that often remain hidden or unseen by others. Yet, social pressures often compel us to conceal them and instead present a flawless exterior, obscuring the very aspects that could lead to deeper connections and personal growth.
From a young age, society conditions us to adhere to certain social norms and expectations. The relentless pursuit of perfection begins early in life, often instilled by our families, schools, and the media. We frequently teach our children to hide their imperfections, be they emotional outbursts, learning disabilities, or physical flaws. This conditioning evolves into a deeply ingrained habit of masking our true selves. We quickly learn to hide our vulnerabilities behind a façade of confidence and invulnerability, fearing that revealing our struggles might lead to judgement, rejection, or condemnation. But what if the very act of concealment is what holds us back from experiencing true freedom, peace, and authentic relationships?

This phenomenon is not limited to our individual experiences but is being persistently reinforced by our social structures. Schools promote a one-size-fits-all approach to success and behavior, discouraging diversity in emotional expression. The workplace often values productivity and professionalism over authenticity, pushing individuals to conform to impersonal standards. Social media, meanwhile, exacerbates this trend by presenting an idealized version of reality. Platforms are saturated with curated snapshots of success and happiness, perpetuating the myth that a perfect life is both attainable and desirable.

The impact of wearing these masks is profound and multifaceted. On an emotional level, it creates a barrier between individuals and the rest of the world, often making a genuine connection difficult. Instead of engaging with others from a place of authenticity, we often perform roles that align with expected social norms. This performance can become exhausting, leading us to a sense of isolation. The masks we wear can also affect our mental and physical health. Constantly maintaining a façade can contribute to anxiety, depression, and even hopelessness. The effort to suppress our true selves often results in internal conflict and self-doubt. By concealing our true selves, we build impenetrable walls that prevent us from developing a genuine connection with others. We deprive ourselves of the comfort and support that comes from our shared experiences with pain and healing.

The central theme of this book is the transformative power that lies in revealing our scars. This process of unmasking is not merely about displaying pain but about embracing and sharing our complete selves. This act of vulnerability is both an emotional and spiritual journey that challenges our deepest fears and insecurities. It requires courage, but also promises liberation from the constraints of perfectionism.
Consider the biblical story of Jesus showing His wounds to the Apostle Thomas. This act was not just about providing proof of His resurrection but also about offering a powerful lesson in vulnerability. By openly displaying His scars, Jesus demonstrated that our wounds and struggles are not to be hidden but to be acknowledged and embraced as a part of our journey. His openness was a testament to His strength and His victory over adversity. In revealing His wounds, He created a space for a much deeper understanding and connection, setting an example for all of us.

In our own lives, revealing our scars can be a profound act of liberation. It allows us to shed the constraints of perfectionism and embrace our authentic selves. By sharing our struggles, we invite others into our journey, fostering deeper connections and support. This process of unmasking also facilitates personal growth and healing. When we confront our vulnerabilities, we often find that our fears are actually less daunting than we first imagined. This confrontation can lead to profound personal transformation, as we learn to accept and embrace our imperfections.

This book challenges the notion of perfection and invites you to embark on a journey of openness and authenticity. I wrote every chapter of this book from the ashes of my life that once collapsed under the weight of pain, trauma, and tragic decisions, and every chapter points to the God who has turned that rubble into a foundation of purpose. It is a journey that leads to deeper personal connections, true healing, and a stronger faith. Throughout this book, you will encounter my story and how I embraced my vulnerabilities and found healing and empowerment through the process. My story is not merely an account of pain, adversity, and tragedy, but also one of triumph, resilience, and redemption. My story serves as a powerful reminder that we are not alone in our struggles and that there is immense strength in vulnerability. I will teach you how to embrace your vulnerabilities and turn your pain into purpose, allowing you to use the pain of your past as a platform to help others who might be struggling through the same adversity you once were. 

As we embark on this journey together, I would like to begin by sharing my story—a life marred by trauma and shaped by relentless adversity. My story is not just one of darkness and despair, but also one of profound awakening and redemption. It begins in the rugged Appalachian hills of East Tennessee, where I was born into a world of instability, poverty, and pain. My parents’ divorce shattered the innocence of my childhood. I was too young to understand the full extent of their separation, but I was old enough to internalize the shame and guilt of a child torn between the two people I loved the most. Even at that young age, I understood loss and loneliness, and I understood the silent, aching question every child asks when a family falls apart: “Is this my fault?”

Divorce isn’t just a legal split; it is a tearing of the emotional fabric of the sacred family dynamic, and when that fabric tears, it is often the children who fall through the gap. After the divorce, the two sides of my family became locked in a bitter feud that had nothing to do with truth and everything to do with power. My brother and I became pawns in a conflict far too heavy for any child to carry. Words were weaponized; minor details were stretched into accusations, and manipulation became the currency of evening dinner conversations. This calculated alienation left an indelible scar, etching confusion and pain deep into my soul, and somewhere in that tug-of-war my sense of identity fractured. The parental alienation became abuse by another name. It became a dark constant in my life, creating a whirlwind of emotional turbulence that seems impossible to escape. It teaches you to doubt your instincts, distrust your relationships, and question your self-worth. It makes you feel responsible for the chaos you didn’t create. It forces you to grow up too quickly. It strips away the innocence of your childhood before you have a chance to mature enough to understand what is happening.  

As if this weren’t enough, we were forced into an endless cycle of instability. We were uprooted and moved every few months, a cruel and unending journey that saw me change schools thirteen times between kindergarten and the tenth grade. Each new school became a fresh assault on my fragile sense of belonging, leaving a trail of unresolved trauma in its wake. Each move meant a new school, new hallways, new teachers, new social structures, and new acquaintances. Thirteen new opportunities offered the chance for me to become an outsider and suffer bullying as the new kid. Thirteen reminders that trusting a place never meant you could stay. Friendships were fleeting and hollow, and meaningful relationships were an illusion, which left me growing increasingly isolated, haunted by a profound loneliness. By the time I reached my teenage years, I was an expert at survival—and an expert at hiding.  
When I was around six years old, my father grew tired of all the drama and moved to Nashville, effectively disappearing from my life until I was fifteen. Once again, another piece of my fragile existence collapsed. His absence wasn’t just physical; it was emotional abandonment layered on top of the instability. His absence, coupled with the deep-seated alienation, left me grappling with anger, fear, and confusion. Without realizing it, I internalized a belief that shaped everything that followed: if I let anyone in my life get too close, they will leave. I had no refuge and no way to process my pain, so I buried it deep within myself. This internalized rage fueled distrust for authority, and I further retreated from any meaningful relationships. I was a ship lost at sea, adrift without a compass. I became emotionally detached, distrustful, and guarded. Not because I didn’t want to love, but because I didn’t believe I was worth sticking around for. Pain teaches lessons no classroom possibly can, and my pain taught me to hide. I hid my fears behind aggression, my loneliness behind confidence, my insecurities behind perfection, and my questions behind silence. I hid my wounds behind a performance so polished that even I began to believe it. My mask wasn’t deception—it was armor, and armor is very heavy. Yet in those early years, it felt like safety, so I wore it everywhere: in the streets, in school hallways, to family gatherings, in friendships, in relationships, and eventually into early adulthood. But a mask borrowed from childhood never fits an adult life. Eventually, it cracks!  

By the age of fifteen, after years of relentless abuse, trauma, and instability, I could no longer bear the weight of my shattered existence. I made the desperate decision to move to Nashville to live with my father, hoping to find solace in this new chapter of my life. I was desperately seeking stability and connection. I wanted something that felt like a home. But damage doesn’t simply disappear with a change of address. I still carried the scars, the distrust, all hidden behind the mask. Throughout high school, I maintained the façade better than ever. On the outside, I appeared confident and composed. On the inside, however, I was fragmented—shame, anger, confusion, and depression rolling just beneath the surface like an underground river. I had become an expert at concealing my scars beneath a veneer of perfectionism. My façade had become a carefully crafted illusion, designed to mask the deep-seated insecurities and pain that had defined my life. I managed to maintain this facade throughout high school and graduated, but the cracks beneath the surface were growing wider by the moment.

My life took a dramatic turn one sunny afternoon, which was seemingly perfect on the surface. A heated confrontation between my father and older brother resulted in my brother being asked to move out. In an effort to help with expenses, I chose to move out with him, despite my own deep-seated isolation. I was thrust into the role of an adult before I was ready, and my façade of perfectionism demanded an extravagant lifestyle to match—a new truck, a lakeside apartment, and designer furniture. Only the best of everything would do. I built a lifestyle as fragile as my emotional state, but maintaining this illusion came at a steep price, and I soon found myself overextended financially.

Illusions are always fragile, and quiet often collapse under pressure, and mine did, as adversity suddenly struck with brutal intensity. I was falsely accused of spying for another company and abruptly laid off from my job. As my bills mounted and my savings quickly dwindled, my vehicle was broken into, adding more financial strain to my life. Then, with rent due and my roommates unable to contribute, an eviction notice loomed over us. I felt cornered—emotionally, financially, and spiritually—and when people feel cornered, they often make desperate decisions, and desperation is most often the birthplace of tragedy. Struggling and feeling utterly alone with no one to turn to, I faced a devastating choice: to make some quick money through illegal means, or become homeless and expose my failures to the rest of the world. 
In a single, impulsive moment of desperation, with no clear thought or reflection, I chose to burglarize what I thought was an empty house, hoping to find some quick cash. Before I could even enter the house or take anything, someone suddenly pulled into the driveway. The man peered into the windshield of my vehicle and then quickly disappeared behind a garage. I knew I was somewhere I wasn’t supposed to be, so I decided to leave immediately. I ran as quickly as I could to get into my vehicle that was parked nearby. I already had the door open and one foot in the vehicle when the man came out from behind the garage, letting out a blood-curdling scream and charged me with a stick of wood in his hand. I froze in sheer terror as the man began attacking me with the stick. His rage was palpable, and in a desperate struggle, I defended myself, accidentally ending his life. Not because I intended harm, not because I wanted violence, but because I made a terrible decision, and the consequences were irreversible. I literally thought I was going to be killed myself. One impulsive moment cost a man his life—and would soon cost me a lifetime of incarceration. This spontaneous moment of violence justly earned me a place in prison and a lifetime of remorse and regret. There is no way to soften the truth. It fractured my life beyond recognition. 

My arrival in prison brought a deep sense of shame over the angry, selfish, and self-absorbed person I had become. I felt trapped not only by prison walls but by the emotional prison I’d carried long before my incarceration began. I blamed everyone and everything for my circumstances—my past, my decisions, even the victim who had attacked me. I cast blame far and wide, never daring to look inward. I blamed God and everyone else for the years of childhood abuse and neglect. I blamed those who encouraged me to overextend my finances, putting me in a bind. I blamed my former bosses who falsely accused me of spying for another company and laid me off. I blamed the victim for attacking me when I was trying to leave, even though he was justifiably defending his home. I blamed law enforcement for violating my constitutional rights in order to get a conviction. I blamed my attorney for not standing up for my rights and challenging the prosecution for overcharging me or violating my constitutional rights. It was far easier to point fingers than to confront the painful truth: I had been the architect of my own downfall!
The harsh reality of a lifetime behind bars forced me to confront a critical choice. I could let my tragic mistakes define me, becoming the worst version of myself, or I could seize the opportunity to truly transform my life. After much reflection and prayer, I resolved not to allow my past to define my future, to see beyond my mistakes and reclaim my identity. I knew I was so much more that the poor choices and mistakes which had led me to become incarcerated.

Even though I had consciously made the decision to transform my life, beneath this calm exterior, however, remained an ever-present storm of internal conflict and pressure. The relentless pursuit of perfection had ingrained a source of deep shame and inadequacy within me. The scars of my past, both visible and invisible, were a constant reminder of my perceived failures. Even though I always tried to present a cheerful façade, I constantly battled with severe depression and guilt, haunted by years of childhood trauma and abuse. My fear of judgement and rejection still lay perilously hidden just beneath the surface, threatening to consume me. 
A pivotal moment in my journey came one day when I was on my knees in prayer, wrestling with God over my circumstances. I cried out, questioning why I had been subjected to such a lifetime of suffering? Why had I been born into a life of dysfunction? What was His purpose in the years of my childhood abuse and neglect? Why was I born into a poor, dysfunctional family? Why was I now facing a lifetime of incarceration? In this raw moment of vulnerability, God spoke to me in a way that was both profound and transformative. He revealed that the adversity I had endured was not in vain but was meant to strengthen my character and prepare me for a greater purpose. In that moment of divine revelation, He gave me a passage from 2 Corinthians 1:3-4 that became a defining moment in my life. These words came alive and pierced through decades of pain and shifted the trajectory of my life. I suddenly saw purpose where I had previously only seen punishment. God was not abandoning me—He was preparing me. This newfound revelation marked the beginning of my transformation.

From that moment, I began to understand a truth that changed my life forever: your greatest pain can become your greatest ministry when you place it in God’s hands. My scars were not symbols of defeat; my wounds were not disqualifiers; they were qualifications. My story was not something to bury; it was something to share. I soon discovered and joined a group of elite men in prison called the PAIICE Organization who were traveling a similar journey of self-discovery as my own. Since 1980, these unique men had been reaching out to the local communities through a “Don’t Follow Me” Program, speaking to at-risk youth about their own life experiences. After months of training and preparation, I began speaking to those same at-risk youth—children walking the same perilous path I once walked. My goal became my passion, and my passion became my purpose—to share the pain of my past to help youth avoid the same pitfalls that had derailed my own life. My scars served as their warning signs. My vulnerability became their permission to speak. My healing became their hope.
My newfound purpose would eventually become the birth of the Break the Cycle Foundation, a registered 501 (c)(3) nonprofit—an idea born inside prison walls, fueled by testimony, designed to stop youth from repeating the same destructive patterns that had destroyed my life. Suddenly, everything in my life—every wound, every mistake, every scar—became fuel for a purpose beyond anything I had ever imagined. My tragedy became my testimony. My scars became my weapon against generational cycles of trauma. My truth became a lighthouse for others desperately searching for hope.

This book is not simply the story of how I found healing—it is the story of how you can find healing too. It is not about what I lost—but it is about what you can gain. It is not about hiding—it is about revealing your truth. It is not about reflection—it is about authenticity. Your scars—whatever their shape—carry meaning and purpose. You may not believe that yet. You may feel that your wounds disqualify you, that your mistakes define you, that your past has ruined your chances at living a meaningful life with purpose. But here is the truth I learned the hardest way possible: your scars are the very places where God intends to shine the brightest.

When Jesus stood before the Apostle Thomas after the resurrection, He didn’t hide His wounds—He revealed them. He didn’t present perfection—He presented proof. He didn’t hide His suffering—He made it the evidence of His victory. If the resurrected Christ chose to keep His scars visible, what makes you believe continuing to hide your scars is the answer? Scars do not represent defeat—they represent healing. They do not represent shame—they represent grace. They do not represent who you are—they reveal what God has carried you through. Your scars are not a burden—they are evidence of His grace at work in your life. They are a bridge to connection and purpose. A bridge to someone else’s healing. A bridge to the person God designed you to become.
The chapters that follow will take you deeper into the biblical truth behind vulnerability, the story of the Apostle Thomas, and the wounded Christ, the theology behind the scars, the psychology of hiding, the consequence of silence, the liberation that comes with honesty, and the undeniable purpose behind pain. You will see my story woven throughout these pages—not to glorify my past, but to show what God can do with brokenness surrendered into His healing hands. This is a journey of unmasking, release, rediscovery, transformation, purpose, and above all, healing. By the end of this book, my prayer is simple: may you discover the courage to reveal your scars and the strength to let God turn your pain into purpose. Welcome to Never Hide Your Scars! May this book be a source of inspiration and support as you embark on the journey of embracing your vulnerabilities and discovering the profound strength that lies in authenticity.
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THE MASKS WE LEARN TO WEAR

In life, you don’t wake up one morning and decide to put on a mask. You don’t stand in front of a mirror and consciously choose deception over authenticity. The truth is far more subtle—and far more dangerous. The mask almost always chooses you. It forms slowly, beginning in childhood, layer by layer, shaped by the pain you didn’t ask for and the circumstances beyond your control. It develops long before you have a language for what’s happening, and long before you understand trauma, fear, or self-protection. At first, it feels harmless, even necessary. Over time it becomes comfortable, and eventually it stops feeling like a mask at all. It begins to feel more like your face. You convince yourself that the mask keeps you safe. You convince yourself the world needs you to wear it. You learn, often unconsciously, that vulnerability is dangerous and honesty comes at a cost you can’t afford to pay. So you adapt, you survive, you perform, and one day, without realizing how it happened, you forget there was ever a real you underneath.

Most people think hiding is a deliberate choice—a conscious decision to withhold, deceive, or withdraw. A moment when someone says, “I will protect myself by refusing to be seen,” but hiding is rarely loud or intentional. Instead, it’s quiet and instinctive, the natural response of a wounded heart trying to survive in an unsafe world. Hiding is the child who cries silently because no one knows how to comfort them. Hiding is the teenager who learns quickly that speaking up or being vulnerable leads to ridicule or rejection. Hiding is the adult who grows tired of explaining pain and finally decides it’s easier to pretend they don’t feel anything at all. I know this because hiding became my specialty. I learned it early, mastered it quickly, becoming a subject-matter expert, and ultimately paid for it dearly. I hid so thoroughly that silence became my language and performance became my identity. It took decades, and a lifetime of devastating consequences, before I finally understood that the mask I thought protected me was instead slowly suffocating me. It took the example of a scarred Savior standing before a wounded disciple to finally show me the truth: healing is never found in what we hide; healing is found in what we choose to reveal. So this chapter begins your journey by inviting you to acknowledge the masks you’ve worn, the weight they carry, and the sheer possibility of living without them.

Every child learns the rules of the world not through instruction but through experience. You learn what is safe and what is dangerous, what brings affection and what invites punishment, what earns love and what triggers rejection. You learn very early which parts of you are acceptable and which parts need to be buried. Growing up in the Appalachian hills of East Tennessee, my childhood became
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