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IN HONOR OF VICTOR JOHN KIM (1969–2025),
whose life with limits left a lasting legacy
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Foreword
Curt Thompson, MD
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IN RECENT YEARS, the topic of shame has been dragged, kicking and screaming, into the public consciousness. But given its very nature, the more it is exposed in its more virulent forms, the more resistance it offers as it works to slip unnoticed back into the woodwork of our individual and corporate implicit memories. Evil will attempt to find novel ways to wield shame toward our undoing. On one hand, we cannot expose it too much. Yet on the other hand, to talk about it so much can have its own potentially numbing effect, with our equating and mistaking talking about shame with the actual necessary work of addressing it by concretely dismantling it in the context of the biblical narrative, where it is best understood.
Fortunately, and in the timing of God’s good providence, into our present moment comes Toni Kim and her wondrous gift to us of Shame Redeemed. As much as anyone I know, Kim’s is a voice who speaks with authority of things that she knows in her bones. She does not speak from a distance, merely offering platitudes wrapped in data about “what the literature tells us about shame.” She does not produce simple, easy-to-apply behavioral modifications that magically transform our experience of shame without the necessary, rigorous, and sometimes excruciating work of partnering with God to live into the lives he has predestined for us to live. No—rather, she is a wellspring of acquired wisdom to whom we will all do well to listen.
She comes by that wisdom honestly and hard-won. She is one who has experienced the pulsating realities of shame within the contexts of culture and gender. She has wrestled personally with how evil’s wielding of shame has presented itself in both relationally microscopic and macroscopic settings, not least in the contexts of her decades of academic and ministry work. Hence, what she puts to pen flows directly from the depths of her soul. A soul that knows not just the analysis of shame and evil’s malevolent manipulation of it, but a soul that knows its antidote is not a “thing,” but rather a Person. For surely, in my years of treating patients who present to me swimming in oceans of shame, its healing is not to be found in the cognitive assent to abstractly posited “truth.” Rather, it is to be found in that Person to whom Kim directs our attention—the embodied, crucified, risen, and ascended God Man, Jesus. And it is this Jesus on whom Kim invites her readers to gaze from multiple angles of various texts of Scripture that expand not only our imaginations, but also draw our very bodies into newly acquired encounters with God’s clothing of us with our new selves.
What makes Kim’s voice especially clarion is that her appeal to the person of the trinitarian God of the Bible is no knee-jerk, disparate menu of good intentions served on a platter of Bible verses. Instead, she invites us as readers into the texts as they were meant to be engaged—meditatively, reflectively, repetitively, and imaginatively. She offers concrete, achievable practices and hope that enable us, just as our Lord did, to disregard the shame that the cross represents so that we also might share in “the joy set before him” (Hebrews 12:2).
In your hands you hold a precious gift that I invite you to ingest, digest, and metabolize—and do so slowly. Your shame and the evil that continually “prowls around . . . looking for someone to devour” (1 Peter 5:8), using shame as its primary weapon, has long been embedded within you and will require the rest of your life to be fully healed. But be of good cheer, for with Shame Redeemed you have a signpost, and in Toni Kim you have a guide, both to which you can repeatedly return to make ever more durable your healing and wholeness as you practice for the new heaven and earth that are surely coming.


Introduction
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GOD CREATED YOU AND DELIGHTS IN YOU.
Does your soul know this full well?
For many of us, we know God’s love in our heads, and occasionally in our hearts, but not always deep down in our souls, at the core of our being. Life-giving truths about God’s love for us are easy to say but harder to believe, because it is so much easier to internalize the negative things said about us—that we’re worthless and useless, unloved and unlovable. We proclaim the good news that Jesus loves us and died for our sins, but this knowledge can seem inadequate to address our fears, our pain, or our shame. Painful memories can keep us trapped and convinced that we are defined by the worst things done by us or done to us.
“The most shameful thing of all was thinking that you could be anything more than nothing.”
These words thundered in the movie theater and echoed in my soul. Our family had come to uphold our tradition of watching Marvel movies on opening weekend. We enjoy the playful camaraderie of the superheroes as they defeat villains from other worlds. But all the superpowers, advanced weaponry, and combat techniques were useless against the nemesis in Thunderbolts*.1 Dubbed the Void, it brings its opponents into what the main protagonist calls “a big maze of interconnected shame rooms.” Any contact with the Void makes you relive shaming memories, whether from childhood trauma or more recent failures.
What would happen if the Void touched you? Each of us has our own personal maze of shame rooms, a set of shame highlight reels on auto-repeat in our minds. We replay scenarios from weeks or years ago, when something was said to us, or where we said or did the wrong thing. Things that accuse: You’re worthless. You’re damaged. You’re hopeless. We feel in our bodies that same deep shame and regret, wishing that we could undo those memories—or even better, redo them with a witty or triumphant repartee. Some of us have deep trauma that keeps us bound in shame; for others, shame is more like a low-grade fever that limits how we function but is not debilitating. Whatever the degree, shame wants to keep us curved in upon ourselves, making us self-consumed and self-consuming, bound by the fear that no one knows or could ever love the real us.
As Christians, we are promised abundant life, but our lives sometimes lack joy and peace. We go to church, read the Bible, and pray—but this doesn’t seem to work. We know that God loves us, but we feel so undeserving. He forgives us, but we feel the need to prove ourselves worthy. God has chosen us, but that doesn’t prevent us from experiencing rejection or isolation. Where is our faith? Isn’t God’s love good enough for us? We are ashamed when we struggle with shame, because it feels like ingratitude or lack of faith. We may know all the right answers intellectually but remain trapped in a life of struggle, mired in shame.
Interestingly—and insightfully—the Void cannot be defeated by brute force. Despite being attacked by a small army, the Void endures. It takes the whole ragtag group of unexpected heroes banding together in a group hug to overcome the Void.
So it is with shame. We cannot defeat shame as individuals, whether by stuffing down memories or pretending harmful words don’t hound us, but only in loving relationships with others and with our God who created us and delights in us.
Exploring Shame
Over thirty years ago, my time in college gave me vocabulary about shame, as InterVarsity Christian Fellowship led annual retreats for Asian American student leaders in New England. With our elder “uncles and aunties” to guide and accompany us, we explored the very Asian notions of shame, honor, and saving face. Shame had always been experienced but never explained. We dared to start believing the truth that God did not make a mistake in making us Asian Americans. In some ways, our cultures of origin helped us to understand the collective nature of God and his people, but in other ways they hindered us from receiving God’s grace, which felt foreign. We shared our varied immigration stories and how to address the shame from racism. We prayed for each other as we struggled with the competing shames of not being white enough and not being Asian enough. And we were encouraged to believe that our Asian American eyes and hearts would be able to understand the Bible in ways that would bless the greater body of Christ.
My sense of mission was crystallized at a conference in Dallas after listening to a series of rousing talks about the call to share the gospel with unreached peoples around the world. I was deeply moved and found a quiet place to weep. I sobbed—but not for those who have never heard the good news. Instead, my heart was broken for my fellow Christian students at the conference. Like me, they knew about Jesus, but so many did not fully know or experience God’s love for them. As I wept, I felt a distinct call to bring good news to those who have been reached with the gospel but were still shackled by shame. I sensed God calling me to help my brothers and sisters to know how deeply and stubbornly they are loved by their heavenly Father. This launched my journey to explore shame at seminary.
With a concentration in biblical languages, I wrote my master’s thesis on what the Bible says about shame and how that affects Asian American evangelism and spiritual formation. Twenty years of pastoral ministry in Vancouver and Boston gave me ample opportunity to apply what I wrote, not just for Asian Americans but for people of many ages and cultural backgrounds. My current role takes me across the United States and into other countries. What a sacred honor it has been to walk with people through their shame into Christ’s freedom. To preserve their confidentiality, names and details have been changed in the stories included in this book.

Exposing Shame
We do not often like to talk about shame, which affects the way we view ourselves, each other, and God. But psychiatrist Curt Thompson has helped us to understand that “exposure is the very thing that shame requires for healing.”2 Plus, shame is all over the Bible, and there is a lot of good news about shame. At its core, shame is a negative feeling of diminishment internally and relationally. The internal feeling of dishonor is often tied to some loss of status, real or perceived. When we feel shame, we tend to turn in upon ourselves, with head down, gaze averted, feeling small.
Shame’s negative feelings can sometimes make you feel “flawed and therefore unworthy of belonging and connection,”3 but there are other possibilities. Sometimes shame makes you realize that you have harmed or disappointed someone, and that you need to repent and repair the relationship. Other times, knowing what shame a certain behavior will elicit can provide a positive incentive to avoid it. In this way, shame works as a pain signal like anger. Shame and anger can be extremely destructive. But the solution is not to eliminate either. One should feel anger at injustice, and one should feel shame when we wrong others. There is complexity to what triggers shame and how we respond to it, and in the pages of Scripture and in the loving eyes of others, we can learn how to address the different manifestations of shame.
Shame is now everywhere, because it is the controlling force in the social media cancel culture.4 Scrolling through beautiful, picture-perfect lives breeds in us a deep sense of our inadequacies. We see posts of our friends doing things together, and we feel shame for not being invited. Even if we wouldn’t have wanted to go, we feel rejected. Social media has also escalated the shameless shaming of others. We have seen how quickly lives are destroyed by mean posts, and we live in terror that any mistake we make or careless word we say could go viral and be mocked by millions. We perpetuate the shame cycle by curating our profiles to project the image of who we want to be, while hiding the parts we fear will lead to rejection.

The Invitation
God wants more for us. He gives us new status in Christ: “You are no longer a slave, but God’s child; and since you are his child, God has made you also an heir” (Galatians 4:7). This is more than assurance that when we die, we will go to heaven. More than a checklist of correct beliefs about the Bible. More than an action plan for personal self-improvement or self-fulfillment. God invites us to a life of freedom, in which we “have power, together with all the Lord’s holy people, to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ, and to know this love that surpasses knowledge—that you [all] may be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God” (Ephesians 3:18-19). When we lean into God’s offer, we can be freed from our fears and learn to increasingly live unashamedly in a world that is so quick to shame us.
This freedom is given as a gift but still takes work: “It is for freedom that Christ has set us free. Stand firm, then, and do not let yourselves be burdened again by a yoke of slavery” (Galatians 5:1). We have to learn to stand firm, and we have to continue—by grace—to live out our freedom. That’s why each chapter ends with a spiritual exercise and a memory verse to help move our faith from theory to practice and, over time, into core beliefs.
Together, we will enter more fully into our own shame—to give voice to it, to name it, and then to have God’s voice be the final word on reality and our identity. This path is not easy, but you never have to trek it alone. Consider inviting a trusted friend or a group of committed believers to enter into this adventure together. Because shame is spiritual, emotional, and relational, we cannot solve it intellectually and individually. We need God and each other.
When you are ready to stop hiding from the pain, fears, and shame that have plagued or defined your life, you will find that God is already running to you. God is eager to meet you and to convince you of the depth and power of his love and how thoroughly he has transformed and redeemed shame’s role in our lives.
My prayer is that as you, your friend, God, and I go on this journey together, you would come to know deep within your heart, soul, mind, and bones that God our Father delights to call you his beloved child. I yearn for God’s redemptive love to seep into every crevice of your life. No matter the pain in your past, present, or future, may God use this book and the conversations you have with him and others to transform your shame into joy:
Instead of your shame
you will receive a double portion,
and instead of disgrace
you will rejoice in your inheritance.
And so you will inherit a double portion in your land,
and everlasting joy will be yours. (Isaiah 61:7)





Part One
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Freedom Through
Our Status with God
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I will be a Father to you,
and you will be my sons and daughters,
says the Lord Almighty.
2 CORINTHIANS 6:18
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    Shame in the Beginning
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    ALL STORIES HAVE A BEGINNING. Our story begins not with our birth, nor our parents’ birth, but with the God who is love. Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, three distinct persons in one perfect unity with each other. Into this perfect communion, we were created and invited.

     
      [image: Painting shows an angel hovering over an anguished Adam and Eve.]

      
        Figure 1.1. The Expulsion from the Garden of Eden

      
    
    
      Painting features a sword-wielding angel hovering over an anguished Adam and Eve. They are standing outside a stone archway, which is only partially shown, but it is clear that they are outside of the boundary of the garden. The angel is pointing away from the garden, indicating that Adam and Eve have been banished and are to leave. Adam’s face is buried in his hands, and he is clearly weeping. Eve stands next to him, her arm and hand covering her breasts, likely indicative of the shame she now feels. Eve’s facial expression denotes great remorse. 

    
    In the beginning, the human relationship reflected the freedom and joy of the pure love of the Trinity: “Adam and his wife were both naked, and they felt no shame” (Genesis 2:25). In the Garden of Eden, we see life as it was meant to be: humans in joyful, loving dependence on God and joyful, loving interdependence with each other amid the beauty and abundance of creation. And they felt no shame.

    Clearly there is a disconnect between the life God originally designed and the one we experience now. After the fall of humanity, much of our lives looks like the painting by the fifteenth-century early Renaissance artist Masaccio titled The Expulsion from the Garden of Eden. You can see an angel of the Lord guarding the entrance to the Garden of Eden, because as a direct consequence of their sin, the tree of life is forbidden to Adam and Eve.

     
      [image: A close-up image of Adam and Eve’s faces from the painting.]

      
        Figure 1.2. Detail from The Expulsion from the Garden of Eden

      
    
    Take some time to gaze at this cropped picture of a fresco in the Brancacci Chapel in Florence, Italy, especially the faces of Adam and Eve.

    Their body language and facial expressions reveal so much:

    
      	
        Agony

      

      	
        Despair

      

      	
        Anguish

      

      	
        Shame

      

    

    There is guilt for disobeying God, but even more, a deep sense of shame for being exposed and expelled in their naked failure.

    We immediately relate. Those feelings are so familiar to us:

    
      	
        What have I done? How could I have been so stupid? How can I ever recover from this?

      

      	
        I don’t deserve to recover. Maybe I don’t even want to recover. I need to sear this painful memory into my soul so that I never make such a stupid, costly mistake again.

      

      	
        I feel so naked. So exposed. So alone. So rejected.

      

      	
        This is the just punishment for my sin. I deserve to live a life of despair and agony. Paradise is lost forever. Because of my own stupidity.

      

    

    I love this painting because it is so universally human. We viscerally connect to their lived experience of shame. Without defining shame with words, we understand what shame is and how it affects us at a gut level. This painting captures the essence of how so many of us live: deeply ashamed of ourselves, our nakedness, our failures, and our sin. And we accept as unalterable truth that this agony is the life we deserve.

    But this is not life as God designed. Something happened after Genesis 2:25, when man and woman were naked and felt no shame. Shame is one of our most basic emotions, ingrained within us at a very early age, often without much cognition attached to it. Children sense when people pull away from them or avert their gazes, and they internalize whatever leads to isolation or abandonment. To understand shame, we must briefly explore the related concepts of sin and guilt.

    
      Sin, Guilt, and Shame

      Sin, guilt, and shame all appear in the opening chapters of Genesis. They are distinct but overlapping. Each of them is complex, with multiple intersecting nuances, often experienced simultaneously.

      There are multiple ways the Bible talks about sin. Most often, the Bible refers to sin as missing a standard of right thought or action. Another way the Bible presents sin is as iniquity—corruption due to deviation from a standard. Both ideas tend to emphasize the objective nature of sin, while a third idea, sometimes referred to as transgression, denotes rebellion or the breaching of a relationship, especially the covenant relationship between God and humanity. These three notions are not mutually exclusive nor exhaustive of the concept of sin, but together they reveal that sin is an objective truth with relational components. Sin, therefore, results in both guilt and shame.

      There are also multiple ways of defining and understanding guilt and shame. Broadly speaking, guilt is more action-oriented, while shame is paradoxically both internal and relational.

      Guilt places emphasis on an action, like when you break a law. The feeling associated with guilt is often regret for making a mistake or doing something wrong. The resulting fear is of punishment, and the healing is found through forgiveness.

      Shame has less to do with individual actions and more to do with your sense of identity, that you fail expectations or have disappointed someone, including yourself. Not only did you make a mistake; you yourself are a mistake. Shame causes fear of alienation or exposure, often accompanied by a devastating sense that you deserve condemnation. Healing is relational, found through reconciliation, primarily with God but also in community.

      Let’s first consider guilt in the Genesis story. God asked Adam directly: “Have you eaten from the tree that I commanded you not to eat from?” (Genesis 3:11). Adam replied, “The woman you put here with me—she gave me some fruit from the tree, and I ate it” (Genesis 3:12). Adam freely admitted his guilt (“I ate it”), though he refused to take responsibility for his mistake. The woman likewise responded, “The serpent deceived me, and I ate” (Genesis 3:13). They both admitted their guilt, even while they blamed others. They did not lie or deny their disobedience. They knew they had broken the command given to them.

      The consequences of guilt involve punishment, here found in the form of curses. God cursed the serpent, the ground, and childbearing. This is how God dealt with the guilt of their sin. Then he cast Adam and Eve from the garden. Masaccio vividly depicts the agony of being expelled from Eden.

      This is also how most of us have understood the gospel of Jesus: through the rubric of guilt and sin. We are guilty of sin. The punishment of sin is death. The good news is that Jesus paid the penalty on our behalf. We are now forgiven. This account of the gospel deals with the real problem of our sin and our guilt. This legal metaphor of forgiveness for the debt of the guilt of our sin is good news. Shame isn’t typically mentioned or addressed.

      But for some cultures or people, their primary struggle is not with feeling guilty. For example, survivors of abuse feel shame when they should not feel guilty, since they are not responsible for someone else’s heinous acts. They experience a shame problem caused by someone else’s guilt. We need a gospel that addresses both the actual guilt of the perpetrator and the undeserved shame of the survivor. That means a gospel that not only addresses the penalty of sins, but also fully covers our shame and redeems us as beloved daughters and sons.

      The Genesis story highlights the shame that stems from the sin of rejecting God and his rule. God’s design and desire are for our flourishing. We were created to bear God’s image but not to supplant God. We were intended to find our deepest joy through loving dependence on our Creator and interdependence with each other, and as stewards of creation.

      By taking of the forbidden fruit, Adam and Eve declared independence from God. They refused God’s rule and sought to define good and evil for themselves. The result? Sin, guilt, and shame all became part of their lived experience: “Then the eyes of both of them were opened, and they realized they were naked; so they sewed fig leaves together and made coverings for themselves” (Genesis 3:7).

    

    
    
      Shame Drives Us to Hide

      Their sin did not make them naked; instead, it gave them awareness of their nakedness and the sense that this exposure was shameful and needed to be hidden. This shame at their physical nakedness extended to their relationship with God. When they “heard the sound of the LORD God as he was walking in the garden in the cool of the day,” instead of going to converse and commune with their Maker, “they hid from the LORD God among the trees of the garden” (Genesis 3:8). Fear replaced freedom when humankind chose to reject God’s way. Instead of becoming like God, Adam and Eve became ashamed. Humanity’s innocence and ability to be naked without shame were lost. And unfortunately, their relationships with God and with each other, once characterized by intimacy and freedom, became marred by insecurity and fear.

      Adam and Eve hid from themselves, each other, and the Lord God. And they did so by perverting God’s creation. God had caused all kinds of trees to grow, “trees that were pleasing to the eye and good for food” (Genesis 2:9). But instead of receiving these good gifts and thanking the generous giver, Adam and Eve took God’s gifts and twisted them to their own uses. They sewed together fig leaves and made themselves “coverings” (Genesis 3:7). This word “coverings” refers to a loincloth, which covers the bare minimum. Then when God called out to them, they used the trees that were intended for their enjoyment to hide.

      Similarly, we use metaphorical fig leaves to hide from ourselves, each other, and God. Instead of using God’s blessings for his glory, we use them for our own purposes. With the wealth God gives us to bless others, we seek to impress or manipulate them. Or we take the gift of friends or children and make them into idols. Instead of doing all our work to the glory of God, we derive our worth from our accomplishments—or lack thereof. We rely on these fig leaves, and if someone takes them away, we will reach for palm trees next! We are not going to eliminate our coverings, because they are serving a very real purpose. We need them to cover our shame-based fears.
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      God’s Response to Our Shame

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

    
    
      Spiritual Exercise: Being Clothed with Christ
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