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Thank you go to:

Cindy Piearcy, Dennis Hammer and James Easley and 

For every believer who has ever sat at the table of God’s grace and wondered — How did I get here? and How do I stay?

These questions are not small ones.

They are the questions of a life 

well-examined before God.

For the pastors and teachers who refuse to give easy answers to hard questions — who love the Scripture enough to let it speak and love their people enough to help them understand.

The debate is worth having.

The table is worth gathering around.

The grace is worth examining.

And the God at the head of it is worth every argument

we have ever had in His name.
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A Note on the Writing Process

The research, theological positions, pastoral judgments, and convictions in this book are entirely my own, developed over thirty-five years of ministry and study. In preparing this manuscript, I made use of AI writing assistance to help shape and format the Socratic dialogue structure. The ideas are mine. The process used available tools. I mention this not as a disclaimer but as a matter of honest dealing with my readers.
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The Window Was Open

Now when Daniel knew that the writing was signed, he went home. And in his upper room, with his windows open toward Jerusalem, he knelt down on his knees three times that day, and prayed and gave thanks before his God, as was his custom since early days.

Daniel 6:10

Daniel knew the decree was signed. He opened the window anyway.

That sentence stopped me cold the first time I sat with it seriously. He knew. The law was in effect. The lions were waiting. And he went upstairs, opened the window toward Jerusalem, and prayed. Not in secret. Not with the window cracked. Open.

As was his custom.

That is the phrase that undoes me. He did not open the window because he was brave. He did not open it to make a statement. He opened it because that was what he did. Every day. Before the decree existed and after it was signed. The unashamed life is not a crisis response. It is a habit that simply does not stop when the pressure arrives.

I have been a pastor for more than thirty-five years. I have watched believers close their windows one degree at a time. Not in rebellion. Not in apostasy. Just — quietly. Gradually. Until one day the window is shut and they are not entirely sure when it happened. They still believe. They still come on Sunday. But Monday through Saturday, if you followed them around, you would not know it.

This book is a conversation about that window. About why it closes. About what it costs to keep it open. About the men and women in Scripture who opened theirs anyway — Daniel, his three friends in the furnace, David dancing before the Ark, Peter in Jerusalem after Pentecost — and what we can learn from them about living without shame before God and before the world we inhabit.

We live in a moment that has inverted the moral order. Isaiah named it twenty-seven centuries ago — woe to those who call evil good and good evil. What Isaiah prophesied has become the operating system of our age. Holiness is hate. Sin is self-expression. The person living a holy life before God is now the threat. And so believers grow quiet. They manage their image. They keep their faith personal. They tell themselves it is wisdom.

It is not wisdom. It is the fear of man. And the fear of man is a snare.

The five voices in this dialogue are not strangers to me. I have sat across from each of them in one form or another over the course of a ministry. The shy believer who knows the truth but cannot make himself speak it in certain rooms. The former pastor carrying the weight of personal failure who wonders if he has the right to stand again. The woman running from herself through noise and spending and the next good feeling, who has never been told she is worth more than the moment. The older man who paid real costs for his faith and quietly accepted the world’s narrative as his verdict. And the Sunday Christian whose Monday through Saturday life would not convict him in any court of being a follower of Christ.

I am in this book too. Not as the authority. As one of the voices. I have my own rooms where I go small. My own windows I have kept closed longer than I should have.

Socrates will press all of us.

My prayer is that by the time you reach the last page, the window in your life will be open. Not because you are brave. But because you have settled the only question that matters.

Whom do you fear?

Dennis R. Piearcy

Tulsa, Oklahoma
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This book is written as a Socratic dialogue — a conversation rather than a lecture. Five voices gather at a table. Socrates asks the questions. He does not preach. He does not provide answers. He draws out what is already there, names what no one wants to name, and refuses to let anyone leave a question before it has done its work.

The other five voices — Christian, Raymond, Vanessa, Walter, and Marcus — represent real struggles that real people carry. They are not characters designed to be defeated by argument. They are people in process, the same way your readers are people in process. The conversations are honest. Some of them are uncomfortable.

You may read this book alone, moving through each dialogue at your own pace. You may also use it in a small group setting, reading a dialogue together and using the questions it surfaces as the basis for discussion.

A few things worth knowing before you begin:

Socrates will press every voice at the table — including Christian. No one is exempt. If you find yourself uncomfortable with a question directed at one of the voices, sit with that discomfort. It may be telling you something.

The anchor texts at the close of each dialogue are not decorative. They are the Scripture the dialogue is built on. If a conversation raises a question you want to pursue further, those texts are the place to begin.

The dialogues build on one another. The diagnosis comes before the answer. Do not skip the early dialogues looking for resolution. The resolution means more when you have walked through the full weight of the problem.

Finally — the voices in this book are composite. They are not portraits of specific individuals. If you see yourself in one of them, that is not an accident. It is an invitation.
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MEET THE VOICES AT THE TABLE
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SOCRATES

The questioner. He has no agenda except the truth. He does not argue, lecture, or condemn. He asks. He listens. He asks again. He finds the place where an answer does not hold its own weight and stands there until the person holding it sees it too. He will not let anyone leave a question too early. He presses every voice at this table — without exception.

CHRISTIAN

A man who has learned to walk with God over many years. He is not the authority in the room. He is one of the voices. Shy by nature. Intimidated by people with money, credentials, and standing. Afraid sometimes of not knowing enough to answer what someone might ask. His faith is genuine and his walk is real — but there are still rooms where he goes quiet, and he knows it. He is at this table because the walk is not finished.

RAYMOND

A former pastor. He did not leave ministry over doctrine. He left over personal failure — something he did, damage he caused, some of it in his control and some of it not. He carries the weight of it everywhere. He fears he has lost the right to be respected. He is compelled to fix things, to manage outcomes, to make right what he broke. His question is not whether God is real. His question is whether someone like him still has the standing to speak for God.

VANESSA

A woman without much money who lives as though she has plenty. The spending, the lifestyle, the choices — they are the cover over a wound that goes all the way down. Low self-esteem at the core. She wants to be in control of her life but every decision she makes to take control makes things worse, because control, for Vanessa, means doing what feels good now. What is fun. What is about her. She is not hostile to God. She has simply never seriously considered that her life could be structured around something outside herself. The shame she carries is not yet spiritual — it is the shame of the gap between who she presents and who she is.

WALTER

An older Black man who has paid real costs for his faith. Not theoretical costs. Actual loss — social, economic, relational. He has stood for something and watched it cost him. He has a tested theology that no one else at this table has earned yet. He is not bitter. He is tired. And somewhere along the way he accepted a narrative the world handed him — that the system will not give him a break, that the deck is stacked, that it is not his fault — and he stopped questioning it. The wound is real. What he did with the wound is the question Socrates will press.

MARCUS

A man in his mid-forties. Professional. Respected. A genuine believer — saved, committed on Sunday, gives, serves in the church. At work he is known as honest and fair. His faith is never mentioned. He has told himself for years that he witnesses through his lifestyle. But his lifestyle is identical to his unsaved colleagues. He has never been mocked for his faith — not once — because he has never given anyone the opportunity. He does not think of himself as ashamed. He thinks of himself as private. Socrates will ask him to explain the difference.
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The Table Is Set

The room is ordinary. A table, six chairs, afternoon light through a single window. No name plates. No agenda visible on the wall.

Five of them find their way in across the span of a few minutes. They do not know one another well. They have been told only that a conversation is being held — that a man named Socrates has asked them to come, and that the conversation will be honest.

They take their seats.

Socrates is already there.

Socrates

Thank you for coming. I will not waste your time with introductions you can make yourselves. I want to begin with one question, and I want each of you to sit with it before you answer.

He pauses. He looks at each of them in turn.

Socrates

When was the last time you were fully yourself — before God and before people — without managing what anyone thought of you?

The silence that follows is longer than anyone expects.

Christian looks at his hands.

Raymond looks at the window.

Vanessa straightens her jacket.

Walter is very still.

Marcus does not move at all.

Socrates

Take your time. We are not in a hurry. This table has nowhere else to be.

The silence holds.

Then, slowly, the conversation begins.
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DIALOGUE ONE

[image: ]


What Is Shame and Where Did It Come From?

And they were both naked, the man and his wife, and were not ashamed.

Genesis 2:25

Then the eyes of both of them were opened, and they knew that they were naked; and they sewed fig leaves together and made themselves coverings. And they heard the sound of the LORD God walking in the garden in the cool of the day, and Adam and his wife hid themselves from the presence of the LORD God among the trees of the garden.

Genesis 3:7-8

Socrates does not begin with a question. He begins with silence. He looks at each person at the table slowly, without hurry, as though he is reading something that is not written on their faces but behind them.

Socrates

Before we talk about shame as a concept, I want to talk about shame as something that happened to you. Not a definition. Not a theology. A moment. The first time you remember feeling it. I want each of you to go back to that place. Take your time. Nobody is going anywhere.

The room is quiet. Walter looks at the table. Vanessa straightens the sleeve of her jacket. Christian looks at his hands the way a man looks at something he has studied for years without finding an answer in it. Raymond is very still. Marcus looks at the window as though he is calculating the distance to it.

Socrates

Raymond. You go first.

Raymond

Why me?

Socrates

Because you have been holding something since you sat down and it is taking considerable energy. I would rather you spend that energy on the conversation.

Raymond looks at him for a moment. Then he exhales slowly.

Raymond

I was eleven years old. Regional baseball tournament. I had been the best pitcher on my team all season. That day I fell apart. Walked four batters in a row in the third inning. My coach pulled me. We lost the game. My father was in the stands.

Socrates

What did he say?

Raymond

He did not say much on the drive home. That was almost worse. He just drove. Then when we pulled into the driveway he turned off the engine and sat there and said — you had one job today. One job. And you could not do it. Then he got out of the car and went inside.

No one speaks.

Socrates

How old were you when you became a pastor?

Raymond

I was licensed at twenty-two. Ordained at twenty-five.

Socrates

And in all those years behind a pulpit, in all those years of ministry, did your father ever sit in the stands again?

Raymond is quiet for a long time.

Raymond

He was in my head every Sunday. Every sermon. Every time something went wrong in the church. Every time I failed someone. His voice was there before I even finished the thought.

Socrates

You had one job today. And you could not do it.

Raymond

Yes.

Socrates

So the shame you carry is not new. It did not begin with whatever ended your ministry. It began in a car in a driveway when you were eleven years old. Everything that came later landed on top of something that was already there.

Raymond does not answer. He does not need to.

Socrates

Christian. Tell me about the house you grew up in.

Christian

You do not want to hear about that house.

Socrates

That is exactly why I am asking about it.

Christian is quiet for a moment. When he speaks his voice is measured, the way a man speaks when he has learned to tell a story without letting it tell him.

Christian

My father drank. Not occasionally. Every day. And when he drank things in the house became unpredictable. My mother did what she could but she was managing her own fear most of the time. There were other things too. Things I will not get into. But what I learned very early was that being noticed was dangerous. If you were seen, you could be targeted. So I learned to disappear. Be quiet. Stay small. Do not give anyone a reason to look at you.

Socrates

And you carried that into your faith.

Christian

I carried it everywhere. It is not something you leave at the door when you walk into a room. It is the way you walk into every room. Even now — I walk into a room with educated people, people with money, people who carry themselves like they have never had to think about whether they belong — and something in me goes very quiet. Very small. The old habit.

Socrates

The habit that kept you safe when you were a child.

Christian

Yes. Except it does not keep me safe anymore. It just keeps me silent.

Socrates

Vanessa.

Vanessa

I knew you were going to get to me.

Socrates

I told you no one was going anywhere.

She gives a short, uncomfortable laugh. Then her face settles.

Vanessa

My mother compared me. Constantly. To my cousin, to the neighbor’s daughter, to some version of a girl I was never going to be. You see how she dresses. You see how she carries herself. Why can you not be more like that. It was not mean exactly. I think she thought she was helping. But what I heard underneath it, every single time, was — you are not enough. What you are is not enough.

Socrates

And what did you do with that?

Vanessa

I tried to fix it. I tried to become the version she was describing. The clothes, the look, the presentation. If I could just look like I had it together maybe the feeling underneath would catch up. It never did. The more I spent trying to look like enough the more behind I got. And the more behind I got the more ashamed I was. And the more ashamed I was the more I needed to look like I was not.

Socrates

So the cycle fed itself.

Vanessa

It still does. I know it does. I just — I do not know how to stop it.

Socrates

Walter.

Walter

I have a different kind of story than these people.

Socrates

Tell me your kind.

Walter

My shame was not put on me by my family. My family gave me everything they had. My father worked two jobs. My mother kept a clean house and a strong faith. They told me I could do anything. I believed them. I went to school. I worked hard. I did everything right. And then I walked into the world and the world told me something different. Applied for a position I was more than qualified for. The man across the desk looked at my resume, looked at me, and I watched something close in his eyes. I did not get a callback. That happened more than once. More than twice. You get enough doors closed in your face and you start to wonder if maybe they are right. Maybe the ceiling is real. Maybe this is just how far men like me go.

Socrates

And you accepted that.

Walter

I accepted the reality of it. There is a difference.

Socrates

Is there? Tell me the difference.

Walter opens his mouth and then closes it again. The question sits on the table between them.

Walter

I accepted that the system is what it is. That is not the same as giving up.

Socrates

What did you do after the last door closed?

A longer silence.

Walter

I stopped knocking.

Socrates

We will come back to that. Marcus.

Marcus

My story is not as dramatic as anyone else’s here.

Socrates

Shame does not require drama. Sometimes it is the quietest things that go deepest. Tell me about your father.

Marcus

My father was a good man. A decent man. He went to church every Sunday, led his family, paid his bills. He was respected in the community.

Socrates

And Monday through Saturday?

Marcus

He went to work. Came home. Watched the game. He was not different exactly — he was just — ordinary. His faith was Sunday. The rest of the week was just life.

Socrates

And did anyone ever tell you that was not enough?

Marcus

No. Nobody told me anything was wrong with it. That was just — how it was.

Socrates

So you inherited a divided life and nobody named it as a problem. Nobody gave you a reason to question it. You simply became your father’s pattern without ever choosing it.

Marcus

When you say it that way it sounds —

Socrates

It sounds like what it is. Your shame is not about something you did. It is about something you never questioned. That is its own kind of weight, is it not? Not the weight of an act but the weight of a life that has never been fully examined.

Marcus says nothing. He looks at the window again.

Socrates is quiet for a moment. He looks around the table at all of them.

Socrates

I want to point out something that every one of you just did. Did you notice it?

No one answers.

Socrates

Every person at this table, when asked about shame, pointed somewhere else. Raymond pointed at his father. Christian pointed at a broken home. Vanessa pointed at her mother’s voice. Walter pointed at a system. Marcus pointed at a pattern he inherited. Not one of you began with yourself. You all began with someone or something outside yourself. Why do you think that is?

Vanessa

Because that is where it started. It did come from outside.

Socrates

Did it? Or did it start outside and then move in — and did you then do something with it once it arrived?

Vanessa looks at him carefully.

Vanessa

What do you mean?

Socrates

Your mother compared you to other girls. That happened. That is real and it was wrong. But Vanessa — at some point you heard her voice and you made a decision. You decided she was right. You decided the solution was to perform better, spend more, look like enough. Your mother handed you the wound. You built the prison around it. Did you not?

Vanessa is very still.

Vanessa

That is not fair.

Socrates

I did not say it was fair. I said it was true. Raymond — your father was cruel to an eleven-year-old boy who had just had the worst day of his young life. That was wrong. But Raymond — you took that verdict and you spent decades trying to outrun it. You built a ministry on the need to finally get it right and prove him wrong. You let one sentence from one man in a driveway govern thirty years of your life. That was not your father’s choice. That was yours.

Raymond

That is easy to say.

Socrates

It is not easy at all. That is why nobody says it. Christian — your home was genuinely broken and genuinely dangerous and the instinct to be invisible saved you real pain as a child. But you are not a child anymore. The rooms you go quiet in now are not dangerous. The people with money and credentials cannot hurt you. You choose to go small. Not because you have to. Because it is the habit you never broke.

Christian looks up. He does not argue.

Socrates

Walter. The system is real. The doors that were closed to you were wrong and the people who closed them will answer for it before God. But Walter — you stopped knocking. You decided the wound was also your ceiling. The man across the desk took your opportunity. You gave him your future. That was not his to take. You handed it to him.

Walter

You make it sound simple.

Socrates

I make it sound true. Simple and true are not the same thing. Nothing I have said to any of you tonight is simple. But all of it is true. And Marcus — the most dangerous thing at this table may be your story, because nothing dramatic happened to you. Nobody wounded you. Nobody closed a door in your face. You simply never opened your eyes wide enough to see that the life you inherited was half a life. And every year you did not question it the pattern went deeper. That was your choice, made over and over, every Monday morning when you walked out the door and left your faith on the kitchen table.

The room is very quiet.

Socrates

I want to show you something. What I just described — every one of you pointing somewhere outside yourself when asked about your shame — is not a modern problem. It is not a psychological phenomenon. It is the oldest human response in the record. Let me take you somewhere.

He opens a Bible on the table. He does not read from it immediately. He holds it.

Socrates

Genesis chapter three. The Garden of Eden. The man and the woman have eaten the fruit God told them not to eat. And God comes walking in the garden in the cool of the day. What do they do?

Christian

They hide.

Socrates

They hide. They hear God coming and they go behind the trees. And God calls out — Where are you? And Adam answers. Does anyone remember what he says?

Raymond

I heard your voice and I was afraid because I was naked. So I hid.

Socrates

I was afraid. I was exposed. I
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