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To Our Readers

Getting Good at
Being Imperfect
by Dale Ryan

M

ost of us do not welcome
the awareness that we
are imperfect. We don’t like it
when our defects of character are
exposed. Sometimes we spend
enormous amounts of energy
creating false selves so that we can
present ourselves to other people
in ways that seem less imperfect.
But no matter how much energy
we spend in the process, it comes
as no surprise to others that we are
imperfect. Imperfections in others
are easy enough to see—it doesn’t
take a rocket scientist. We are
imperfect creatures. It is obvious
to everybody. . . just not always
obvious to us.
Regrettably, local churches also
sometimes invest lots of energy
in trying to avoid appearing
imperfect. We dress up, we look
our best. No matter how ugly the
fight in the car on the way to church
on Sunday morning, we try to be
on our best behavior as soon as we
arrive. The testimonies we allow to
be shared in public are all “good
testimonies.” But other people
see the resulting how-are-youfine-thank-you culture and either
recognize it for the pretense that
it is or conclude that they, being
imperfect people, don’t belong.
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All that energy is, in the end,
profoundly counterproductive.
So, what are the alternatives?
Well, one approach is to redefine
the meaning of perfection and
imperfection so that perfection
is a little easier to get to. This, it
seems to me, is essentially what
John Wesley does in his Plain
Account of Christian Perfection.
Wesley is careful to avoid the
expression “sinless perfection,”
which he sees as an impossibility.
And his understanding of
“Christian
perfection”
also
leaves room for what he calls
“involuntary transgressions which
I apprehend to be naturally
consequent on the ignorance
and mistakes inseparable from
mortality.” So if you do something
out of ignorance or you make a
mistake, you can still lay claim to
“Christian perfection.” Because
Wesley’s understanding of sin is
limited to voluntary actions, he
does not seem to think involuntary
actions are a threat to Christian
perfection. But for those of us in
recovery it can be very difficult to
distinguish between the voluntary
and the involuntary. All addicts,
for example, have chosen not to
be addicts—usually many times,

always unsuccessfully. Consider
this: Did we choose our defects of
character? Hmmm. Complicated,
isn’t it? And that, in my view,
is why Wesley’s approach to
imperfection isn’t very helpful.
The involuntary transgressions in
our lives are just as serious as the
voluntary sins. Both can fuel our
addictions, both can contribute to
the unmanageability of our lives.
Another approach, and one
I find personally to be of more
practical help, is expressed well
by the eighteenth-century Jesuit
Jean-Pierre de Caussade. He writes
“Rejoice every time you discover
a new imperfection.” Caussade’s
concern is about members of
religious orders who have become
obsessive about religious practices.
He warns about being “enslaved
by devotional practices.” To one
of his spiritual advisees he writes,
“Believe me, you have too many
[spiritual] practices already. What
is needed is rather a progressive
inner simplification.” Caussade
knows that good things—even
really good things—can enslave
us when pursued obsessively. And
he knows that when we’re caught
in an obsession, trying harder only
makes things worse.
Continued on back cover
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Two Essays
on Perfectionism
By Patrick A. Means
I
Lay down the mask and give up trying to look perfect. It’s like a bald man
with a bad toupe´; you’re not fooling anyone anyway.
“Everyone is a moon, and has a dark side which he never shows
to anybody.” Mark Twain

Excerpted with permission from
The Boundaries Book: Twenty
Uncommon Tips for Reducing
Conflict, Developing Healthier Relationships and Enjoying Life More
by Patrick A. Means (Crossroad,
2005), ISBN: 0-8245-2318-0
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I could feel my heart thudding as I mounted the platform to the applause of the staff crowding the auditorium. I had just been introduced
as the new national director of the Christian youth ministry I’d served
in since college. I was thirty years old; I had a book out that was doing well; I’d traveled and spoken a lot, and now—this position. It was
possibly the happiest moment in my life. And I remember the feeling
lasting about three hours. For me, success has always been a drug with a
very short half-life.
I’d grown up feeling like the quintessential outsider, an insecure kid
from the boon docks, desperate to find someplace to belong. It became
my goal to earn my way into insider status by working very hard and performing perfectly. So I plowed through high school with decent grades
and a lot of activities and was rewarded with the “Most Likely To Succeed” award and a scholarship to a good college. After college, I married
a young woman I’d met as a summer intern in a church, and we both
joined the staff of a large nondenominational youth ministry. I loved
working with young people, and my work was gratifying in many ways.
But there was a restless drivenness that seemed to swallow up any moments of satisfaction I experienced. I ignored the warning flags along the
way: the bouts of anger or depression that inevitably followed a failure to
get a coveted promotion, or a public mistake, however small.
I was traveling about fifty percent of the time, with long hours at the
office when I was in town, and not enough time with my family. I never
felt like I was doing enough. It never occurred to me that there was just
the tiniest chance that I might be a workaholic. After all, I was doing all
this for God.

Then, on one of my trips, my flight was oversold and I was bumped
up to first class. Right after we’d taken off, the flight attendants came
around and offered everyone free booze. I’d been offered booze in coach
class hundreds of times, of course, and had always turned it down, both
because of my father’s alcoholic history, and because the organization
I worked for had a no-drinking policy. But somehow the fact that this
booze was free made all those little bottles glitter just a little more brightly. “This will just be an experiment,” I told myself, and chose a little
Smirnov. Right away, I liked the way it warmed me and took the edge
off my tension. This started a high-altitude drinking ritual I followed on
every flight from then on, or at least every flight where I didn’t recognize
anyone. I remember the first time I drank enough to send me floating
into that hazy, disembodied space where all the issues of life suddenly
seemed so simple, and I marveled to myself, “So this is what it’s like to
feel no fear.”
So now I had secrets about what I did to add to the secret about who
I was—a scared kid who’d never figured out how to be comfortable in his
own skin. As the distance between my inside and my outside grew wider,
my mask began to slip more and more frequently. One day at a conference for college students, I was going through the lunch line with a student after having just given a talk onstage that had the audience laughing
and applauding. The student kept trying to engage me in conversation,
but my pain and depression had already crowded back in and I had begun to shut down emotionally. After a few minutes, the student looked at
me with a hint of irritation and said, “Boy, you’re sure a different person
down here than you were up there.”
I felt most comfortable when I was speaking to an audience. I had always felt most at home in the world of words, spoken and written. They
were the tools I used to create the persona I projected to the public. That
persona was confident, competent, visionary—someone who knows who
he is and where he’s going. The truth, of course, was that I hadn’t a clue,
and wouldn’t have for a long time.
One of the main problems with masks is that eventually they only
fool the people who don’t know you. My wife certainly wasn’t fooled;
she had a ringside seat to my Jekyll and Hyde circus routine. And later,
when I was in the dying throes of a four-year affair with my best friend’s
wife, my staff team wasn’t sure what the mask was covering up, but they
knew something smelled bad. They watched in dismay as I retreated into
petulant isolation, abdicating virtually all of my leadership responsibilities. They were on the verge of organized mutiny when, a month later, the
affair was discovered and I was fired.
Wearing a mask is all about projecting an image and seeking approval
and fitting in. I still struggle with the need to fit in. Ten years ago, I hit
bottom alcoholically and began attending a variety of community-based
sober support groups. After the first few meetings, I realized to my dis steps
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may that I stood out like a poster child for Republican family values. So I
made a trip to a second-hand store and bought a few tired-looking sweatshirts and jeans so that I could fit in better. Of course, I eventually found
out the people in the meetings couldn’t care less whether I showed up in
boxer shorts or a tuxedo. But I felt naked without a costume, without a
defined image. I think I was afraid that if I looked underneath the set
of clothes, I’d find out there was nobody there, like one of those Disney
cartoons where a ballroom full of suits and gowns swirl around without
benefit of bodies.
I believe that most of us wear a succession of masks throughout our
lives, shedding one when we reach a certain level of awareness, only to
discover that there is another one underneath, like those Russian dolls
that you keep opening, each time finding another one hidden inside.
A tool called the Johari Window has helped my understanding of the
role of masks in my life. This is a diagram used by many corporations in
team-building workshops. It visually captures four areas of a person’s life:
Open, Blind, Hidden, and Unknown.
The Open part of my life is my public self. This part contains information about me that you know and that I know. These are the facts about
me I’ve been willing to share. If I’m wearing a mask or projecting an image, this is where that image shows up. The Blind part of my life contains
facts or insights about me that you see, but I don’t see. (This is sometimes
called the “bad breath” area.) For instance, you may see my character
defect of grandiosity, but I may still be in denial about it. The Hidden
part of my life contains information about me that I know, but you don’t
know. In some relationships, for example with people I don’t know well, I
may have a very large Hidden area, whereas with my inner circle of recovery friends, this area may be very small or even nonexistent. The fourth
part of my life is the Unknown part. This is information about me that
is unknown to me and to you. This part is often called the unconscious.
Throughout our lives, these four areas are in a constant state of growing
or shrinking, depending on how secure we are to share honestly about
ourselves, how many secrets we carry, and how much feedback we allow
others to give us about our blind spots.
Every time I take off another mask in my recovery journey, I slowly
shrink my Hidden part by disclosing the truth about me to others. Recovery is also helping me reduce the size of my Blind area as I invite
friends, therapists and others to give me honest feedback. The Unknown
part of me is shrinking as I become more aware of what’s going on inside me emotionally, psychologically, and spiritually. As I take these small
steps, the Open part of my life has gradually become larger. Writing this
book, in fact, has been a deliberate step toward reducing the size of my
Hidden area and increasing the size of my Open area.
But the process has moved at glacial speed. One particular week two
years ago when my marriage was collapsing, and my wife was pressing me

to take a lie detector test, and I was afraid of losing my job, I rushed to
my therapist and breathlessly spilled out my tale of woe.
“This is great, Pat,” my therapist exclaimed. “It’s the first time in a year
of working with you that I’ve seen you express any sense of neediness. Every week, you come in here smiling, looking like you’ve got it all together.
Now, maybe we can make some progress.”
Yup, I was even trying to look perfect in therapy, paying the guy good
money so I could impress him with how well I was handling life. I’m not
sure what the term is for that particular form of insanity, but I do know
that I qualify.

II
Take God with you into every situation. Rely on your conscious contact with
him to give you serenity in the midst of circumstances you cannot control.
“There are just two things you need to know about God:
1. He exists. 2. You aren’t him.” Sign in A.A. meeting room

T

he January gusts swept off the ocean, driving the dry sand over the
wet sand in shifting, swirling patterns like smoke. It was mesmerizing as I trudged up the deserted beach. I had come to this Oregon coastal
town for a week to think and to try to get some sense of direction from
God about what to do with the mess in my life.
My marriage was crumbling, and I had put my job directing a faithbased recovery agency at risk because of looking at pornography several
times while working there. On top of everything else, my wife thought
I was having an affair, and was demanding I take a lie detector test as a
condition for staying in the marriage. I wasn’t having an affair, but I was
afraid the lie detector test would reveal my little secrets. Good gosh, how
did my life turn into a daytime soap? Again.
But as the week unfolded, I didn’t care much for the direction God
was giving me: Do the hard thing, he seemed to say, Come clean and I’ll
walk with you through it. Because that was not the advice I wanted to
hear, I’d spent the last couple of days pacing up and down this stretch of
beach trying to bargain with God. The deal I was hoping he’d sign off on
was that he’d let me go ahead with my life as is, comfortable and undisturbed, and in exchange I’d be stunningly honest from now on and work
the most rigorous recovery program since Bill Wilson first visited Akron,
Ohio. But God kept saying, Do the hard thing and I’ll walk with you
through it. That response captures for me one of the most disconcerting
paradoxes about God, as I understand God. He can be as comforting as
a nursing mother, but is never willing to let me be comfortable for very
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long. Or as the saying goes, God loves you just the way you are, but he
loves you too much to let you stay that way. That set of seemingly contradictory characteristics is one evidence for me that I’m not making God
up. The God I would invent (and frequently have) would be like the doting grandpa who always gives me five pounds of chocolate even though
he knows my mother wouldn’t approve. Or perhaps more accurately, a
grandpa who would give me the chocolate even though he knows I’m
a diabetic and might die of insulin shock. This God would always be
accommodating and tolerant of whatever I do—kind of a sugar-daddy
deity.
So that’s when the trust issue comes up. How can I trust a God who
may ask me to do something difficult? I’d find it easier to trust a sugardaddy deity because then I’m in control! I can’t play the puppeteer with
this other God who loves me too much to let me continue to live an
incongruent life.
I didn’t make any headway with God that week, and after I returned
home I continued to try to bluff my way out of the lie detector test. But
my wife wasn’t budging. So I went to my most trusted friend. I had not
told him about the pornography either, so I was still posturing. I said,
“My wife’s still pushing this crazy idea about a lie detector test. What do
you think I should do?” He said, “Why don’t you ask God what he wants
you to do?”
So I went home and I asked God. I think the only reason I was willing
to do it was because I was hoping God would be worried about his reputation getting tarnished, me being one of his children and all, and he’d
say “No, Pat, you don’t have to tell anybody. It’s better if you just leave it
between you and me.” As if I’d really thought that one through. But, no,
he said, “Tell your friend the truth.”
So I went back to my friend and said, “God told me to tell you the
truth.” And I told him about the pornography. I expected some expression of disgust, or that he’d tell me it would be better if we weren’t friends
anymore, but instead he said, “Thank you for sharing that with me. I
want you to know I don’t think any less of you now than I did five minutes ago.” And he came over and gave me a bear hug. And then encouraged me to do the hard thing. You’d think he and God were in cahoots.
A few days later I disclosed the policy violations to the Board of our
agency and to my wife and resigned my position. Over the next week I
dropped in on several of the recovery groups in our program and told
them about my resignation and the reasons behind it. Then I took and
passed the lie detector test.
My marriage staggered through another 15 months and four therapists and collapsed from the accumulated wounds.
One day, a few months after I had resigned, I was listening to a meditation recording, one of those that describes a scene, asks you to place
yourself in the scene, and then see where your mind takes you. It helps

me relax and get in touch with what’s going on inside me. The narrator
suggested I picture myself in a small boat crossing a river. There’s someone standing on the other shore, and I’m asked to identify who it is. So in
my mind, I’m bobbing along in this boat, moving toward the other side.
As I got closer I see that the person on the other shore is Jesus. I want to
clarify that although Jesus is my higher power, he is not the Jesus of the
fundamentalists. That guy’s scary. He prompted those bumper stickers
that say “Jesus is coming back. Look busy.” The Jesus I’m talking about is
the one who told the parable of the prodigal son, the kid who took half
his dad’s retirement nest egg and had a three-year binge with drugs, alcohol and wild women, and then staggered back home to face the music,
only to find that his dad had been sitting in his SUV at the gateway to
the ranch, watching for him every day for those three years, and that not
only did his dad not rebuke him, he wouldn’t even let the kid say his little
memorized apology, but instead drove him back to the ranch house, horn
blaring, called everyone in from the fields and threw him one hell of a
party. That Jesus. So in my meditation, he’s now waving from the shore.
When my boat crunches up on the gravel beach, he comes over and gives
me this monster hug just like the one my sponsor gave me when I told
him the truth. He puts his arm around my shoulder and we walk up the
beach together, and he says, “Everything’s going to be alright, Pat. I’m on
your side, always have been, and we’ll walk through this together.”
It’s been almost three years since I tried to bargain with God on the
Oregon beach, and he’s been there for me. One day at a time. I get up every morning and have a meditation and prayer time over breakfast. I tell
God my fears du jour and then try to listen to what he has to say about
them. I’m reenrolled in graduate school to finish the degree I started 15
years ago, which is both exhilarating and terrifying. The critical chorus in
my head thinks that is the craziest idea they’ve ever heard. They remind
me that one-third of my brain cells died during my alcoholic career, onethird have died of old age, and the other third are all in the assisted living
wing somewhere in my frontal lobe. I guarantee you, these jokers will
never make it onto the inspirational speakers’ circuit. So that’s one of the
fears on the list. Or I may tell God that even after all this education, I’m
pretty sure I’ll end up being one of those guys who pushes the 80-footlong stack of shopping carts through the K-Mart parking lot. At that
point, I picture him looking back at me with a hint of a smile, and asking
me if I’m all done whining, because he’s got plans and we need to put the
pedal to the metal.
Hey, how can you not trust a God like that?
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From The Pulpit

M er i b a a l
A Story of Scattered Shame
by Remy Diederich, M.Div.

T

welve years ago I decided to leave the ministry. Not forever—I just
needed some time to gain perspective. Fellow ministers were burning
out and dropping likes flies, and I did not want to become just another
statistic.
Rather than simply take time off, however, my wife and I decided to
try something radical. Tired of the hypocritical, superficial Christianity we
had seen in the church, we decided to live in community with two other
Christian families. Our goal was to “love one another” as we daily lived
out the Christian life on an idyllic Wisconsin dairy farm.
Before long, however, one of the families moved away, and with them
their manpower and financial support. Never having farmed before, I
suddenly found myself in constant crisis mode. Equipment broke, animals
died, exhaustion set in, and I barely had time to spend with my own family,
let alone anyone else. Church was something we did on Sunday—but
only if nothing broke or died first. Rather than “loving one another,” our
partners seemed more like enemies than friends. To top it all off, my wife
felt I had emotionally abandoned her (which I had) and I became shorttempered with my three children.
In no area of my life was I performing better than a C minus. As a
husband, father, friend, worker, and Christian, I was failing miserably. God,
this wasn’t the deal, I thought. My dream life has turned into a nightmare.
Indeed, it seemed like God was working against me.
Have you ever been in that place, where so many things go wrong that
you begin to think God is working against you? Maybe you feel like that
even now.
Tucked away in the Bible in I and II Samuel is the story of Meribaal.
Everything in Meribaal’s life indicated that God was working against him.
Even his name meant “the God who fights against me.” This man obviously
had some issues. Perhaps his story will afford us some hope.
Once upon 3,000 years ago...
srael’s first ruler, King Saul, was an excellent leader, but he made the
mistake of disobeying God. Consequently, God chose David to replace
Saul. Although Saul knew his days were numbered, he refused to let David
take the throne without a fight. In fact, he spent as much time trying to
kill David as he did fighting his enemies.
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Ironically, Saul’s son Jonathan was David’s best friend. “I don’t know if
you’ve noticed,” David said to Jonathan, “but your dad’s spears are hitting
pretty close. Can you help me?” Now, Jonathan knew that helping would
mean that David would probably become king. But then David might kill
Jonathan and all of Saul’s other relatives (as it was the practice of new kings
to kill the previous king’s entire family).
“If you promise not to kill me or my descendants when you become
king,” Jonathan vowed, “I will do all I can to prevent my dad from hitting
his mark.” So they struck a covenant.
Not long after that, both Saul and Jonathan perished in a battle with
the Philistines. David took the throne, and Saul’s family, fearing death,
fled Jerusalem. Among them was Jonathan’s five-year-old son. In the rush
to evacuate, the boy’s nurse dropped him, and he lost the use of both his
feet. Maybe a horse trampled him; we don’t know. But the nurse grabbed
him and smuggled him into the desert to live in exile, 20 miles away.
In this account the boy is unnamed, but I Chronicles 8 refers to him as
Meribaal, “the God who fights against me.” My guess is that his nurse gave
him the name after their escape, and it is easy to see why. First, his father
and grandfather were killed. Second, since no one knew about David’s
covenant with Jonathan, the nurse must have believed he was in constant
danger of assassination. Finally, he was crippled, and in that day to be
crippled was a sign that God had cursed you. So she called him Meribaal.
Think about it. One day this kid is the pampered grandson of a king
living in a royal palace, and the next day he is a crippled orphan from a
dishonored family living in self-imposed exile in the desert. His only hope
is to survive and pray that no one learns of his existence. And if he should
forget he is cursed of God, he has his name to remind him. How would
you like to be in his shoes?
Perhaps you are in his shoes. Perhaps you are experiencing the same
pain that permeated Meribaal’s life—the pain of shame.
The pain of shame
he pain of shame comes when you believe that something in life
has damaged you, perhaps permanently and beyond repair. Maybe
you were abused, ridiculed, or neglected as a child. Maybe your family
hides some dark secret, or you have been involved in some activity you
deem subhuman. Whatever the cause, you see yourself as defective and
worthless, and every day for you is a “walk of shame.”
The pain of shame forces you to fear being exposed for who you really
are. Thus you do one of two things: you work desperately to be perfect, to
be above scrutiny, or you withdraw from life and don’t even try to measure
up. You are so convinced of your worthlessness that your achievements
seem like dust. Even God must have given up on you; indeed he might
even be working against you. Survival is your best hope. The pain of shame
is the same, whether you are Meribaal sitting in a desert 3,000 years ago,
or a pastor sitting at your kitchen table [today]….
Meanwhile, back in Jerusalem….
12 steps
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David intends to
do for Meribaal, to
totally remove his
shame.

Fifteen years have passed. Meribaal is still living in the desert, and
David is still king. David is marveling at God’s blessings; David’s kingdom
has expanded greatly and he has become quite wealthy. “God, you have
been so good to me,” he says. “Is there anyone to whom I can show favor
as a way of demonstrating my gratitude?” Suddenly, David remembers
his covenant with Jonathan. Summoning his servant, he inquires, “Does
anyone remain from the household of Jonathan?”
“Yes,” the servant replies. “Jonathan’s son lives in the desert.” At once
David dispatches a battalion to bring back the young man.
Can you imagine what goes through Meribaal’s mind as he watches
this battalion approach? For fifteen years he sat at his window, spying no
one in the desert except an occasional lost traveler. And that’s just how he
wanted it. Sure, he was lonely, but at least he was safe.
Now he sees a vast cloud of dust rolling across the sand. This is no lost
traveler. His heart beats a little faster. Can this be what I have dreaded all
these years? he wonders. Soon he can see the manned horses, and then the
royal colors draped down their sides. His heart races. Someone pounds on
the door. “Is this the house of Meribaal?”
Screwing up his courage, he answers, “Yes.”
“We have come to bring you to the king,” he hears. “The king would
be honored to meet with you.”
“Yeah, right,” he tells himself. “This is just a ruse to lure me away, only
to be made a laughingstock and to be tortured to death before the people.”
But what could he do? He’s been found. Reluctantly, he consents to go
with them.
With his stomach in knots and his heart in his throat, Meribaal spends
the dusty trip back to Jerusalem crafting his plea for mercy. When finally
he is brought before David, he throws himself at the king’s feet. But David
smiles at him, and with a twinkle in his eye calls him Mephibosheth. David
is about to change Meribaal’s life, and begins by changing his name.
Mephibosheth means “He who scatters my shame.” But the Hebrew
actually communicates a separating or shattering, as when an axe splinters
a block of wood. It implies the total removal of something. And this
is exactly what David intends to do for Meribaal, to totally remove his
shame.
Five encouraging words
sn’t that how it is with God? We fear his condemnation when he longs
only to show us his kindness. David proceeds to encourage Meribaal on
five fronts (II Samuel 9:7-10) that serve to scatter his shame. And through
David’s words, God speaks to us as well.
1. “Do not be afraid!” Meribaal is more than afraid; he is terrified! After
15 years in hiding, he is suddenly exposed. What’s next, he wonders. Do
you fear exposure? Maybe you are thinking, If people knew what I’m really
like, they would not want to associate with me. But God says, “Do not be
afraid.” When he scatters your shame he accepts you unconditionally—
regardless of your past.

I
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2. “I will surely show you kindness.” Kindness was the last thing
Meribaal expected as he rode across that desert. More likely, he was
imagining what manner of humiliation or execution he might be facing.
What about you? Are you so convinced of your unworthiness that you
focus on the bad things that might happen, rather than on how God wants
to bless you? David’s kindness was based on his covenant with Jonathan,
not on Meribaal’s worthiness. Likewise, God’s kindness is based on how
good he is, not on how good you are. When God scatters your shame, he
demonstrates his goodness.
3. “I will restore to you all the land that belonged to your grandfather
Saul.” Meribaal had assumed his inheritance was gone forever. Have
you made similar assumptions? Have you committed such seemingly
permanent and unforgivable mistakes that you think, There’s no way I
can ever live a life of blessing? If so, you are believing a lie. David restored
Meribaal’s inheritance, and God wants to restore yours as well. And he will
spare no expense in reconstructing those damaged or destroyed parts of
your life. When God scatters your shame, he restores your loss.
4. “You will always eat at my table.” The king’s table was reserved
for the royal family and the heads of state. Meribaal could not imagine
such honor. But David wanted everyone to understand that Meribaal’s
heritage and his crippled legs had no bearing on his worth. It was as if
to say, “Meribaal sits at my table because he is honored in my sight and
he is my friend, now and always.” God welcomes you into his presence
forever. When God scatters your shame, he honors you by relating to you
personally.
5. Finally, David promises to grant Meribaal all the servants of King
Saul. Meribaal now had not only land, but also the resources to work the
land. What’s the catch? Meribaal must have thought. How about you? Are
you tempted to think, They will accept me only if I live up to their standards?
But David’s was a no-strings-attached offer, and so too is God’s. When
God scatters your shame, there are no strings attached.
Who is like God?
ltimately, Meribaal, now Mephibosheth, received David’s kindness
and took his place at the king’s table. And soon he married and had
a son, naming him “Mica” or “Who is like God?”
Who is like God? Who but God can restore a crippled, orphaned enemy
of the state to a place of honor? Who but God can forgive you and me
of all our past sin, failure, and shame, and welcome us into a relationship
with him?
Meribaal’s story seemed destined to end in shame and defeat in a barren
desert. But God rewrote the ending to Meribaal’s story. He can rewrite
yours as well. The prophet Isaiah said that God “longs to be gracious to
you” (Isaiah 30:18). In other words, God is waiting for you to receive his
kindness. Don’t walk away. Accept it and take your place at his table; let
him scatter your shame.
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After farming poorly for seven years,
Remy Diederich returned to ministry
as an associate pastor for seven years.
In 2003, he started Cedarbrook
Church in Menomonie, Wisconsin
where “experiencing life change” is
one of five core values. In addition to
pastoring, Remy has been the spirituality consultant for the last ten years at
Arbor Place Treatment Center, where
he teaches recovering addicts on issues
of shame/self-worth and anger/forgiveness. Remy’s new audio book, titled
Healing the Hurts of Your Past, is
available as an e-book at
www.lifechangeseminars.net. Contact
him at remy@lifechangeseminars.net.

Dr. Bob’s Kids
A Review of
Children of the Healer
by Bob Smith and Sue Smith,
as Told to P. Christine Brewer

by Heidi Weston

Y

ou’ve probably never heard
of Sue Smith or her brother
Robert. Sue was born in 1918 to
a broken family, was institutionalized for two years and was later
adopted as Robert’s sister, when
both children were five years old.
They grew up in a well-kept house
in the working-class suburbs of
Akron, Ohio, a neighborhood
where the local kids would gather
in the street with their fathers and
play ball. Their mother was a kind,
intelligent woman who busied herself with crafts and home-bound
artistic pursuits and enjoyed listening to political debates and opera
on the family radio. Their father
was a respected, charismatic doctor, a specialist, who kept up on
the new slang and was able to engage in friendly conversation with
just about anyone, anywhere.
Their lives were, on most levels,
calm and situated. Yet, somehow,
in 1935, a man shimmied down
a drainpipe at their family home
and chased after Sue and Robert’s
mother with a butchers knife. This
isn’t the story of a famous American crime or mystery; it’s the story
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of the children of Dr. Bob Smith,
co-founder of AA, and that’s just
the beginning.
Children of the Healer: The Story
of Dr. Bob’s Kids is autobiographical but was told to a third person,
Christine Brewer, who has obviously done her best to preserve
the language and dialect of both
storytellers, which is a big part of
the book’s charm. Nearing the end
of Sue’s story, I found myself surprised at how disappointed I was
to reach the end, feeling as though
I was parting with a rather endearing acquaintance. Ms. Brewer has
facilitated this feeling by including much of Sue and Robert’s own
wording, side-statements and colloquialisms. When Sue Smith hits
her stride, she tells a great story. A
lot would have been lost if Christine Brewer had edited their wording more than she did.
As the children of Dr. Bob
Smith, both Sue and Robert
(nicknamed Smitty) were frontrow witnesses to the hijinks of early AA. The story of the man with
the butchers knife was the end of
Dr. Bob and Bill’s first attempt at

sponsoring. The man was named
Eddie R., and he and his family
had been invited into the Smith
home in order to work out a program for him. Sue could recall being displaced from her bedroom
while Eddie settled in and tried
to sober up. His attempt obviously failed miserably. The knife
incident was the result of a single
tuna fish sandwich, made by Sue’s
mother, Anne Smith, and given
to Eddie R. who had a terrible allergy to tuna. The story illustrates
the slapped-together beginnings
of AA and the havoc it wreaked
on the Smith household.
Smitty touches on how early AA
was really uncertain, a grassroots
group, consisting of his parents
and Bill Wilson, that just sort of
took over his household. In one
piece he describes it:
Nobody ever explained anything to
us kids. I guess nothing was happening at first. Alcoholics Anonymous
was just a gradual build-up from
absolutely nothing. That’s what it
started from—nothing. I think,
through the guidance of a loving
God, somehow the two of them [Dr.
Bob and Bill] were able to put together a program. (p. 124)
Sue also talks about how, in the
beginning, neither Bill Wilson
nor Dr. Bob had any idea what
AA should consist of:
That’s how the tomatoes, sauerkraut,
and Karo syrup cure came to be.
Bill thought sauerkraut cured everything. Anyone who came into AA at
our house got slapped into bed and
dosed with that stuff. Like Smitty

said, those early ones had a rugged
time. (p. 43)
Sue and Smitty’s stories are useful to anyone who would like a
more candid perspective on early
AA. But the book isn’t all amusing stories about the escapades
of AA’s forefathers. It’s also a sobering look into Dr. Bob’s drunk
years, when he needed to have a
beer in the morning just to keep
his hands from shaking during his
afternoon surgery.
Before AA, though their household was usually respectable and
financially stable, there was never
a lack of dysfunction in Sue and
Smitty’s lives, greatly due to their
father’s uncontrolled drinking.
Sue explains:
You could see mother was getting despondent and was losing her friends.
They weren’t coming over anymore.
They didn’t want to get in that mess.
But to me it wasn’t really a mess because he was upstairs, and he wasn’t
bothering anybody. He wasn’t a
drunk that stuck his tongue out at
the neighbors and called them names
and used foul language or things like
that. He didn’t do that kind of stuff.
He just was not bringing the money
home. And there was the worry of
not knowing where he was, when he
was going to come home, if he was
going to come home, and that type
of thing. (p. 27)
Though Dr. Bob did have a dramatic conversion experience in
his later years, reading Sue and
Smitty’s story proves that much of
the damage of Bob’s drinking was
not undone by his later sobriety.
The family dysfunction eventu16 steps

ally led to an almost complete estrangement between Sue and her
kin. Everyone just seemed incapable of keeping ties together, and
the family drifted apart. Tragedy
struck Sue in later life when her
daughter Bonna, perhaps suffering
from addiction or bipolar disorder, committed suicide after turning the gun on her own daughter.
Sue’s telling of her daughter and
grand-daughter’s deaths is painful,
questioning, and it reveals a great
deal of her own stubborn will to
survive in spite of heartbreak.
Children of the Healer: The Story
of Dr. Bob’s Kids often cuts short
Sue and Smitty’s interesting stories
if they don’t have some relation to
Dr. Bob or the AA movement,
and this proves to be a disappointment. There are a few key places
in the book where this is most noticeable. In one, we discover that
Sue was working at Kent State in
1970 and was on campus the day
the national guard opened fire
on the students and killed four
of them. This fact is so briefly
mentioned that you might not
even notice it if you’re not reading carefully. Also, Smitty spends
a great part of his formative years
in the military and is pushed into
an extended service when World
War II erupts. But his experiences
overseas are barely mentioned,
and we’re left wondering why this
is so. Is Dr. Bob so much more
interesting that we must overlook
most of Smitty’s early years for the
sake of Dr. Bob’s story?
Children of the Healer is a good
book for what it is: an unscholarly account of the lives of a set
of people in relation to a historical
figure. If you’re not an AA history

buff, you might not find this book
of interest. And if you’re more interested in an academic approach
to AA history, this also might not
be for you, because of its lack of
complexity and intellectual rigor.
In the end, the book reads more
like a proposal to restore Dr. Bob
from obscurity to his deserved,
equal position of prominence beside Bill Wilson. Both Sue and
Smitty have a right to this task, by
all means, but it can still leave the
reader feeling almost lectured at
and disinterested.
Healer is an easy read with some
real moments of insight into Dr.
Bob, AA history, and what it was
like growing up in the heart of the
movement. Yet, Sue and Smitty’s
desire to tell the real story of Dr.
Bob’s involvement in AA’s beginnings can feel like a frustrated,
one-sided argument. There are
moments when the text seems hostile toward some unspoken source
that may disagree with it. This
leaves the uninformed reader feeling thrown off and uncomfortable
with the book and wishing it was
less focused on AA and more focused on the children themselves.
In any case, Sue and Smitty’s discontentment is palpable and tells
a story of it’s own: It’s not easy being the children of a healer.
Children of the Healer: The Story
of Dr. Bob’s Kids, Bob Smith and
Sue Smith, as told to P. Christine
Brewer (Hazelden, 1994).

What’s Done Is Done:
A Theology of the Cross
for People in Recovery
by James Ryan

C

hrist’s Passion, his death on
the cross, is an indispensable
element of the Christian faith.
Doctrines that champion the life
of Jesus but fail to affirm the significance of his crucifixion lack
the depth and relevance of those
that do. A Christ who lives and
rises from the dead is a very good
Christ indeed. But a Christ who
lives, rises from the dead and suffers is a Christ to whom we can
relate. God’s son hurts like we
hurt. He knows what it means to
be human.
As important as Christ’s death is
to the Christian faith, the meaning of that event is something that
has been debated for nearly two
thousand years. The ideas about
Jesus’ death are too many to list
here, and the arguments too complicated to explore in full. However, the general consensus is that, as
tragic as his death was, something
really good happened when Jesus
died.
Strange as it may be, the idea
that Christ’s death is a blessing is
something on which practically
all Christians can agree. Jesus died
and we are glad. For if he had not
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died, our souls would somehow
be poorer for it.
The goodness of Christ’s
death—the gift of the Passion—is
the beating heart of the Christian faith, and it is not too much
of a stretch to say that any doctrine that calls Christ’s death a
bad thing has placed itself outside
Christianity.
If that is so, why do so many of
us Christians feel bad about Jesus’
death?
Yes, we celebrate Easter. Yes, we
sing songs of gratitude for Jesus’
sacrifice. But something deep inside us says: It’s our fault he suffered like that. We should be
ashamed.
Most of us have heard (or delivered) far too many sermons
that reinforce this idea. Preaching
about the cross often works hard
to convince us that each and every sin we commit adds another
weight on Jesus’ shoulders as he
hangs there, dying from what
we’ve done. Christ’s pain is held
up as a demonstration of what
our behavior feels like to God.
Such preaching tells us that God
agonizes over our behavior, and is

even outright disgusted with us.
Sometimes Christ is held up as
an example of the kind of sacrifice
we are supposed to be making in
our own lives. Christ gave himself
up completely to the point of unimaginable suffering, and we are
expected to do the same. Even
in cases of extreme abuse, we are
simply expected to bear our cross
as Christ did and keep quiet.
Other times, we use the Passion
to make ourselves and others feel
guilty for having less-than-pleasant emotions. If we were really
grateful for what God did for us,
we reason, we wouldn’t feel so
sorry for ourselves, get angry, or
grieve.
Beneath these ideas lurks the
belief that we have to earn the
gift of the cross. Though it may
not always be spoken aloud, the
assumption is that the “goodness”
of Jesus’ death is not a freebie—
we have to do something, or think
something, or feel a certain way in
order to receive Christ’s blessing.
By this logic, our very souls are at
risk if we don’t behave properly,
and rather than offering his death
as a gift, Christ died simply to remind us of our obligations to a
stern and unforgiving God.
In this way, even though we
claim to believe that Christ’s
death is Good News, we live, act,
and even preach the opposite. In
doing so, we flirt with heresy. As
we have said, doctrines that call
Christ’s death a bad thing place
themselves outside the bounds of
the Christian faith. In order for
Christianity to present a consistent and coherent message of
Continued on back cover
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For Caussade the central goal
of the spiritual life is interior
peace. The ultimately hopeless
quest to avoid imperfection is a
distraction, a dead end. Listen to
the advice he gives about how to
respond when we notice that our
defects of character are causing
problems: “If we find ourselves
getting impatient, we must bear
our impatience patiently, if we
lose our tranquillity, we must bear
the loss with tranquillity, if we get
angry, we must not get angry with
ourselves for being angry, if we are
not content, we must be content
not to be content.” Notice the
absence of judgmentalism, the
priority given to inner serenity. To
this I would add only a reminder
that when it comes to our
defects of character it is critically
important to decide whose job
it is to fix them. If it is our job,
then we will do it obsessively, get
tired and probably give up. But
if it is God’s job, then an entirely
different reality is possible. May
God grant you the serenity you
need this day.
For more on Caussade see Ways of Imperfection:
An Exploration of Christian Spirituality by Simon
Tugwell (Templegate, 1985). You can read Wesley’s
A Plain Account of Christian Perfection here: http://
gbgm-umc.org/Umhistory/Wesley/perfect.html

Continued from page 16
grace to the world, we Christians are going to have to stop abusing
the cross.
By definition, gifts are free. If there are any strings attached, it
is not a gift. Jesus just died for us. We didn’t earn anything. God
simply loves us no matter what.
Strange as it may seem, God’s unconditional love for us makes
most of us terribly uncomfortable. So unbearable is the simple
fact of God’s love for us that we rush to place as many conditions
on it as we can. We prefer to have a system—any system—by
which we can earn God’s affection. Unfortunately, the sad truth
is that we would vastly prefer to earn our salvation rather than
receive it, because earning places us in control.
But by rushing around “earning” God’s love, we trample all over
the gift of Christ’s death. How would a father react if his daughter
refused to allow him to give her any gifts? Or if every time he gave
her something, she said, “No thanks, Dad. I’ll work hard to earn
the money, and then I’ll buy it from you”? He might be proud of
her work ethic at first, but after years of such behavior, he would
notice that his daughter is intentionally placing a barrier between
them. She is shielding herself from his love by purchasing what he
offers for free. If she lives her whole life this way, she will never
have the opportunity to simply sit down with her father and let
him give her a gift. She’ll deny her father one of the most basic
pleasures of parenthood, for a father’s joy is unsurpassed when his
daughter allows him to provide for her.
The real cross we have to bear in this life is not the pain that
comes from trying hard to please God, but the slow killing of
our own efforts to become spiritually self-reliant. It hurts to give
up control and let God be God, but as Christians that is exactly
what we are called to do. Whatever our exact views of the Passion
are, the work of the cross is already done. Christ’s death is a gift.
All that is required of us is to stop doing God’s job and to receive
God’s love.
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Want to help the church become
a healing place for people in recovery?
The School of Theology at Fuller Theological Seminary offers a Master of Arts in
Recovery Ministry, an M.Div. with a Specialization in Recovery Ministry and a
Certificate Program in Recovery Ministry. We are committed to training leaders
for the Christian community who understand the profound importance of addiction, abuse and trauma for all aspects of Christian life and ministry. If you are
looking for postgraduate training that is serious about being part of the solution,
we invite you to consider the Fuller Institute for Recovery Ministry.

