
                             
 
 

   
 

Perhaps you’ve heard the story of Christian Picciolini. Christian was a hurting and lonely 14-year-old kid 
standing in an alley smoking a joint when a man twice his age approached him and said, “That’s what the 
communists and the Jews want you to do to keep you docile.” Christian didn’t understand a word of what the 
man said, but it was the first time someone had shown him what he perceived to be respect. Christian was the 
child of Italian immigrants who worked 16 hours a day to get by in their new country.  The story Christian 
told himself about his absent parents was that he was so worthless that even his own parents didn’t want to 
spend any time with him. With that story playing in his head, you can see how he would be susceptible to this 
adult giving him attention. Unfortunately, that man was the first leader of the neo-Nazi skinheads and he led 
Christian into a life of hate. 
 
Years later, Christian left the neo-Nazis and was reckoning with his own soul. He was so deep in shame about 
the hate and violence he had spread, he hoped each night that he wouldn’t wake up the next morning. He was 
doing absolutely nothing with his life but sitting isolated in the shame of his past life. During that time, a 
friend came to him and said, “I don’t want you to die.” His friend convinced him to apply for a job installing 
computers for IBM and he got it. 
 
Christian was certain that his first day of work would be his last, because his first assignment was to install the 
computers at his old high school, where he had been kicked out twice. This was his fifth high school and he 
had gotten in a fist fight with a black student twice in one day. The second time, he was detained by a security 
guard named Mr. Holmes. Mr. Holmes was black, and Christian was defiant and using vile, racist language. 
Eventually Mr. Holmes had to escort him out in handcuffs. 
 
So here he was, back at this high school. He was terrified of being recognized. He walked the halls quickly, 
covered in a shroud of shame. Sure enough, Mr. Holmes, that security guard he had struggled with, walked 
right past him in the hallways of Eisenhower High School. Mr. Holmes didn’t recognize him and kept going, 
but for some reason Christian felt he needed to go find Mr. Holmes. He found him and when Mr. Holmes 
recognized him, he jumped back in fear. Christian said “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry…” and they talked for a while. 
Mr. Holmes reached out his hand, this time not to place Christian in handcuffs, but to forgive. Christian 
reached back. They shook hands and hugged. 
 
But Mr. Holmes did not stop at offering love; he also told Christian to take some responsibility. He told 
Christian to tell his story so that it could help others. Christian has now started a group called “Life After 
Hate,” for others leaving white supremacy. He’s written a book about his change of heart and shared his story 
on internet and radio. 
 
Christian Picciolini says that the reason people get into hate groups like this is not ideology. It’s a search for 
belonging. No one grows up wanting to be a racist; they grow up wanting to belong.  
 
Brene Brown is a shame researcher and in an interview, she talked about white supremacists and our desire to 
shame them out of what they’re doing. She said, “let me tell you, if they weren’t ass high in shame already, 



   
 

they wouldn’t be marching around spewing hatred. Is it my job to heal them and take care of them? No. But 
I’m not going to contribute to it. I’m not going to say, ‘look they’re on fire, let me throw some gasoline on it.’”  
Brene Brown’s research says that the result of adding shame onto an angry, violent person is an intensification 
of their anger and violence. Brown says, “Shame begets shame in the same way violence begets violence,” and 
that “shame never drives positive behavior.”  
 
So what are we supposed to do, coddle Nazis? Not gonna’ happen. Allowing injustice to continue is a sin. I 
know you and I are not going to be part of that. But if I know that promoting shame is one way to allow hate 
and violence to continue, I want to know my other options.  
 
There are some things that reduce shame. They are empathy and responsibility. It’s not easy. As Brene Brown 
says, it’s not your responsibility to do this for everyone. My hope is that in the case of white supremacists it 
would fall to fellow white folks and not to those they hurt, like in the case of Mr. Holmes. It’s not your job to 
show everyone empathy and hold them responsible, but it may fall to you for someone. And it may fall on 
someone else to do this for you when you are acting terribly out of shame. It’s messy and complicated, but it 
can work. 
 
Mr. Holmes’ telling this reformed man to go and tell his story so that he can work to repair some of the 
damage he did might actually be rebuilding a corner of our society. Had Mr. Holmes said what I would like to 
say, “Shame on you and no thanks for your worthless apology,” that wouldn’t have had the same result. When 
I say stuff like that, it’s an emotional release; but unfortunately, it fuels the fire of hate and violence. 
 
You are responsible says, “You made a mistake, and no one is pretending you didn’t, but you are loved and 
there is still worth within you. Now do what you can to repair the damage.” Shame on you says, “You are a 
mistake. You are not enough. You never will be.” Jungians describe shame as the swampland of the soul. We 
will all enter that swampland from time to time. And that’s okay. 
 
I grew up in Florida, so I can tell you, if you find yourself in a swamp, there are interesting things to see: 
alligators and huge mosquitos and cool root structures and snakes. You might take a quick look around and 
see if there’s anything you can learn while you’re there. But here’s the deal: there are a lot of things in that 
swamp that will eat you if you stick around. Alligators are not fond of being disturbed, neither are snakes, and 
mosquitos the size of parakeets are literally out for your blood. So, when you find yourself there in the swamp 
of shame, feeling that you are not enough and that you are a mistake, get on out of there as fast as you can!  
 
Think for a moment about what shame feels like to you. I bet you can go back to that place and feel that warm 
wash of shame come over you. Maybe your stomach turns, maybe you flush, maybe you curl into yourself. 
 
In our faith, when we think of shame, we can’t help but go back to the garden of Eden. Adam and Eve see God 
in the garden and suddenly they feel that wash of shame, realizing that they are naked. They hide themselves 
with fig leaves. God says to them, “Who told you you were naked?” Nakedness is a symbol of shame. Note that 
I didn’t say nakedness is shameful, but that it is a biblical symbol of shame. 
 
Previously in the bliss of ignorance, before eating from the tree of knowledge, Adam and Eve had never felt 
shame. Now that they have the knowledge of good and evil, shame will be a reality for them and they will have 
to navigate that swampland from time to time. The problem is, there’s no way out of the swamp of shame that 
doesn’t involve responsibility. Without being held accountable for their actions, they will live miserably in 



   
 

shame forever and God just won’t allow that. Responsibility is part of healing shame; it’s part of how we 
navigate our way out of the swampland. 
 
Today, we heard another story of nakedness. Again, God is seen. This time, the risen Christ is on the shore. 
And standing in his boat, Simon Peter realizes he’s naked before God! I think this is a symbol for that wash of 
shame he felt come over him. He feels the weight of what he’s done; he’s the man who gave up everything he 
ever believed in the minute he got scared. The man who swore he would never do anything to hurt Jesus and 
promptly denied ever knowing Jesus three times in a row when things got heated. He’s the man who spent 
years learning how to live in the non-violent way of Jesus, but quickly drew a sword and chopped off the 
priest’s servant’s ear when things got stressful. Simon Peter did some terrible things. 
 
Realizing he’s naked in the boat, he throws on a coat and jumps in the water to get to Jesus as fast as he can. 
This is a stupid thing to do and it’s especially ridiculous when the boat is 100 yards from the shore and headed 
in anyway. This is a desperate man. He’s desperate to hear that he still has worth in Jesus’ eyes, that he can still 
repair their relationship. 
 
Of course, Jesus doesn’t say shame on you for what you did to me. But he also doesn’t coddle Peter. He doesn’t 
let him off the hook. Because Jesus mirrors those three times Peter denied even knowing him when Jesus 
needed him most. Three times Simon Peter denied Jesus, and three times Jesus says, “Simon do you love me?” 
Simon Peter knows what these three times are about. I can tell that when he feels sadness that third time. And 
each time he answers yes, Jesus tells him that he has a responsibility. Simon, son of John do you love me? Lord, 
you know I love you. 1. Feed my lambs. Simon, son of John, do you love me? Lord you know I love you. 2. Care 
for my sheep. Simon, son of John, do you love me? Lord you know I love you! 3. Feed my sheep. 
 
Remember that the arms that struggled against Mr. Holmes the security guard later embraced him. Christian 
is now working to take responsibility for his actions and no longer goes to sleep at night hoping he won’t wake 
up the next morning. The reality of his mistakes has not changed, but his understanding of his responsibility 
has and the world is better for it. 
 
Remember also that the lips that denied Jesus three times, said “I love you, Jesus” three times. The next time 
we see Peter in the Biblical narrative, he is caring for the sheep: taking a leadership role among the apostles 
and he stands up to preach, saying “Change your hearts and lives. Each of you must be baptized in the name of 
Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins.” (That sounds to me like you have made mistakes, but you are not 
your mistakes). “Then you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit” (the Holy Spirit is where we get the strength 
to repair the world; that sounds to me like you have a responsibility and you have the gifts you need to do 
your part.) Then he says, “This promise is for you, your children, and for all who are far away.” 
 
If you are in a faraway swampland of shame, this promise is for you. Know that yes, you have made mistakes, 
but friend, you are not a mistake. Learn what you can from the swamp and hurry out. Because you are loved, 
and you are responsible for doing something to repair our world. Don’t let shame hold you back. The promise 
of forgiveness in the outstretched arms of Jesus and the empowerment from the Holy Spirit to repair the world 
is indeed promised to you. Amen. 
 


