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Abstract 

The dissertation explores dynamics of spiritual transformation through 

the practice of discipleship and pastoral care.  Intersecting multi-disciplinary 

sources of theology, psychology, and neuroscience. The work proposes, tests, 

and records observations in developing a practice to lead people into 

transformation through relationship with God and within their faith community. 

I find that the process of transformation is a holistic process of cultivating 

mind, heart, and body, which form a holistic faith. The Trinitarian doctrine of 

perichoresis helps us see the potential of transformation with loving community. 

I also discover the enemy of such transformation is shame.  I define shame and 

its effects of disconnection with God and community. A workshop was 

developed to engage leaders within a context of community with these findings. 

The results in the form of pastoral encounters are recorded.  

The work provides leaders with theology, practices, and case studies to 

facilitate spiritual transformation with a focus on engaging individual’s heart 

and story. Working with a diaspora urban faith community, I wonder if its 

application would benefit other contexts of culture, church, or ministry. 

Overall, the work has helped me discover how to disrupt the effects of 

shame and lead others into healthier relationship with God and with their 

community of faith.  My hope is that this work would equip leaders to make 

disciples and build community that reflects the love of God for the world.   
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

My Lifelong Context 

I have great despair over the cities I have called home and love. My urban 

contexts are always alive. People are teeming, walking about from one 

convenience, one excitement, one delicacy to the next. Everything must be 

memorable, and the mundane feels like a sin. Rest is not a part of the formula 

until exhaustion and sickness take over. No one wants to miss out. And out of 

this experience, though a million are all around, we realize we are alone. We 

know the one who smiles is not from around here. We may greet a hundred 

people in a day, but few ever make deliberate eye contact. We try to share in the 

'goodness' of life but hide the pain of life and our neediness, not wanting to spoil 

the moment. It can be tremendously lonely eating a great meal with someone 

you love—desiring connection—but finding yourself texting your love though 

they are across the table. The thought that it is time to get out of this place and 

out of this busied life seems normal. But that wretched screen will not let us go 

no matter where we decide to end up. 

I have great hope over the cities I have called home and love. My urban 

contexts are always alive. Images of God are all around, and the fruits of God's 

goodness are everywhere. There is an invitation for our hearts to slow down, 

enjoy, savor, and give thanks. All things are extraordinary, even the mundane, 
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even the walk to the local store for bread. Life and sustenance are at our 

fingertips, a lavish garden without plants and trees—the potential opportunities 

teeming for connection and friendship. Whether we come from here or there or 

somewhere else, the city disciples us into wisdom; a treasure trove of knowledge, 

beauty, and experiences waiting to be discovered. The city welcomes us to 

explore ourselves and whispers, "Who are you?" The city waits restlessly for 

peace yet serves as a refuge for those wanting to start a new life. The city 

whispers, "Wait and see" of how much greater God's city will be, unveiled and 

welcoming His people, wiping away tears, and entering the new never-ending 

promises of the good life.  

I cannot totally describe the tension between these two views of living in 

the city in words. The great cities I have called home come with both beauty and 

brokenness; a thin, dividing line is cast between the invitation to worship and 

idolatry. I have become alive to this reality, which has kept me curious in my role 

as a minister. There is always something to learn and discover. Why am I here? 

How am I to be? What am I called to become?  

My Ministry Experience: Past and Present 

In 2021, the year I am writing this paper, I serve a missionary, church 

planter, and pastor to an English-speaking urban Thai and Thai Chinese 
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community. My role and ministry humble me as I recognize how my past 

experiences have helped prepare me for the journey ahead. 

As I take account of almost twenty years of personal history, worshipping, 

and serving in urban Asian churches in both New York City and Bangkok, I have 

observed the stunting of spiritual maturation caused by experiences of shame. 

Shame comes from traumatic events and cultural systems that use this powerful 

emotion to motivate behavior or effectiveness. I see how shame causes one of the 

most significant challenges to spiritual growth and healthy connection in the 

community. 

There is a great need within the church for a robust process of discipleship 

that encompasses counseling and pastoral care to engage trauma and shame. 

Starting a new ministry or support group may not be an adequate approach. A 

cultural shift is needed, beginning with a personal experience of safety, curiosity, 

care, and transformation. As people experience transformational discipleship, 

members in the community engage shame individually and communally. What 

would a community of faith look like, sensitive to dynamics of the Gospel and 

the damage of shame, equipped to lead others in spiritual maturation? 

Looking back at 2020, what a year of disruption it has been to my personal 

life, my ministry, and to the world. It has been a year where I find myself in an 

elongated transition, rich in learning, discovery, and focus. I started the new year 

of 2020 with great hopes of planting a church through a historic mission church 
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planted by American missionaries in the late 1800s. The early days of this church 

found receptivity and bore fruit amongst a struggling immigrant community of 

Teochew Chinese, trying to survive in urban Bangkok. They have since grown to 

be the oldest surviving diaspora Chinese congregation globally and one of the 

largest multi-generational congregations in Thailand with many church plants, 

mission posts, and social justice ministries. This ministry continues to grow, but 

the pandemic has tested the roots and fiber of the church. 

The 2020 pandemic derailed our church planting strategies and plans but 

helped initiate critical conversations around the nature and mission of the 

church, bringing focus to discipleship and leadership development. These areas 

have always been my greatest passion and concern. I believe the church's health 

has always been rooted firstly in Christ and consequently in leaders who, 

regardless of their role, embody Christ in how they lead and develop others for 

God's mission and as well as in the life of the church. 

Unfortunately, after almost two decades of participation in teaching, 

discipleship, and church ministry as laity, missionary, and minister, in the urban 

context, I have rarely seen leadership and development processes that bear the 

fruit of persons who display and embody Christ-like character. Instead, I have 

seen leaders and members of churches trying harder to keep pace with the city. 

Some fail morally out of exhaustion and the pressures of ministry. Some become 

increasingly cynical, others feel spiritually dry, most have short-lived excitement 
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for Christ, and many end with the disappearance of faith. There is a worrying 

vacuum of intimacy and interest in Christ and of the new life the Lord has 

promised. And to be frank, it has been a personal struggle to see the Lord's 

character and promises manifest in my own life and ministry towards others.  

Growing as a disciple of Christ and a leader in the church has been an 

experience of hopelessness, exhaustion, confusion, judgmentalism, and 

dissatisfaction in others and myself. There is a leadership crisis, calling for 

change, calling for transformation. I have been given the gracious gift of 

becoming aware of this inner reality, causing me to identify and give voice to 

deep desires and questions surrounding discipleship and the dynamics of 

transformation.  

As I reflect on the life of Christ, enduring the Cross but resurrecting from 

the dead, I believe faith allows people to return to a relationship with our 

Creator. The believer is given new life and new hope and begins to see the 

radical contrast of darkness and light, evil and good, death and life, hopelessness 

and hopefulness, isolation and connectedness, suffering and comfort. All these 

things point us to the nature of discipleship itself.  

Discipleship is the process of following Christ to become more like Him in 

His character, way of life, and relationship with God and others. The focus is 

none other than a radical transformation of individuals and communities, where 

engagement occurs in the deepest part of their being. The goal is the 
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transformation of worldview, values, hopes, dreams, and how we engage the 

world around us. The following is research that endeavors to discover the details 

of such an intentional and transformative process. 

How has the concept of transformation been approached? Chapter 2 

presents a review of literature that informs how I have come to understand 

transformation. Authors come from multiple disciplines and theological 

backgrounds, and they all ask: What is transformation? What causes 

transformation? How is it experienced personally and within a community? My 

inquiry is narrower and more specific, namely, how will transformation be 

experienced when the lives of urban Asian Christians encounter practices that 

recognize and minister to effects of shame in individuals and the community? It 

is these types of questions that have energized my research. 

After reflection on the literature reviewed, Chapter 3 attempts to 

formulate a definition of discipleship and transformation based on my own story 

of transformation and observations from ministry experience. I present a process 

to facilitate transformative discipleship based on Trinitarian theology, biblical 

anthropology, community, interpersonal neuroscience, and obstacles to 

transformation. 

Chapter 4 presents my findings based on events of pastoral care of 

participants who engaged the transformative discipleship process.  These 

experiences were spaces of great learning through applying needed care based 
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on the principles of chapter 3.  Chapter 5 concludes my findings and suggest 

areas that need further research. 

Initially, I believed that transformation was made possible by cognitive 

assent in the form of bible study, bible conferences, preaching, and even 

seminary education. These have been the discipleship processes I have 

experienced and have implemented in my ministry. It has its suitable place, but I 

humbly believe there needs to be a fundamental reimagining of how we practice 

and understand discipleship and its coinciding pathways. For me, the change has 

been a transition from a solely word-based cognitive approach to a much more 

holistic approach—one that intends to engage a person's entire being, not only 

the mind but also the heart and the body, and how relationships and community 

shape and transform a person.  

Researching and Understanding Transformative Discipleship 

The transformation I am referring to is not solely a shift of behavior or a 

change of the mind. Rather, it is much deeper and holistic. It is a spiritual 

transformation, a change that occurs in the unseen dimension of an individual. It 

is a change that engages the internal engine of one's being, the core that 

empowers and drives one's motivation, desires, perceptions, and, finally, 

behaviors or the external being.  
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What makes this endeavor unique is the application of selected 

multidisciplinary literature to the context of urban, cross-cultural Asian churches 

wrestling with the rapidly changing and globalizing society. How are disciples 

formed that will grow more and more like Christ and continue embodying the 

unique missional character of the church?  

Transformation begins only with disruption. Individual and communal 

transformation begins when timely disruption causes the recognition of root 

causes of dysfunction, which then initiates new pathways and processes for 

healing and restoration. My approach to studying transformation looked at 

literature from various disciplines from contemplative faith, neuroscience, 

evangelical theology, psychology, and spiritual formation practices. I desired to 

see areas of connection and integration to deepen perspectives on spiritual 

transformation and further clarify the obstacles.  

Shame is the primary obstacle. Shame is ubiquitous across the Asian 

church; this much is not much of a discovery. However, I have not come across 

any substantial focus or research that might help facilitate transformation in the 

church to expose and heal the damage of shame. My research project attempts to 

come alongside ministry leaders, both laity and clergy/pastors, to re-envision 

discipleship, allowing them to experience new practices and engage a deepening 

theology rooted in the Gospel. The experience enables individuals to process 

their narrative to identify shame, understand its influences, and equip 
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participants to engage in personal growth processes and engage others in the 

community. 

I am utilizing action and autoethnographic approaches to my research 

project by implementing a multi-week workshop experience that introduces 

participants to practices and concepts. The workshop served as a funnel, which 

led me to deeply engage shame by interacting with individuals who intentionally 

invited me into their narrative and desire for transformation. In turn, I reflect on 

these encounters and the disruption of shame, shedding light on perspectives of 

engaging people at deeper and more holistic levels. The hope is that these 

insights would create awareness and understanding around the deep need for a 

pastoral presence as disruption of shame to enable the process of transformative 

discipleship, making disciples of Christ, and developing leaders for God's 

mission and God's church. 

Unless otherwise noted, any scripture references are quoted from the 

Revised Standard Version (RSV) Bible translation. 
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Chapter 2. Exploring Transformation 

Our family moved from New York City to Bangkok in 2013 to minister as 

missionaries, focusing on discipleship. During these years, I studied in seminary 

and had the privilege to process my learning with feet on the ground, serving the 

church in a cross-cultural urban setting. It was rich and thought-provoking. My 

research and writing come out from the whirlwind of family, ministry, and 

study. 

The order of this literature review is a rough timeline of the actual 

readings over a two-year span. This was a journey of discovering the need to 

receive, transform, grow, and process both old faithful, or even unrecognized 

and embedded, paradigms and considering new, exciting, and difficult concepts. 

At other times, it served to affirm and name the felt experience, the struggle, the 

confusion of traversing the landscape between theory and reality, between 

dreams and limitations, between abundant life and broken life, transformation 

and deformation. 

In these readings and reflections, I desired to feel out and find contours of 

differing perspectives, leading me greater understanding and to a model of 

transformative discipleship. I hoped to discover and understand the concepts 

and processes of spiritual transformation each writer attempts to contribute to 
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the church. I desire to integrate these discoveries and introduce them to leaders 

who can facilitate transformation in their church or ministry context. 

I aim to seek understanding by taking a multidisciplinary approach. 

Considering theology, science, and spirituality, I strive to develop an integrated 

and embodied model of transformative discipleship that engages the mind, the 

heart, and the body. Through pastoral presence, a person is led to experience and 

begin a journey towards an ongoing transformation that leads them towards 

embodying our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ more fully for the sake of others.  

Contemplation 

In the beginning, there was silence. Into the Silent Land: A Guide to the 

Christian Practice of Contemplation by Martin Laird began my journey. It provided 

a perspective on the Christian journey, not one of acquisition of maturity but one 

of discovery and of returning, particularly to the foundation of growth and 

transformation—the triune God. He provides a means of entering communion 

with God that is accessible and new to Christians from a word-centered 

Protestant stream of Christianity. He describes the two primary practices of the 

book briefly, "There are two contemplative practices of fundamental importance 

in the Christian tradition: the practice of stillness (also called meditation, still 
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prayer, contemplative prayer, etc.) and the practice of watchfulness or 

awareness."1 

My personal Christian experience is of separation from God, caused by 

today's culture, which has discipled me to be a distract individual, making an 

experience of communion with God almost impossible. Laird recognizes this 

clearly and introduces the reader to the importance, more accurately, the 

necessity of contemplative silence. The writer explains that communion with 

God is not to be acquired, but rather, "The grace of salvation, the grace of 

Christian wholeness that flowers in silence, dispels this illusion of separation. For 

when the mind is brought to stillness, and all our strategies of acquisition have 

dropped, a deeper truth presents itself: we are and have always been one with 

God and we are all one in God (Jn 17:21)."2 He persuasively writes, inviting the 

reader to a deeper understanding and union with God by practicing silence and 

centering prayer. Though simple in concept, I found them challenging spiritual 

practices. Theologically, the notion of being one with God stirred suspicion 

considering our nature of sin. Could silence—just silence—be the practical 

  

1
 Martin Laird, Into the Silent Land: A Guide to the Christian Practice of Contemplation (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 2006), 4, Kindle. 
2
 Ibid., 16. 
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answer to the problem of separation from God? And so, I attempted to enter this 

practice. 

The difficulty was not the practice itself but how it captured me and 

caused me to face myself in a way I had never experienced before. Laird 

poignantly writes, "The specific focus of this book will be on the practical 

struggles many of us face when we try to be silent—the inner chaos going on in 

our heads, like some wild cocktail party of which we find ourselves the 

embarrassed host. Often, however, we are not even aware of how utterly 

dominating this inner noise is until we try to enter through the doorway of 

silence."3  

I realized how my inner world was so scattered and disoriented that 

simply being quiet, breathing, and allowing myself to be in God's presence was 

not a natural part of my life. It felt more like war. Yet gradually, God began to 

win these battles. I began to find a rest that came from being awake, aware, and 

at peace even amidst the flurry of responsibilities in ministry, family, and 

graduate studies. In the silence, I experienced a self-awareness or watchfulness 

that Laird explained as "a contemplative practice that awakens and refines the 

silent witness within each of us. It is free of all ego strategies that hold onto what 

we like or push away what we don't like. It is a grounding, vigilant receptivity. 

  

3
 Ibid., 4. 
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This witness, that which is aware of the afflictive emotion, that which is aware of 

clinging to it or fleeing from it, is itself free of the affliction, free of the clinging, 

free of the fleeing."4 

Something changed. My mind was no longer like Penn Station in New 

York City, with train cars running all around in different directions with 

screeches and whistles, a sensory overload of thoughts, conversations, plans, and 

emotions. In and through silence, I was ushered into an unexpected place filled 

with grace, care, and peace. I could look at myself with a bit more clarity, 

curiosity, and empathy. It was such a foreign experience; I began to wonder, Was 

this transformation? Why was this simple discipline of silence initiating such 

internal change, manifesting outwardly as patience and attentiveness towards 

others, and new ways of engaging the world around me? These questions led me 

to seek resources around how God created humanity with the potential to 

experience change. 

Interpersonal Neuroscience 

When trying to understand the transformation process from a missionary 

standpoint, I quickly realized the cross-cultural factors influenced and confused 

how to understand transformation. I wondered if my own experience of 

  

4
 Ibid., 100.  
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transformation was a culturally biased one or something that went beyond 

culture. I wanted to find how God created humanity with this curiosity, avoiding 

these complex and complicated factors. I saw this in science, or more specifically, 

neuroscience. 

To experience transformation is to engage the source of our very being. It 

is to engage and encounter the one who created us. In Dr. Curt Thompson's, 

Anatomy of the Soul: Surprising Connections between Neuroscience and Spiritual 

Practices That Can Transform Your Life and Relationships, we are introduced to the 

interface of interpersonal neurobiology nuanced around Christian faith and 

praxis. In describing interpersonal neurobiology, Thompson writes,  

The reality that the mind is ultimately a dynamic, mysterious confluence 
of the brain and experience, with many aspects of it deeply connected (or 
potentially so) in ways that often go unnoticed. The interactions within 
interpersonal relationships deeply shape and influence the development 
of the brain; likewise, the brain and its development shape and influence 
those very same relationships.5 

Notice the reciprocal dynamics of human interaction and the shaping of 

human beings informed by science. What one experiences is what one lives out 

towards others. Though perhaps oversimplified, this notion does help us see a 

possible dynamic of transformation by discovering how the brain functions 

  

5
 Curt Thompson, Anatomy of the Soul: Surprising Connections between Neuroscience and 

Spiritual Practices That Can Transform Your Life and Relationships (Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale House 
Publishers, 2010), 6, Kindle. 
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towards health and unhealth, transformation and deformation. How we 

approach and relate to one another has significant potential for positive and 

negative change, calling for oneself to consider and understand our past and 

ongoing formation through our relationships. Taking note of these dynamics 

calls for courage to engage our story and how it is presently unfolding.  

I have wrestled with being seminary-trained while relying on biology to 

see spiritual transformation in discipleship. Yet, I recognize my dualistic 

tendencies, disconnecting the body and the soul. I see how paradigms I engaged 

with were rooted in an over spiritualized or an over pragmatized understanding 

of discipleship. Did God actually create humans with an innate duality, or was 

humanity created as integrated beings, with of body and soul, and with personal 

and communal needs? Thompson writing in his article, A Body of Work,  

In the language of interpersonal neurobiology, the mind is understood as 
an embodied and relational process. As Christians, what this is hinting at 
is the fundamental reality of the Genesis account of creation: that God 
"formed the man out of the dust of the earth and breathed into his nostrils 
the breath of life and man became a living being." (Gen. 2:7). We are dirt, 
and we are breath; we are embodied, and we are spirited. Take either one 
away, and we stop being fully human. And what we are experiencing is 
the act of living disembodied lives.6 

Humans, then, are an integration of body and spirit, requiring the engagement of 

not just the mind but also the person's entire being, including history, 

  

6
 Curt Thompson, “A Body of Work,” last modified April 15, 2020, accessed October 31, 

2020, https://curtthompsonmd.com/a-body-of-work/. 
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worldview, values, and even trauma (refer to Chapter 3: Biblical Anthropology 

and Transformation). With insights from interpersonal neurobiology, we see that 

transformative discipleship processes are inter-relational, engaging the whole 

person individually and within communities. These processes are not solely 

behavioral management issues to be dealt. Rather, it goes much deeper, 

integrating components that form perception, identity, and belief. Understanding 

the root of an individual's formation within relationships is critical. 

Thompson points to the Trinitarian community that helps us see the 

connection of God, self, and relationships through attachment theory. The author 

elaborates in his work, Anatomy of the Soul,  

Healthy attachment, as we know, emerges from contingent 
communication, in which two individuals, through both their spoken 
dialogue and nonverbal cues, each affirm the other as they interact. This 
reflects the postulate that there is no such thing as an individual brain. In 
orthodox creedal life, followers of Jesus contend that God is a triune social 
being. There is a Father. There is a Son. There is a Spirit. Therefore, within 
the life of God there is no single "brain." Within the Godhead, God has 
made perfect sense of his life, if you will. His own communal life is one of 
contingent communication.7 

God created humanity out and from a context of divine, perfect 

community. Therefore, humans were formed and intended for healthy, life-

giving community and interconnectedness. Together, the Creator and the created 

  

7 
Thompson, Anatomy of the Soul, 139. 
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existed in a glorious and loving relationship, communicating, embracing, and 

knowing one another fully.  

I began seeing more clearly the need for sacred connectedness, which 

lacked emphasis in my life and ministry. Especially in urban contexts, the 

experience of community is fragmented, and the connectedness, as originally 

designed, has been substituted by devices that promise connectedness but fall 

short of true embodiment. Thompson observes, 

Our Western world has long emphasized knowledge—factual information 
and "proof"—over the process of being known by God and others. No 
wonder, then, that despite all our technological advancements and the 
proliferation of social media, we are more intra- and interpersonally 
isolated than ever. Yet it is only when we are known that we are 
positioned to become conduits of love. And it is love that transforms our 
minds, makes forgiveness possible, and weaves a community of disparate 
people into the tapestry of God's family.8 

This observation is not just a 'Western' reality; it is a global phenomenon. The 

rise of urban centers develops and cultivates experiences of disembodied, 

isolated disconnectedness, halting the very thing that cultivates growth and 

transformation. Yet, the roots of this dysfunction are not recent technological 

advances. The Creation account of Genesis shows us both the glory of 

  

8 
Ibid., 3.
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humanity's relationship with God, and the rapid spiral downward into shame 

and suffering. 

When we read the beginning of the Bible of God's glorious creation, we 

soon experience a disruptive and sinister turn into darkness and destruction. 

Adam and Eve commit the first sin against God. Persuaded by the lies of the 

serpent, our ancient ancestors commit utter treason, inexcusable disobedience, 

and they fell under the curse that has sent through history a tsunami of 

destruction affecting all of creation and humanity. This sin committed effected 

both the personal and communal life of civilization. To understand its effect, we 

look to the very first response of Adam and Eve to their sin against God. They 

saw their nakedness for the first time and hid. They tried to cover up their 

nakedness and began formulating previously unthinkable excuses to save 

themselves. Their connection and embrace towards God turned to argument, 

blame, and defense. What caused such relational deformation? Shame. 

Two texts that helped me peer into the problem of shame is The Cure: What 

if God Isn't Who You Think He Is And Neither Are You?, written by John Lynch, 

Bruce McNicol, and Bill Thrall and Dr. Kurt Thompson's Soul of Shame: Retelling 

the Stories We Believe About Ourselves. The first text reads like a spiritual allegory 

with contemplative commentary, diving into the lived experiences of how sin 

and shame ravage the life of a believer until it encounters the God of the Gospel 

of Grace. In the second text, Thompson's writing elaborates on the dynamics of 
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interpersonal neurobiology and the experience of shame, and the journey needed 

to reframe our stories in light of the Gospel. 

Evangelical Dysfunction 

At a leader's retreat, The Cure came with high recommendations. Even 

more, this text helped the facilitators lead missionaries by telling their stories. I 

was initially taken aback by the gut-wrenching vulnerability of the speakers and 

the invitation to peer behind the scenes of my own life and learn the motivating 

factors of my own behavior and dysfunctions. 

In The Cure, the authors offer a diagnosis of the conflicted life of a believer, 

one that is in constant turmoil between faithfulness and shamefulness. The root 

of these issues is explained as follows,  

Here is the lie, in two parts: We do not see God as He is, and we do not 
see ourselves as we are. We all believe the lie to some degree. Suddenly, 
the road we've been journeying along splits. Which path do we choose?... 
That's when I notice the tall pole with two arrows at the top pointing 
down each fork. What's written on them is even more confusing than the 
fork. One arrow, pointing left, reads Pleasing God. The one leading right 
reads Trusting God. You're kidding. I'm supposed to choose between 
these two?9 

The metaphorical journey begins with the main character's decision to choose 

between two roads, competing for perspectives on the journey of faith, where 

  

9
 John Lynch, Bruce McNicol, and Bill Thrall, The Cure: What If God Isn't Who You Think 

He Is and Neither Are You (San Clemente, CA: Crosssection, 2016), 2. 
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one is driven by shame and the other driven by trust. The first path drives us 

away and into hiding, and the second leads us gently to reliance and trust in 

God's character and salvation undeserved, fully, and unabashedly offered. 

Admittedly, like the main character, I, and perhaps many others, have 

often (re)committed my life to please God. Through this character, the authors 

provide an unspoken and shame-revealing perspective akin to entering a room 

titled "The Room of Good Intentions," where the dilemma ensues,  

Despite all my passionate sincerity, I keep sinning. Then I get fixated on 
trying not to sin. Then it all repeats: same sin, same thoughts, same failure.  

I spend more time alone now. It's hard to be in public very long before my 
mask starts to itch fiercely. I spend more time preparing to be with people 
than I spend actually being with people.10  

Notice the cycle of shame that begins. Notice the mask and hiding, the loneliness 

and the isolation caused by sin. We attempt to deal with this ancient curse from 

the garden. Notice the need to manage one's experience to avoid the significant 

risk of engaging others in a present and transparent manner that would lead us 

to offer a listening ear, a relationship, deeper understanding, or even an 

opportunity to share one another's story of shame.11  

  

10
 Ibid., 5-6. 

11
 I illustrate and explain the dynamics of shame in Chapter 3. The Enemy of 

Transformation proposes a way to recognize and approach the problem of shame. My experience 
of being in church contexts in Bangkok and researching shame has helped provide a lens to 
seeing the deeper problem. 
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The allegory of the mask is the fruit of deeper issues, the divided life. A 

life divided or a life that is unintegrated attempts to manage appearances and 

perceptions. It is a life of never-ending desire for approval and affirmation, yet 

never experiencing them deeply with thankful hearts. A louder voice accuses us 

of being a faker, receiving what we do not deserve. It whispers how awful and 

disingenuous we are wearing our beloved masks. We wonder why it is so hard 

to receive a compliment or why we would rather receive criticism, believing that 

criticism and receiving it is much more honorable, productive, or valuable. The 

authors address mask-wearing with these words, 

No one told me that when I wear a mask, only my mask receives love. We 
can gain admiration and respect from behind a mask. We can even 
intimidate. But as long as we're behind a mask, any mask, we will not be 
able to receive love. Then, in our desperation to be loved, we'll rush to 
fashion more masks, hoping the next will give us what we're longing for: 
to be known, accepted, trusted and loved.12 

Shame steals, strangles, and forces us to deny and deflect the love shown to us—

our very person—all the while encouraging and compelling us to love self-

loathing.  

Even more disturbing is how our mask-wearing influences others. As 

relational beings, our actions and motivations affect the dynamics of our 

relationships and how we experience our community. As I engage with the 

  

12
 Lynch, McNicol, and Thrall, The Cure, 19.  
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leaders in the community, I have experienced firsthand how mask-wearing 

motivated by shame causes significant dysfunction to those being led. The 

authors' comment on the effects of mask-wearing leaders, saying, 

When we influence wearing a mask, we convince others: They too must 
live a two-faced life. They too must present an idealized person. They too 
must hide what is true about them. New life in Christ doesn't really work. 
They will remain stuck in their unresolved life issues. It is better to be 
unknown than to risk rejection. Self-protection is their only hope.  

In the end, we're not just actors. We're also irrational directors of a badly 
over-stylized play, teaching those we love how to pose and masquerade, 
memorize fake lines, rehearse expressions, and produce false tears on 
command…  

…So, why do believers wear more masks than others? All masks are the 
product of pretending something in our lives is true, even if experience 
denies it. We may even be fueled by a sincere desire to make God look 
good by having our act together. He has no need for such help, but we 
think it's our duty. So, we hide our scars and pretend we're modeling to 
the world how well God treats His followers.13 

Reading this from The Cure exposed the unhealthy leadership I experienced and 

the unhealthy leadership that I modeled myself after. I had to accept that I was 

part of the problem and it propelled me further in my research to understand 

how shame functions.  

  

13
 Ibid., 27-28. 
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Shame and Interpersonal Neuroscience   

"I am not enough; There is something wrong with me; I am bad, or I don't 

matter."14 These are the words that, Dr. Curt Thompson suggests, come from 

shame, narrating our experiences, our relationships, and our stories. Short, 

powerful, and devastating are the voices that hold hostage our identity, our 

relationships, and our maturity. The author introduces The Soul of Shame, saying,  

The premise of this book, then, is that shame is not just a consequence of 
something our first parents did in the Garden of Eden. It is the emotional 
weapon that evil uses to (1) corrupt our relationships with God and each 
other, and (2) disintegrate any and all gifts of vocational vision and 
creativity… However, while this book holds shame to be within the 
context of a grand story, and so takes on its place and meaning, within 
that story's purpose lie the mechanics of how shame works. Familiarity 
with those mechanisms, through the lens of interpersonal neurobiology, 
though not substantiating shame's teleology, can open up ways for us to 
align ourselves with the purpose that God has for a world in which mercy 
and justice reign, a world teeming with goodness and beauty, and in 
which joy of true relationship is our destiny.15 

The book shares the authors' analysis of how people arrive at awakening 

to their experience of shame. Shame weaves its way into our lives—sometimes 

unrecognizably—until it manifests itself as mental or emotional disorders, 

addiction or judgmentalism. Yet, it can also reach a point where we realize we 

need help from the passive shame. Passive shame lives within us, interpreting 

  

14
 Curt Thompson, The Soul of Shame: Retelling the Stories We Believe About Ourselves 

(Downers Grove, Il: Intervarsity Press, 2015), 24, Kindle Edition. 

15
 Ibid., 13-14.  
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and influencing how we engage life and act as weapons to assault another. 

Thompson recognizes that shame is a tool of evil and evil desires to destroy our 

potential to live out God's purposes, God's mission, God's flourishing in our 

lives. Further describing shame, the author writes, 

In the same manner that God intends that our minds grow in maturity 
and connection, just as we do with each other, it is one of shame's primary 
features to disrupt and disintegrate that very process, functionally leading 
to either rigid or chaotic states of mind and behavior, lived out intra- and 
interpersonally.16 

… Shame is deeply committed to exploiting the machinery of attachment in 
creating states of aloneness within us and between us, and most 
substantially between us and God.17 

Attachment refers to relational dynamics initiated and cultivated in 

healthy and unhealthy ways throughout our lives. This is especially relevant 

when we are young and learn to relate with our primary caregivers, usually our 

parents. Shame and relationships are often intertwined, and unreconciled shame 

is the curse of our inner being. As described, 

…Humans tend to experience no greater distress than when in 
relationships of intentional, unqualified abandonment—abandoned 
physically and left out of the mind of the other. With shame, I not only 
sense that something is deeply wrong with me, but accompanying this is 
the naturally extended consequence that because of this profound flaw, 
you will eventually want nothing to do with me and will leave. 
Paradoxically, then, shame is a leveraging affect that anticipates 
  

16
 Ibid., 46.  

17
 Ibid., 54. 
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abandonment while simultaneously initiating movement away—leaving. 
And we can leave in a hundred ways, some of them unknown to us…18 

Dr. Thompson sheds light on the dynamics of shame while providing a 

perspective via interpersonal neuroscience. This lens helps make clear how 

shame functions within the brain and how one recognizes shame through 

carefully storytelling, beginning the journey toward freedom from shame. No 

longer do personal stories stay quiet, tucked away in the dark recesses of our 

inner life. Rather, they retold in healing light of the Gospel within the context of a 

loving community. 

I particularly relate to the authors' perspective on shame through my 

ministry story in Thailand. Missionaries often receive an unqualified honor, one 

that is rooted in the belief of God's divine calling as well as their sacrificial 

decision to uproot their lives and go to a foreign land. Yet, this honor often 

comes in the form of a mask, an invitation to serve God without realizing—or 

even acknowledging—the double life one enters the mission field. Rarely have I 

met missionaries who recognize this travesty, rationalizing it with good 

intentions of, "We must be good models to the Thais so that they can see how 

good God truly is!" From my own experience in serving in the Thai church, both 

in New York City and Bangkok, Thais have rarely seen the vulnerable and 
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 Ibid., 72. 
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broken life of a servant of God. Thais—and many Christians in general—follow 

suit and learn to decorate their masks with Christian words and Christian 

appearances. Experienced is a muted Gospel of grace, whispered scandalously 

across communities of faith. 

For the missionary, this eventually leads to exhaustion and burnout. 

Those committed to life-long mission return to the 'homeland' just as language 

and cultural understanding begin to take shape. Most have nowhere to receive 

pastoral care and spiritual direction. Who can care for the disappointed, even 

devastated, missionary? But not only is this reality true missionaries; it is also 

pastors. Pastors experience similar darkness and the isolation of shame in their 

ministry contexts. I am exhausted from witnessing this reoccurrence. I hope to 

see significant personal transformation and transformation in others as I invite 

them to understand their own stories of shame and how their stories intersect 

with healing and transformation. 

As I have read these two texts, I find myself wrestling with my own 

experience. Given a choice to cover me up, avoid, isolate, and create excuses, the 

alternative is an invitation to surrender draw near to God, who offers 

unrelenting grace to experience new life in the freedom of a loving, gracious 

relationship. God, who knows our beginning, present, and future thoroughly, 

happens to desire to transform our entire life—our story, worldview, and 
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embodiment—so that in turn, we may invite others into the same life-changing 

experience. How will God heal and renew us from shame? 

When I ponder a vision of community transformed or renewed, faithfully 

embodying God's character and mission, I realize that personal transformation 

must take place, multiplying through the local congregation. Renewal among 

leadership (elders, deacons, pastors) and functional leaders (mentors, teachers, 

parents, long-term members) is critical, but how do we understand and facilitate 

such change? The following texts were vital in expanding my anthropological 

understanding of transformation, precipitating a collective or ecclesiastical 

knowledge of transformation and practices that help initiate transformation 

within individuals and communities. 

Reformed Anthropology 

I previously took a virtual class with Dr. Knox Chamblin and was 

introduced to his writing. In his book, Paul and the Self: Apostolic Teaching for 

Personal Wholeness, he revealed the places transformation would need to occur 

within an individual. Chamblin's insight helped bring great clarity to the 

argument posed by James 2 around salvation by faith or by works. Within the 

first two chapters, Chamblin sets up a guideline to reading Paul's epistles. 

Through it, I saw that true faith is a holistic embodied faith that bears the fruit of 

good works.  
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Forming a biblical anthropology through the writing of Paul the Apostle, 

Chamblin derives what he calls the "Threefold Disclosure."19 It includes reason, 

emotions, and the will, where each is constantly interacting with the other to 

embody, what the author calls, a whole person. 

Furthermore, Chamblin specifies how Paul's writing establishes the 

Threefold Disclosure, which includes the "Informative" (addressing reason), the 

"Affective" (addressing emotions), and the "Directive" (addressing the will). He 

continues to expand on this paradigm by connecting this to three spheres of 

relationships, namely human relationship to God (Reason-Informative), to others 

(Will-Directive), and to the self (Emotions-Affective).20 Regarding the intersection 

and integration of these three areas, Chamblin writes, 

We conclude that the experience of knowledge in the full sense requires 
the active involvement of the entire person. It is the self as a united whole 
who knows. Such knowledge begins with concerted activity within the 
incorporeal or the internal dimension of the self, as especially to be seen in 
Paul's references to the heart. But that experience is not complete until the 
corporeal dimension is activated, as is especially evident in Paul's 
language about the body (Rom. 12:1-2). Until the whole person is affected, 
true knowledge has not occurred—whether one is speaking of knowing 
oneself, knowing other people, or knowing God.21  

  

19
 J. Knox Chamblin, Paul and the Self: Apostolic Teaching for Personal Wholeness (Grand 

Rapids: Baker Pub. Group, 1993), 19-20. 

20
 Ibid., 30-31. 

21
 Ibid., 49. 
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This insight is beneficial because it forms a basis for where transformation must 

occur to be most effective. Transformation of the mind, heart, and body leads to 

transformation in our relationships with God, ourselves, and others.22  

Psycho-Spiritual Theology and Ecclesiology 

I desire to see the church knowing, feeling, and living from a vibrant 

relationship with Christ and, therefore, with the Trinity. Yet, I wonder why I 

have more often observed the static conditions of the spiritual life—lifeless, cold, 

and insensitive (or perhaps desensitized) to the presence of God. We have 

scriptural promises of "abundant life" (John 10:10) or the knowledge of "truth, 

and the truth shall make you free” (John 8:32). Where is this abundant life? 

Where is this promised freedom? Are they lost? Have they been misunderstood?  

This condition has led me to wonder if our perception, understanding, 

and theology of God are lacking. If God is the source of our life and being—and 

we are not experiencing that life as promised—something is clearly missing. Yet, 

I also realized that something was lacking in my own formation and 

understanding when it came to the concept of the relational Trinity, not just 

Trinity as an intellectual doctrine. Could this missing link unhinge the church 
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and reawaken us to rediscover the call towards a vibrant spirituality and a 

transformative discipleship? 

In the search for an integrated text that engaged theology, ecclesiology, 

and praxis, no other writing has inspired and convicted me as much as Peter 

Holmes' work, Becoming More Human: Exploring the Interface of Spirituality, 

Discipleship and Therapeutic Faith Community. This book helped me reimagine 

discipleship within the church. In my master's study, the perichoretic theology of 

the Trinity caused no slight shift in my understanding of God and God's 

relationship to humanity. Yet, I could not find substantial texts that connected 

this theology to an embodied practice in the church. Peter Holmes provides a 

theology, a model, and contextualized grassroots principles. Moreover, his 

extensive experience in research, training, church planting, and psychology 

offers an integrated approach to ministry that seems much more embodied and 

holistic in nature and understanding.23 

Grounding his perspective in biblical, systematic, and historical theology, 

Holmes shares how he began planting a new church based on different 

principles, expectations, and practices, shaping it in theology and from insights 

acquired through psychology and sociology. The people gathered could be 
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described as people at the margins. They would not have even walked into a 

church because the physical appearance of the church itself invoked shame.24  

Through this context, he discovers and defines what I see as the 

transformative spirituality of discipleship. The knowledge and experience 

communicated come from this practitioner, who has connected both thought and 

praxis, provides an argument for transformation in the church.  

In Becoming More Human, Holmes presents possible challenges that church 

might experience if it does not awaken to a more practical and experiential 

theology of the Trinity. He writes, 

In Western Trinitarian Theology there are few constructs capable of 
carrying the concept of the sociality of God within both material reality 
and personal relationality. Jesus is the traditional contact point, but He 
came, then went. Here in the West the Church has therefore inherited, 
primarily through the guidance of Augustine of Hippo, a static 
transcendent Trinity. Such a Trinity offers little point of connection with a 
personally experienced God, or one's own spirituality in relationship to 
Him.25 

Holmes offers a possible alternative perspective on his journey of discovering a 

transformative spirituality. He posits a robust understanding of the Holy Spirit 

experienced in the church and in personal life. His contribution is not 

immediately a polemic around Reformed or Pentecostal/Charismatic theology. 
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 Peter R Holmes, Becoming More Human: Exploring the Interface of Spirituality, Discipleship 

and Therapeutic Faith Community (Bletchley, UK: Authentic Media, 2005), 5-6. 
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 Ibid., 37. 
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Instead, the author exposes deeper roots of how the church understands 

pneumatology. He writes, 

Augustine’s failure to develop a full pneumatology has other implications, 
especially for us today. With no recognition of the role of the Holy Spirit 
spirating within the whole Godhead, it is then not easy to conceive of the 
Spirit constituting the church dynamically. By the church placing great 
importance on the next life, it can inadvertently suggest a limited 
experience of God being available here and now…. Without a pneumatic 
theology of a personable Spirit, the church will struggle to create a taste now 
of this life to come, suggesting instead that the experience of Christ-
centered authentic spirituality is not available until after death. The 
church has often blamed sin and the Fall, and our running from God, for 
this breakdown in relations, rather than its own theology.26 

Could an insufficient theology of the Trinity and the Holy Spirit be the source of 

the static condition of spirituality in the life of the church and in the lives of its 

individuals?  

I found Holmes' observation very persuasive, and it provides more food 

for thought by contrasting the classical Western Trinitarian Theology and an 

Eastern Cappadocian Theology of the Trinity. He writes, 

The Cappadocians saw that the way we view God is the way we view 
everything else, including creation, human nature and redemption. God is 
a society of three beings, in perichoretic relationship… But God is also 
seen as Creator, Redeemer and Transfigurer (Sanctifier). Most Western 
theology focuses primarily on the second, redemption, largely ignoring  
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the first and the third27… These Cappadocian ideas suggest a 
repositioning of soteriology within a larger framework of both Father 
Creator and (Holy Spirit?) Transfigurer. Creation and Sanctification 
become an ecotone of continual change encircling a fence of inter-
relationships within the Godhead, capable of being mirrored in human 
community. Restoration of all human damage therefore includes 
estrangement from God, others and creation. This is our redemptive task, 
with Him facilitating this entire process…28 

Reading the above stirs in me a hope of what could be when a perichoretic 

experience of the Triune God takes hold of the church. How might it redefine the 

nature and understanding of how we relate to God and one another?  

As I reflect on my desire to see the church as a vibrant community—where 

both the lost and found experience a divine presence in the gathering—I notice 

more clearly, through Holmes' assertions, how the reason and way we disciple, 

worship, edify and grow often finds its source in individualism and personal 

experience. The wrong rooting makes the idea of the vibrant community a 

virtually unattainable experience. God is relegated to a unique individualized 

encounter rather than an experience centered on beings in relationship, which 

the doctrine of perichoresis helps to clarify.  

  

27
 In my pastoral work, I have unexpectedly encountered a number of Christian men who 

are struggling with homosexuality. On reflection, I have wondered if the Church’s theology is 
part of the problem. Perhaps, it lacks an apologetic based in the nature of the Trinity. We may 
have a hyper-focused perspective of Christ as Redeemer, jettisoning the Father’s creative design 
of a life of flourishing as male and female in marriage, in friendship, and in reflection of the 
distinguishable indwelling nature of the Trinity. 
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[Perichoresis] is used by the Cappadocians in two senses: 1) that of 
reinforcing the unity of the Godhead, and 2) as the centre of the 
consciousness in the Godhead, an interpenetrating or co-mingling of the 
persons wholely within one another.29 

Holmes' insight provides an answer to the struggle for unity in diversity. The 

church of diverse cultures, languages, and experiences is called out from the 

world to be a new community that reflects the truth and reality of the Triune 

Godhead.  

Yet, even suggesting a shift from Western theological tradition to an 

Eastern one, Holmes believes, may not suffice. He writes, "The Cappadocians… 

do not give us the mature intellectual framework that I believe the church needs 

today. Greek categories could still hamper us. So let us leave the Western 

culture… and instead not look to the East, but to Hebrew ideas."30 So reflecting 

on the insufficiencies of both theological traditions, Holmes suggests a 

framework of Trinitarian theology rooted in a Hebraic understanding. He writes,  

Within Trinitarian relations in local faith community, change is His 
endless capacity, guided by His unchanging Covenant commitment, to 
support our continual becoming through both the Rapha principle… and 
His facilitating this in our life in Christ… Put another way, the Hebrew 
way of living could be described as continual becoming in ourselves and 
in and through others… The idea of sin being an unwillingness to change 
is a key concept in [Christ Church Deal]. But another is the idea of imago 
Dei, the image of God. So, I believe it would be helpful to explore these 
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 Ibid., 53. 



 

36 

 

 

two ideas alongside a 'theology of change,' borrowing Cappadocian and 
Hebrew thought.31 

To see transformation or renewal, Holmes suggests that it must be 

discovered by understanding the Trinity, biblical anthropology, and the 

relationship between God and humanity in health and fallenness. The obstacle 

within relationships and transformation is the concept of sin, "being an 

unwillingness to change." To explain sin in this manner moves us to a luminal 

space of honesty and embodied hopefulness. We must honestly face our 

brokenness and shame, realizing there is hope for transformation. This honesty 

starts the journey of being disciples of Christ, one where we live by faith, grow, 

and await 'becoming' like Him. As a spiritual leader, I am attempting to lead 

with pastoral care toward individuals from brokenness to greater honesty and 

hopeful change through the experience of grace and not of further judgment.  

The concept of becoming contrasts with the understanding our personhood 

as "being." Rooted in self-deception, the author sees "being" as  

A chosen blindness to our true condition, our personal refusal to change. 
In Hebrew thought, becoming is the basic category of reality and 
personhood rather than being. To change, we stop trying to establish our 
security in being, fighting to hold on to Yahweh's Rapha guidance. 
Wholeness, I would propose, is our committing to a needed journey of 
continual positive personal change.32 
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Furthermore, the writer introduces his "Rapha" framework—which means 

"healing" in Hebrew—a model of therapeutic discipleship. Although not denying 

miraculous and instantaneous healing, the meaning Holmes exegetically derives 

is far more profound. He presents the Rapha concept within the background of 

Exodus 15:24-25.33 Within the context of the song sung in victory and joy of God's 

salvation after crossing the Red Sea, Holmes turns us to the anti-climactic reality 

of experiencing life in the world. The Israelites bring Moses from singing to 

lamenting intercession, whereby God gives them instruction and a test and 

declares, "…I am the Lord, your healer" (Exodus 15:26). Holmes asserts,  

Here, at the heart of the Pentateuch and at the beginning of the wilderness 
journey, one sees a new phase of Israel's history, where Yahweh is seeking 
to build a unique relationship with His people, focused on a promise of 
freedom from disease through 'therapeutic' positive change, initiated by 
obedience to Him… Yahweh clearly saw this process as ongoing. This 
transformation, as well as its physical protection and healing, is the person 
allowing God to draw them to Himself, which then exposes their 
fragmented view of reality, showing them their sin, which He sees as 
disease.34 

Holmes envisions discipleship as a transformative and therapeutic 

journey with a clear goal, writing,  

…[Through] the therapeutic journey of owning and giving to Christ all the 
stored up toxic pain of our past that holds us back, together with our 
redeeming the shame and stigma of its lost years… We experience a re-
creation, a transformation, of our person… A transformation focused on 
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Christ through the Holy Spirit through our human spirit flowing into all 
our relationships. This is redemption through transformation led by 
Christ… We are all in need of change. It therefore ceases to be merely a 
faith claim, little experienced. Instead it becomes a lived reality… 
Therefore, my goal and definition for change in people is: the harnessing 
through Christ of the human capacity for personal positive transformative 
change, toward Christ-likeness, by owning our dark side and letting go of 
our toxic pasts. This is a gradual salugenic35 discipleship journey within 
the womb of faith community, possessing together the fullness of who we 
all might become. This is our personal journey, realizing our full creative 
potential as part of the imago Dei, no longer wishing to remain 
individually the person we now are.36  

Engaging Holmes’ insight of transformation and of becoming, 

Thompson's insights from interpersonal neuroscience and Laird's insights from 

contemplative spirituality, I see a convergence of ideas that informs an embodied 

faith for individuals and a church community. The fruit of transformation is a 

vital part of the church's life, and it defines the culture and spirituality of the 

community.  

 Here I turn to texts that provide a framework for praxis that would assist 

and lead communities and individuals toward transformation. The two 

following book reviews are texts that take an integrative approach to formation 

and spirituality. The scripture is foundationally present, but the authors also 
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account for the spiritual and emotional journey needed to allow scriptural truths 

to witness and bear fruit in an individual’s life, leading to wider transformation 

within the community. 

Evangelical Spirituality and Spiritual Formation 

In Emotionally Healthy Spirituality: It's Impossible to Be Spiritually Mature 

While Remaining Emotionally Immature (EHS), Peter Scazzero offers an integrated 

perspective on spirituality, diagnosing the main obstacle of transformation as 

emotional. Scazzero begins by explaining the issue of spiritual and emotional 

immaturity, presenting a psychological perspective of humanity through the 

iceberg diagram37 as well as explaining how God created humanity to reflect Him 

in five areas: social, intellectual, spiritual, physical, and emotional.38 He spends 

the rest of the book engaging material around the development and formation of 

emotions.  

The author takes the reader on a journey between stories of emotional 

immaturity, diagnosis, and interpretation, considering scripture and insights 

from psychology, and finding pathways to transformation or emotional maturity 

through spiritual disciplines influenced from Protestant and non-Protestant 
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sources. It serves as a primer for spiritual formation uniquely implemented for 

over a decade in New York City. Although I came across his writing as a young 

believer, I never took this material seriously; my discipleship was solely centered 

on reading the bible and evangelism. Reading through this revised work now, I 

recognize how I have grown. I now see the potential benefits of Scazzero's work. 

I want to briefly highlight the understanding and practices of the book to 

inform a model of transformative discipleship. My summary of each of 

Scazzero's chapters is as follows: Understanding masks and the false self and the 

discovering true self (Chapter 2); growing by recognizing and reconciling one's 

past (Chapter 3); spiritual sanctification through the experience of the 'Dark 

Night of the Soul' (Chapter 4); experiencing humility and faith through 

weakness, grief, and loss (Chapter 5); finding a rhythm of health through 

spiritual disciplines and sabbath rest, (Chapter 6); practicing presence through 

empathetic communication, (Chapter 7); and experiencing growth and renewal 

by defining a rule of life (Chapter 8). 

I found this book very helpful as an introduction to the need for an 

integrated and multidisciplinary understanding of spiritual growth and 

transformation. Initially, I had thought about using EHS within my research 

project. Still, considering the challenges of cross-cultural realities around 

language and relational dynamics, I concluded it would be more effective and 
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efficient to formulate new material within a learning community around similar 

topics and practices.  

Additionally, reflecting on EHS through the lens of neuroscience from 

Thompson's work helped me identify the lack of a perspective on shame. The 

lack of spiritual growth, Scazzero explains, is a problem of emotional 

immaturity, but I believe a more precise explanation or cause of 

spiritual/emotional immaturity is the unreconciled experience of shame. This 

clarification would root Scazzero's text more solidly in scripture and the biblical 

narrative as the basis in contrast to interpreting and developing the Christian life 

from a psychological cause. I found myself somewhat dissatisfied by Scazzero’s 

focus on psychology. But again, this text provides a helpful perspective on the 

need to question principles of faith around the topic of emotions and re-

evaluating older models of discipleship to innovate new pathways for the sake of 

seeing people and communities experience transformation and engage the 

mission of God more deeply. 

Interpersonal Neuroscientific Spiritual Formation  

A thoughtful play on the exhortation to "try harder," Aundi Kolber's work 

Try Softer takes much of the work of Dr. Kurt Thompson and extends to 

disciplines used in her counseling practice. The author writes a highly accessible 

text rooted in the findings of interpersonal neuroscience and provides practices 
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that lead individuals on a journey of transformation. It also has many personal 

narratives that allow the reader to engage and understand her perspective more 

deeply. The author writes, "My hope is that the chapters ahead will be your 

invitation to embrace a more robust idea of what it means to be human—a 

person rooted in the wisdom and goodness of Jesus."39 

Try Softer, written in 2020, is more recent than other research texts. 

Though it is the last entry in my research timeline, it affirmed many of my 

assertations around helping individuals and communities experience 

transformation. Concepts around shame, the realities of early childhood 

development, neuroscience, and the practices that help us recognize, understand, 

and move forward in health, are clarified well in this work. The second half of 

the work provides methods that leave me with hope to see transformation in 

myself and others.  

The book is divided into two parts. First is The Process of Becoming, where 

the author surveys the problems and challenges of experiencing transformation 

in life. She leads the reader to understand the topics of personal narrative, 

attachment theory, affect regulation, and she is establishing boundaries to 

ground the reader in interpersonal neuroscience.  

  

39
 Aundi Kolber, Try Softer: A Fresh Approach to Move Us out of Anxiety, Stress, and Survival 

Mode-and into a Life of Connection and Joy (Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale House Publishers, Inc., 2020), 
8. 
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In the latter part of the book, Kolber presents Practices to Try Softer, where 

she suggests experiencing transformation through mindfulness and presence. 

The author recognizes that our physical bodies communicate through 

subconscious responses to external triggers, helping us to identify and process 

emotions. Additionally, Kolber notes how self-care requires a compassionate 

response to one's own inner critic and she suggests practicing resiliency through 

surrender. Kolber's insights help us recognize what spiritual transformation can 

look like when we begin the journey within a healthy community of love, 

curiosity, and understanding. 

In the last chapter, I found the author's insight around surrender 

particularly impactful and poignant. I conclude this literature review section 

with Kolber’s words of what the experience of transformation may feel like. She 

writes,  

Why don't you just surrender it? Although there's some wisdom in that 
sentiment, there is also potential danger. After all, part of what keeps 
many of us in a pattern of constantly hustling, becoming overwhelmed, 
and then finding ways to disconnect is the belief that this pattern is the 
only way to get through life. We think we must control everything...This 
is what I mean when I talk about surrender: It's feeling safe enough to 
release our grip. Surrender can lead us to be gentler with ourselves and 
others, and sometimes it enables us to ride through the waves of pain that 
life inevitably brings… Paradoxically, when we choose surrender for the 
right reasons, it empowers us. A curious mystery comes from honoring 
the truth that surrender with gentleness can be its own form of strength. 
Our ability to hold our lives with a flexible, open posture allows God's 
power to manifest in us. As the apostle Paul said, "I will boast all the more 
gladly of my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may rest upon me… 
For when I am weak, then I am strong" (2 Corinthians 12:9-10) … 
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Surrender—when done voluntarily, not from coercion—is a way to be 
gentle with ourselves, recognizing that trying to control everything can 
wear us out rather than lift us up. When we give ourselves permission to 
try softer in this way, our minds can become integrated, our nervous 
systems are better able to stay within our window of tolerance, and the 
prefrontal cortex is better able to stay online. We remain attuned to our 
own experiences, which enables us to connect to our truest selves. From a 
psychological and physiological standpoint, we are able to move toward 
integration, wholeness, and peace, open to what may come. Essentially, 
we grow in our resiliency. The moment I let go of needing to control the 
pain… was precisely the moment when I was able to move through—
rather than feel stuck in—the pain.40  

Summary 

These texts assist me in forming an integrated basis and framework for 

understanding theology and the dynamic process of transformative discipleship, 

namely, how it is lived out and embodied. I am reminded of the biblical 

narrative that reveals a God who has created and saved a people for Himself to 

reflect His character and live out His plan for the sake of others. The revealing of 

this story is the church's responsibility, not only as an institution or organization 

but of a people, a community, who worship the Triune God that saved them 

through Christ. God's people are called to be transformed and equipped through 

the Holy Spirit to lead others to follow and worship this God. The church is both 

the living presence of Christ and becoming Christ, awaiting Christ's physical 

return to make 'all things new.' 

The literature reviewed helped me see how the Gospel story is not just 

cognitively known or intellectually engaged. Rather, it is also experienced 

through our emotions and lived out. This change in perspective happens 
  

40
 Ibid., 212-214.  
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primarily through the work of transformative discipleship. I observe that each 

text offers a perspective of and a path for transformation. Though the process of 

transformation is multi-faceted and thoroughly complex, these texts challenge 

me to broaden my view of transformation, renewing my vision and urgency for a 

model of transformative discipleship.41 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
  

41
 The authors offer different perspectives and processes for transformation. Laird offers 

transformation by deepening identity and communion with God through contemplative 
practices. Thompson offers a perspective of transformation by way the neuroscience and 
practices that help form and heal the brain. Lynch, McNicol, and Thrall shed light on the problem 
of false beliefs that hinder a growing relationship with God.  Thompson, again, provides further 
clarity on shame as the enemy of spiritual transformation and its remedy.  Chamblin offers 
understanding of transformation through relationships based on biblical anthropology. Holmes 
clarifies the need for transformation and delves into the understanding of the Trinity and 
therefore the way the church functions.  Scazzero gives us practices of spiritual formation to 
initiate emotional maturity.  And lastly, Kolber offers practices of spiritual formation that are 
rooted in interpersonal neuroscience. 
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Chapter 3. Transformative Discipleship 

Beginning the Journey 

In January 2018, I gathered with church leaders in Kuala Lumpur (KL), 

Malaysia. We prayed, discussed, and dreamt about seeing more churches 

planted in the Asia-Pacific region. It was my first year after concluding eight 

years of theological education. I was excited and hopeful outwardly, while 

anxiety, tiredness, and self-condemnation defined me within.  

With a deep longing for discipleship, I wondered why seeing "disciples" 

follow Christ was so difficult, which fed my inner turmoil and grief. I was 

experiencing my own 'dark night of the soul,' and a glimmer of light was 

beginning to glow. That morning's communal devotional focused on the topic of 

Gospel Renewal from the Apostle's prayer in Ephesians 3:14-21.  

For this reason I bow my knees before the Father, from whom every 
family in heaven and on earth is named, 16 that according to the riches of 
his glory he may grant you to be strengthened with might through his 
Spirit in the inner man, and that Christ may dwell in your hearts through 
faith; that you, being rooted and grounded in love, may have power to 
comprehend with all the saints what is the breadth and length and height 
and depth, and to know the love of Christ which surpasses knowledge, 
that you may be filled with all the fullness of God. Now to him who by the 
power at work within us is able to do far more abundantly than all that 
we ask or think, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus to all 
generations, forever and ever. Amen. 
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The reading struck me in a fresh way. It sent me into a deep confession of 

my failures to understand and experience God’s compassion and God’s desire to 

lead His children into transformation rooted in the love of Christ and the power 

of the Holy Spirit. 

I realized and confessed how my model of discipleship, though focused 

on the Gospel and the grace and love of God, functioned more as a behavior 

management strategy rather than leading others to experience true, inner 

transformation. It focused on making sin behavior manageable rather than 

understanding the root of sin and the cause of unhealth and dysfunction. I 

despaired because I realized I was, myself, in need of this inner transformation. 

With these realizations brewing, I began to frantically draw a diagram to 

organize my thoughts. The drive to understand—whatever this was—became 

frenetic. Yet, at that moment, during that morning devotional, as I was 

desperately trying to gather my reflections around transformation and the inner 

being—"DING!" My smartphone notified me that an email from Dr. Chuck 

DeGroat was waiting for me, detailing the start dates for a Doctor of Ministry 

program focusing on Deepening Soul Care and Spiritual Transformation for 

Mission. My journey into this new world began that morning, January 27, 2018. 

The following is the intersection of reading, theologizing, and wrestling to 

see and form a theological and practical framework that leads others into 

transformative discipleship. 
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The Story of Transformation 

 "And he who sat upon the throne said, 'Behold, I make all things new.' 

Also, he said, 'Write this, for these words are trustworthy and true.'" (Revelation 

21:5). Towards the end of the Bible story, we read these words, telling of the 

promise of what will happen when God's Kingdom comes in total fullness and 

experience. Who is on the throne? Jesus Christ is on the throne. What is he 

making new? Jesus is making all creation new. Why does he need to make 

creation new? Because the Triune God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, who created 

the heavens and the earth and all that is within it, being perfect and good, 

experienced the violation of God’s good standard by the act of disobedience and 

sin of Adam and Eve, causing brokenness and disorder to enter Creation. Since 

the Fall, God has been on a mission of redemption.  

What is redemption? God's redemption is the act of great love and mercy. 

By sending His only begotten Son, Jesus Christ, God incarnate, fully God and 

fully man into the world, He saves humanity from sin and the effects of sin. He 

fulfilled this act of salvation by sacrificing His very own life on the Cross. Three 

days later, Jesus Christ resurrected from the dead, defeating sin and death. Jesus 

Christ offers forgiveness of sin and the gift of new life to all those who repent 

and trust in Him and His work of salvation.  

What is this salvation? Salvation is the loving, and merciful act of God in 

the life of sinners turned saints. Those who receive this salvation by faith receive 
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justification, sharing in the righteousness of Christ. Moreover, Jesus Christ 

ascended to God the Father, and He gives all those who believe in Him the Holy 

Spirit, thus establishing the Church, the body of Christ, on the earth. The Holy 

Spirit is present in and amongst those saved by Christ to sustain salvation, be the 

presence of God amongst the people of God, and transform the Church, God's 

people, that they might becoming more and more like Jesus Christ, the head of 

the Church. This becoming is called sanctification. And the people of God await 

the return of Jesus Christ, where they will see their Lord and Savior face to face 

and become like Him in glory, which is called glorification. Therefore, salvation 

has a past, a present, and a future reality for all who are in Christ. They have 

been justified, they are being sanctified, and they are awaiting to be glorified. 

When will this salvation be complete? No one knows but God the Father. 

Salvation will be fulfilled when Jesus Christ returns. Not only will God's people 

experience the fullness of salvation, but God will make "all things new." All 

creation will be brought back into proper order without sin and its effects for 

eternity. This is called restoration. 

The Story of Transformation is the grand metanarrative1 of the Holy Bible, 

and it is the four thematic phases of the Holy Bible: Creation, Fall, Redemption, 

  

1
 The Four Chapter Gospel has been popularized in many churches who continue to 

adhere to the Gospel. I appreciated the following website’s brief summary of the Christopher 
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and Restoration. These phases give an understanding of faith and 

transformation. Faith in this good news story draws a person into a loving 

relationship with the Creator and invites them to begin a journey of growing in 

love and in the likeness of God. 

I chose to elaborate on the metanarrative of the Bible to offer a perspective 

the scripture in 1 Corinthians 15:1-4 attests through the Apostle Paul, stating, 

Now I would remind you, brethren, in what terms I preached to you the 
gospel, which you received, in which you stand, by which you are saved, 
if you hold it fast—unless you believed in vain. For I delivered to you as 
of first importance what I also received, that Christ died for our sins in 
accordance with the scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on 
the third day in accordance with the scriptures… 

The Gospel is of first importance. Therefore, I propose a theology and praxis of 

transformative discipleship shaped and grounded in the Gospel with its truths 

and promises offered to all those who believe. By taking a multidisciplinary 

approach to spiritual transformation and discipleship, I am aware of possible 

hesitation and even rejection because of established views and structures of what 

discipleship ought to be and by what means. Yet after years of desiring and 

practicing discipleship, in both being discipled and endeavoring to disciple 

others, I believe that a needed disruption must occur, one that allows for other 

pathways and processes. This would help the church experience a 

  
Wright’s Mission of God, found here: https://tifwe.org/the-four-chapter-gospel-the-grand-
metanarrative-told-by-the-bible/. 
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transformation that leads to deepening faithfulness to the mission of God and a 

deepening understanding thereof. 

Understanding Transformation 

The Perichoretic Trinity 

The Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit existed before creation. In their 

existence, communion and community were present, and in the Godhead 

dwelled perfect love, peace, and joy. The universe came into being from this 

divine reality, and humankind found its place on the earth. Convinced more and 

more of the doctrine of the Trinity and its implications, it continually shapes me 

and my understanding of the church and it’s the role in practicing transformative 

discipleship.  

I believe that the theological concept of perichoresis within the Trinity is a 

vital understanding of experiencing transformation in the life of the church. Jim 

Horsthuis' writing defines perichoresis simply as "the mutual indwelling, 

without confusion, of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit."2 From this doctrine, 

scholars have derived the image of an eternal dance performed among Persons 

of the Triune Godhead. Horsthuis writes, "The image of a dance is compelling 

  

2
 Jim Horsthuis, “Participants with God: A Perichoretic Theology of Leadership,” Journal 

of Religious Leadership 10, no. 1 (2011): 81-107, accessed 17 Oct. 2013, Academy of Religious 
Leadership, 92. 
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because it incorporates both movement and participation as it provides a 

measure of definition to dynamics of the Triune God."3 As one person of the 

Godhead moves, the others follow in perfect and passionate complement to the 

others. If we could then imagine watching this dance of three persons, we would 

not be able to distinguish between who is leading and who is following. Could 

we, then, describe this as the love and worship practiced towards one another 

within the Godhead, making them one in the community? 

Additionally, to think of the Persons of the Trinity interacting with one 

another in this manner is quite fascinating. It beautifully depicts how service, 

humility, and response are dynamic, honoring, and life-giving. The Trinity 

within this eternal dance also calls the people he created to join in this dance, to 

enter a life-giving relationship with the Triune God. I am committed to and hope 

to see the implications of this picture applied to the church's life as we practice 

transformative discipleship. 

Furthermore, In Becoming More Human, Holmes writes, 

[Perichoresis] is used by the Cappadocians in two senses: 1) that of 
reinforcing the unity of the Godhead, and 2) as the centre of the 
consciousness in the Godhead, an interpenetrating or co-mingling of the 
persons wholely within one another.4 

  

3
 Ibid., 93. 

4
 Holmes, Becoming More Human, 52. 
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The Cappadocians saw that the way we view God is the way we view 
everything else, including creation, human nature and redemption. God is 
a society of three beings, in perichoretic relationship… But God is also 
seen as Creator, Redeemer and Transfigurer (Sanctifier). Most Western 
theology focuses primarily on the second, Redemption, largely ignoring 
the first and the third… These Cappadocian ideas suggest a repositioning 
of soteriology within a larger framework of both Father Creator and (Holy 
Spirit?) Transfigurer. Creation and Sanctification become an ecotone of 
continual change encircling a fence of inter-relationships within the 
Godhead, capable of being mirrored in human community. Restoration of 
all human damage therefore includes estrangement from God, others and 
creation. This is our redemptive task, with Him facilitating this entire 
process…5 

I could not agree more with the Cappadocian perspective, in that the way we 

view God is the way we view everything else, including creation, human nature 

and redemption. This perspective on Trinity deepens my understanding of 

salvation. In my Reformed Christian tradition, there is great emphasis on Christ, 

which I am not denying or lessening in importance. Instead, I desire to see a 

more significant focus on the Father and the Holy Spirit with hopes that God's 

people would more faithfully and more fully embody the Gospel and 

understand how discipleship is a process of transformation. Salvation is more 

than a past event establishing trust and belief, or a future event to wait upon. it is 

a salvation that is also an ongoing experience of transformation through the 

work of the Holy Spirit. This transformation is the process of the renewal of our 

  

5
 Ibid., 50-52. 
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inner being, a moving outward toward the external world and engaging God's 

creation in an increasingly healthier relationship. 

Therefore, when we think about the image of God in humanity, we are 

also thinking about the perichoretic nature of God within an individual and 

within the community of individuals. The perichoretic relationship provides a 

foundation for defining a transformation that flows out of the Trinity toward 

humanity, transforming individuals and the nature of our relationships within 

the community and the world. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Diagram 1: From Emotional Healthy Spirituality 

In Emotional Healthy Spirituality, Scazzero makes a case for a shift in how 

we disciple, illustrating its importance by introducing the Iceberg Diagram. He 

writes, "Contemporary spiritual formation and discipleship models address 

some of that 90 percent below the surface. The problem is that a large portion 

(see below the dotted line) remains untouched by Jesus Christ until there is a 

serious engagement with what I call 'emotionally healthy spirituality.'"6 I agree 
  

6
 Scazzero, Emotionally Healthy Spirituality, 17.  
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with the author's diagnosis and the need to expand our understanding when 

engaging individuals in transformative discipleship. 

What would catalyze change and transformation? The Apostle Paul writes 

in Ephesians 3:16, "…that according to the riches of his glory he may grant you to 

be strengthened with might through his Spirit in the inner being". The phrase 

"inner being" clarifies and contrasts how God created human beings. If an inner 

being exists, an outer being must also exist. The following diagram was the 

beginning thoughts formed during the Kuala Lumpur morning devotional.7 

 

Diagram 2.0: Differentiating the Inner and Outer Person 
 

The Inner Being is the part of an individual that encompasses the 

physically unseen and perhaps unconscious experiences, perspectives, 

  

7
 See the beginning of Chapter 3. 
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perceptions, and desires that motivate and frame one's experience in the outer 

world. It is where one consciously or unconsciously defines their 'being.'  

The Outer Being is the part of an individual that encompasses the 

physically observable characteristics of a person, including one's skills, 

relationships, career, and behavior. The outer being is their embodiment or their 

'doing' and way of life. 

I believe everyone is being constantly discipled and formed throughout 

their lives. The critical questions are by what, by whom, and for what purpose? 

What are we becoming? Are we aware of our story and lifestyle, influencing who 

we are becoming? What about our experience of the world around us? How are 

we as individuals called to change if the Gospel is truly accepted and believed? 

I assert that the process of transformation begins in the inner being. I do 

not deny that external physical experiences can influence or cause transformation 

(positive or negative) in an individual, such as traumatic situations or great 

blessings. I believe that God, who is spirit (John 4:24), calls a person through 

faith, cleansing one’s sin and establishing a new and loving relationship with 

God, initiating a journey of faith (Justification). Salvation is given by God, which 

initiates a journey of transformation through engaging the inner being and 

reconciling, re-narrating, and re-forming the components mentioned earlier. 

Transformation from the Gospel is a spiritual re-creation—or might I say, the 

resurrection of a new inner being and life—that conforms to the likeness of 
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Christ in thought, desires, and deeds (Sanctification). This leads to the fullest 

reality of being with and becoming like Christ throughout eternity 

(Glorification). The process of the Gospel reiterates the story of transformation 

previously mentioned, emphasizing how the God transforms people and 

communities.  

Informed by Chamblin's Threefold Disclosure,8 I see a definition of faith 

that extends out into three different but integrated parts. To have or experience a 

transformative faith, the Gospel must engage and change the mind/thoughts, the 

heart/emotions, and the body/actions. Transformative discipleship considers 

not just the cognitive (Mind) condition of an individual but also their emotional 

(Heart) and behavioral (Body) condition. Below illustrates a framework of 

biblical anthropology that intersects the mind, the heart, and the body to form 

faith, which I title a Holistic Faith Model.  

  

8
 Refer back to page 26-28. 
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When all three areas find alignment with the Gospel in reasoning, 

affections, and action, then an embodied faith is present. Yet, growth or 

transformation is needed whenever one part is deficient. The following 

illustrations provide a way of diagnosing and discerning models of discipleship, 

which can help churches and leaders see whether internal or external 

discipleship processes are needed to lead transformation that exemplifies Christ's 

character, way of life, and relational connection.9  

  

9
 I provide further thoughts on the dynamics of the Holistic Faith Model in Appendix A. 

There, I take the model and reflect on scripture to identify its application to the mind, the heart, 
and the body. I also briefly identify some fruits of faith as well as fruits of false and dysfunctional 
faith, both of which are supported with scripture. 
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Looking at each component of the Holistic Faith Model reminds me of 

how I need to continually grow in each area of my own life to experience 

transformation. Though each part is briefly illustrated and explained, it cannot 

be assumed that an individual can healthily function in a separated and 

compartmentalized manner. We reflect a perichoretic relationship in our very 

being, and deeper thought and imagination are needed to envision how we 

holistically approach a model of transformative discipleship. 

The mind—physically the brain—is the thinking component of a person's 

being. The mind controls the body's functions, and it processes the subjective 

experiences of our surrounding world through our senses: seeing, hearing, 

touching, smelling, and tasting. Through these processes, definitions of good and 

evil, right and wrong, safety and danger are acquired, formed, and re-formed 
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throughout one's life. The mind facilitates reasoning and judgment, developing 

perception, plausibility, and belief. However, scripture attests that the mind 

alone, and by extension knowledge itself, is not the whole picture.  

Paul writes, "'Knowledge' puffs up, but love builds up. If anyone imagines 

that he knows something, he does not yet know as he ought to know. But if one 

loves God, one is known by him" (1 Cor. 8:1b-3). Later, he writes in the same 

letter, "And if I have prophetic powers, and understand all mysteries and all 

knowledge, and if I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but have not love, I 

am nothing." (1 Cor. 13:2). Thompson, in Anatomy of the Soul, comments,  

While it is true that we each have separate brains, our minds are 
interconnected in many complex and mysterious ways. I believe our lives 
will be abundant, joyful, and peaceful only to the degree that we are 
engaged, known, and understood by one another. I also believe we cannot 
separate what we do with our brains and our relationships from what we 
do with God. God has designed our minds, part of his good creation, to 
invite us into a deeper, more secure, more courageous relationship with 
him and with one another.10 

Understanding growth in faithfulness means more than just a cognitive or 

an academic assent of the mind. Instead, for the mind to function faithfully, a 

person must move toward love, which encompasses a right relationship with 

God, oneself, and others. Love connects the mind to the heart and the body 

through relationships, thus producing a holistic faith.  

  

10
Thompson, Anatomy of the Soul, Introduction, Section: 2.  
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Physically, the heart is the engine that keeps the mind and body alive. 

Spiritually, it is the unseen component of a person, the place where desires, 

emotions, and motivations reside, the source of feelings and intuitions. The heart 

is a person's inner being and is perhaps the most mysterious. It is of such great 

importance that God's word says, "Keep your heart with all vigilance; for from it 

flow the springs of life." (Proverbs 4:23, emphasis added). But because of the sin, 

God speaks of the heart through the prophet, saying, "The heart is deceitful above 

all things, and desperately corrupt; who can understand it?" (Jeremiah 17:9, 

emphasis added).  

Early in my faith journey, my heart was rarely engaged or considered. In 

fact, my feelings and emotions were disregarded as unimportant compared to 
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acquiring an intellectual knowledge and understanding of scripture. Scazzero 

laments this reality in Emotional Healthy Spirituality, writing,  

Like most Christians, I was taught that almost all feelings are unreliable 
and not to be trusted. They go up and down and are the last thing we 
should be attending to in our spiritual lives. It is true that some Christians 
live in the extreme of following their feelings in an unhealthy, unbiblical 
way. It is more common, however, to encounter Christians who do not 
believe they have permission to admit their feelings or express them 
openly. This applies especially to such "difficult" feelings as fear, sadness, 
shame, anger, hurt, and pain. And yet, how can we listen to what God is 
saying and evaluate what is going on inside when we cut ourselves off 
from our emotions?  

To feel is to be human. To minimize or deny what we feel is a distortion of 
what it means to be image bearers of God. To the degree that we are 
unable to express our emotions, we remain impaired in our ability to love 
God, others, and ourselves well. Why? Because our feelings are a 
component of what it means to be made in the image of God. To cut them 
out of our spirituality is to slice off an essential part of our humanity.11 

Scazzero articulated my own experience, and only when I realized that 

my emotions (heart) invited me to explore these unrealized truths residing in me 

that could I begin to engage others consciously (mind) in healthy and loving 

ways with my actions (body). Many of the unrealized truths in me were rooted 

in unreconciled emotions, traumatic experiences, and unknown sources of 

shame. These discoveries required personal attention and care for me to have the 

capacity to give personal attention and care to others. The heart's emotions 

  

11
 Scazzero, Emotionally Healthy Spirituality, 24-25. 



 

63 

 

 

became invitations to a deeper understanding of the self as well as doorways into 

transformation. 

This salvific transformation is illustrated vividly by the prophet Ezekiel, 

"A new heart I will give you, and a new spirit I will put within you; and I will 

take out of your flesh the heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh. And I will 

put my spirit within you, and cause you to walk in my statutes and be careful to 

observe my ordinances" (Ezekiel 36:26-27). This prophetic word is a promise of 

true and divine transformation through God’s work on our behalf. 

For years, I have struggled to reconcile the reality of the deceitfulness of 

the heart and the unchanging truth and unwavering character of God. Yet, as the 

light of the Gospel of Christ penetrated my own story, I am more enabled to 

recognize how the primary condition of my heart in Christ is not one of 

deceitfulness, lest I deny God's promise for a new heart. Rather, having been 

saved in Christ, the heart undergoes spiritual rehabilitation and continual 

sanctification, and I am daily learning anew what it looks like to live in Christ. 

The new heart grows in love and in the likeness of the One who transforms the 

heart. The heart, when saved, begins to yearn for experiences of greater and 

greater transformation rooted in God's love. When such transformation is 

experienced, both the mind and the body follow suit.  



 

64 

 

 

 

The body is the embodiment of the mind and the heart. Whether filled 

with joy or under duress, the body exhibits the symptoms of the heart and 

mind’s conditions through words, deeds, appearances, and behaviors. We 

engage the outer world with what we think and feel through our bodies. We 

reach out towards the things we love and run away from the things we hate. God 

deemed it good in the Creation account to give human beings tangible bodies 

and provided a physical context for humans to live and flourish, especially in our 

relationships with others and our environment. When Christ says, “…for the tree 

is known by its fruit” (Matthew 12:33), the action and the behavior of the body 

reflects and is driven by the what the mind and the heart, believe and feel is most 

good and desirable.  With a biblical anthropology established, we explore the 

dynamics of transformation within relationships.   
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CONTEXT OF TRANSFORMATION 

 

Borrowing the above diagram from Chamblin's God and the Self, the author 

recognizes that the context into which Paul teaches is individuals embedded 

within community, people within relationships. Broadly speaking, this is the 

relationships between self, God, and others.12 Healthy relationships help life 

flourish while it withers when these relationships are lacking. This simple 

diagram is helpful because it encompasses how we embody our faith. If the 

previous threefold disclosure sheds light on the dynamics of the inner being, the 

diagram above points to our outer being and our relationships between our self 

  

12
 Chamblin, Paul and the Self, 31. 
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and God, our self and others, even our self with ourselves. In this dynamic, we 

recognize our critical need for deep transformation.  

Jesus Christ commands all his disciples to love God and love neighbor. In 

1 John 4:19, it says, "We love, because he first loved us." This is a call to be 

transformed by being first loved by God, resulting in the capacity to love our 

neighbor.  

In my ministry, I have noticed that the major obstacle of such 

transformation resides in one’s relationship with oneself. I have always 

wondered why people seem to rarely experience transformation, even though 

they may have sound doctrine and faith in the Gospel, even though they may be 

convicted by the exhortation to love or are in the presence of a loving and caring 

community. What can be done about this predicament? Referring to Diagram 2.0, 

I want to focus on the inner being and what is unseen. 

 

Diagram 2.1: The Unseen in the Inner Being 
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As previously asserted, transformation comes from disruption. That 

disruption must engage the inner being, the source of emotions, the container of 

loves and fears, personal story, personal worldview, and identity. Only through 

relationship can these parts be disclosed, and the potential of transformation be 

possible. But without a healthy relationship with God, with ourselves, and with 

others, the inner being stays hidden, and transformation is stunted. What, then, 

imprisons the experience of transformation in the inner being? 

The Enemy of Transformation 

I have observed and come to the belief that a lack of transformation in 

both individuals and communities is rooted in shame.13 Below is an adaptation 

from The Cure14 that explains how sin affects us, helping us to see the 

consequences more clearly.  

  

13
 Please refer to literature review material on shame on pages 11-18. 

14
 Lynch, McNicol, Thrall, The Cure, 25-26. 
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The authors explain vividly the realities of this cycle and how it impacts 

the way we engage the world around us. They write,  

When we sin, or when someone else sins against us, we automatically 
respond. If we commit the sin, our automatic response is called guilt.9 If 
someone sins against us, our automatic response is called hurt.10 God 
graciously designed these two responses to signal that something wrong 
has happened, that our hearts are disrupted and need healing. We don't 
work at producing these two responses to sin. They're as natural as the 
sting we feel when we leave our hand over a flame too long. Most of us 
don't know what to do with these internal responses, though. Like Adam, 
we feel naked, so we hide or override our guilt and hurt. In the moment, it 
seems like necessary self-preservation. But remaining in that choice soon 
unleashes new depths of pain, inner turmoil, and new masks to wear… 
Nothing in us is equipped or designed to absorb sin. Even when I'm the 
one being sinned against, I cannot handle it, because it will always ignite 
the nature of the sin already in me. So, I give myself permission to 
respond sinfully. How twisted is that? It makes me want to cry out, "It's 
not fair! I didn't start this. I wasn't the one who sinned!" It is not fair, but 
sin doesn't play by the rules… the devastating pattern continues, and our 
guilt or hurt will then breed half a dozen more ugly responses. We call 
these inevitable effects: blame, fear, denial, anger, and their assorted sickly 
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relatives… We only know we have deep painful feelings, distorted, 
dysfunctional thoughts, and befuddling behaviors we feel the need to 
mask. Among the damaging behaviors resulting from unresolved sin: We 
become highly sensitized to our own sin and judge the sin of others. We 
lose our objectivity in a crisis and become the issue. We hide our sinful 
behaviors and become vulnerable to more sin. We are unable to love or be 
loved. We become more susceptible to wrong life choices. 15 

I have seen the authors' perspective clearly in my own life and in the lives 

of people I pastor. The helpless cycle stirs hope for something different, but I try 

to manage my disappointment and my shame with an ignorant enthusiasm of 

self-denial. It feels like loneliness, hopelessness, and a downward spiral, where 

joy seems unavailable and building relationships feels unsafe. Neuroscience 

complements these sad realities. Thompson explains the effects the brain and our 

relationships have with others, writing, 

Isolation and disconnection are natural consequences of hiding and 
resisting reengagement. With enough reinforcement… we see how the 
outcome is the separation of people from one another… relational 
disintegration is obvious. But this isolation is not limited to that between 
people… the fundamental neurobiology of the experience of shame 
disintegrates different neural networks and their corresponding functions 
within each individual brain, isolating them, causing the mind to be 
decreasingly flexible in its capacity to adapt to its environment. In order 
for us to flourish, we need to be able to connect with others, but this 
connection is deeply rooted in our ongoing work to increase the degree of 
connection we experience within our own minds.16 

  

15
 Ibid. 26-27. 

16
 Thompson, Soul of Shame, 32. 
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What do we do with this? Suppose the conditions and the damage of 

shame are more common in our congregations and in our relationships than we 

wish to believe. Then, this communal reality of shame is calling us to transform 

the way we engage one another, the way we organize and develop 'church,' and 

the way we disciple others. Through the Gospel, Christ offers new life, and this 

new life is a lifelong process of transformation. How do we experience and allow 

this transformation to manifest in us? 

Knowing and Being Known 

God in Christ has taken into Himself the brokenness of the human 
condition. Hence, human woundedness, brokenness, death itself are 
transformed from dead ends to doorways into Life. In the divinizing 
humanity of Christ, bruises become balm. "Yet ours were the sufferings he 
was bearing, ours the sorrows he was carrying … and we have been 
healed by his bruises" (Is 53:4-5).17 

At the intersection of shame and the Gospel, Laird reframes the suffering 

we believe caused our unhealth or dysfunction. The Gospel promises a new way, 

a new life. The Gospel calls us to experience a new relationship that transforms 

us. Having read Thompson's works, Anatomy of the Soul, and Soul of Shame, I have 

been impacted deeply in my understanding of pastoring for transformation. 

Reflecting on shame and the recovery of a deep relationship with God has 

influenced how I pastor other people. Thompson offers insights that requires 

  

17
 Laird, Into the Silent Land, 119. 
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personal experience to engage and help others. To make disciples means 

personally becoming a disciple, and to lead people into transformation means 

personally experiencing transformation.  

Thompson offers a vibrant perspective through the concept of 'knowing 

and being known,' which begins with a vulnerable relationship with God that 

then leads to right relationships with others. Thompson explains, 

…[I]n the Trinity we see something that we must pay attention to: God 
does not leave. The loving relationship shared between Father, Son and 
Spirit is the ground on which all other models of life and creativity rest. In 
this relationship of constant self-giving, vulnerable and joyful love, shame 
has no oxygen to breathe. The ever-present movement of this three-part, 
shared relationship toward one another—working with one another, 
trusting one another, delighting in one another—provides the basis for 
why God created the world in vulnerability, and then made himself 
vulnerable in coming to it in Jesus. This imaged trinitarian relationship is 
where all healing begins for followers of Jesus.18 

Thompson's description of the triune God is perichoretic, overflowing 

with relationship and invitation to engage God, not by our own effort or 

goodness, but by our vulnerability. When shame entered God's relationship with 

Adam and Eve, God comes to them with a question. Shame has entered our 

relationship with God many times over. But, still, God, with love and desire for 

connection, comes to us with a question. Thompson elaborates, 

Notice that from the beginning, when God comes, he asks questions. He is 
the one pursuing answers. "Where are you?" The question assumes 
vulnerability is in order. He is seeking naked creativity. He is asking us to 
  

18
 Thompson, Soul of Shame, 125. 
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be as vulnerable as he was in creating us in the first place. He is looking 
for us because he longs for us to be with him even as he is with us, for us 
to know his delight with us which is present at all times, even in the 
presence of other things he may simultaneously feel. He is not asking the 
couple their whereabouts to acquire their geographic location, nor simply 
information about the state of their souls. His question is a means of 
connecting. He is not inviting them into a place of vulnerability merely for 
vulnerability's sake. Rather, vulnerability is the state we must pass 
through in order to deepen our connection with God and others, given 
our condition. There is no other way.19 

Transformation of our inner being starts with vulnerability with God to 

allow ourselves to be known by Him. Within my own spiritual formation, the 

emphasis was often on my attempt to know God—or perhaps more accurately to 

know of God—which led to little transformation. Thompson is urging us to 

experience and grow from a different perspective.  

Reflecting on the Holistic Faith Model, both the heart and body need to be 

engaged, not just the mind. Knowing, then, turns into a profound experience of 

being loved and known by our Creator. This engagement is not an easy task. The 

shame we have experienced still desires to shut our hearts down. Only God can 

give us freedom. Thompson writes, 

If you allow yourself to be known by God, you invite a different and 
frankly more terrifying experience. You are now in a position of 
vulnerability. If you permit others to know you, they can make their own 
assessment of your worth. They can react to you. You give them power to 
be affected by you and in so doing to affect you. You grant them the 
  

19
 Thompson, Soul of Shame, 123-124. 
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option to love you or to reject you. In essence, you must—must—trust 
another with yourself.  

However, I will argue that it is only through this process of being known 
that you come to know yourself and learn how to know others. There is no 
other way. To be known is to be pursued, examined, and shaken. To be 
known is to be loved and to have hopes and even demands placed on you. 
It is to risk, not only the furniture in your home being rearranged, but 
your floor plans being rewritten, your walls being demolished and 
reconstructed.  

To be known means that you allow your shame and guilt to be exposed—
in order for them to be healed. To be known is one of God's passions. 
While he desires for us to have the experience of being known by him, just 
as important is his desire to experience being known by us. This is not 
simply for our benefit, as if he is not affected by us. He desires to be 
known by us as much for what it does for him as for what it does for us. 
And that is why the need to be right about God often gets us into trouble. 
As a friend of mine once told me, "Christianity is not about being right. It's 
about being loved.”… 

You cannot know God if you do not experience being known by him. The 
degree to which you know God is directly reflected in your experience of 
being known by him. And the degree that you are known by him will be 
reflected in the way in which you are known by other people. In other 
words, your relationship with God is a direct reflection of the depth of 

your relationship with others.20 

Furthermore, knowing and being known is the language of love. When we 

desire transformation, God provides this through experiencing His desire to 

know us and to love us, even in our shame and weakness. To experience love 

means to be fully known. Thompson writes, 

To be fully loved—and to fully love—requires that we are fully known. 
Absolute joy comes not just in my having some random joyful 
  

20
 Thompson, Anatomy of the Soul, 23-24. 
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engagement with something or someone. Rather, absolute joy must 
eventually include my being completely known, especially those parts 
that in subtle, hidden ways have carried shame, often without my 
conscious awareness. This is the language of the new heaven and new 
earth.21 

When reflecting on Ephesians 3:14-21, Paul's prayer communicates his desire that 

the church—as individuals and as a whole—would experience the love of Christ. 

See the language from the perspective of knowing and being known. 
 

For this reason I bow my knees before the Father, from whom every 
family in heaven and on earth is named, that according to the riches of his 
glory he may grant you to be strengthened with might through his Spirit in the 
inner being, and that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith; that 
you, being rooted and grounded in love, may have power to comprehend with all 
the saints what is the breadth and length and height and depth, and to 
know the love of Christ which surpasses knowledge, that you may be 
filled with all the fullness of God. Now to him who by the power at work 
within us is able to do far more abundantly than all that we ask or think, 
to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus to all generations, for 
ever and ever. Amen. 

The disruption of shame in individuals and in the church requires 

refocusing our understanding of God's presence and pursuit of His people. If 

there is a lack of transformation, freedom from shame is needed. When shame is 

confronted and healed, there is a reorientation of how we know, feel, and live out 

our lives in relationship with God. If the Gospel changes everything, then shame 

becomes an invitation to draw close to God in vulnerability. Shame is no longer a 

power that causes us to hide or disconnect from God and the community. Shame 
  

21
 Thompson, Soul of Shame, 126. 
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becomes a means of drawing closer to experiencing God, the One who 

sympathizes and heals our shame through community. 

 

Summary 

How then are we called to be present with one another so that we and 

others would experience deep transformation? As I pondered on the perichoretic 

nature of the Trinity and how the experience of transformation comes through an 

embodied faith, I began to see how God, the mutually indwelling Triune God, 

created human beings with integrated but distinguishable parts. I desired to 

clarify the transformation I saw in myself and others. This transformation in 

inner being can only occur in a vulnerable relationship with God others. But this 

was not an endeavor that I could begin by my effort. It was a process of 

responding to God's eternal love and invitation to come and experience knowing 

and being known.  

It also clarified the challenge and difficulty of this journey. I am learning 

how shame is the enemy of spiritual transformation. I want to reveal, teach, and 

have others experience how transformative discipleship disrupts the power of 

shame. This means creating a space that would allow others to engage 

themselves and one another, to know and be known by God, to know oneself 

and allow oneself to be known, and to participate with others in this process of 

building relationships and growing in faith by being vulnerable with God and 
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with one another. In Chapter 4, I share the process I developed, and the stories 

and interactions experienced with individuals who began to enter this process of 

transformative discipleship. 
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Chapter 4: Research Project and Findings 

Background 

What would happen if a community of believers gathered weekly within 

committed small groups to experience contemplative practices, teaching and 

discussing Gospel theology and the dynamics of transformation, and sharing 

new learning or challenges from the weekly material? 

My research project endeavored to facilitate a community in large and 

small group settings where participants would journey together over a span of 

ten weeks. The rationale for having both types of group settings was twofold. In 

one way, it would enable a shared experience in a large group that would be 

wide enough to initiate a cultural change within a community. In another way, it 

would facilitate a guided experience within an intimate and safer small group, 

which would make space for deeper reflection and honest, open discussion.  

Participants engaged with pathways of transformation that helped expose 

individuals to the personal implications of the Gospel metanarrative. Each week, 

I intentionally shared my own story of shame and suffering, or the experience of 

Gospel renewal vulnerably. Then, each person would share their own story, 

identify, and engage areas of shame, apply Gospel identity, and grow in self-

awareness. We would close with training for ministry and discipleship through 

intentional listening and empathy training. An overview of the structure and 
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topics are available in Appendix B and reflections on the three iterations of the 

workshop are available in Appendix C.  

I attempted to discern and measure if transformation took place as the 

weekly sessions progressed. Although each session had a survey to help me see 

whether the material was initiating any noticeable change or disruption, the 

struggle to collect data became readily apparent. Being in the Asian context, I 

already knew that I would encounter trust and honor/shame dynamics that 

would influence how these surveys would be answered. Though I continued to 

collect information each week, I found the data too ‘respectful.’ I was hoping to 

see pushback or questioning to lead to further discussion and personal 

interviews. Since these desires did not manifest, I investigated other means of 

observing transformation. 

Thankfully, however, several participants would intentionally approach 

me to discuss their own stories and how the material began to open their 

perspective to their spiritual journey and growth with each cycle. I realized that 

the workshop helped build trust and a sense of safety with those who 

approached me. From these interactions and stories, pastoral encounters 

manifested. I want to showcase these conversations, sharing what I learned 

around the need for pastoral presence as disruption of shame. 

Another challenge I faced was communicating in Thai my research that 

was done in English. Though I am fluent in Thai to the point where I can preach 
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and teach, it was difficult presenting this data and contextualizing it. In using 

more technical and nuanced language in my research, I found myself worrying 

whether the concepts I was presenting would connect and make sense. I had to 

be diligent about keeping things simple. Most of the material is in Thai, but I 

have provided the general structure and outline of the curriculum in Appendix 

B. I also offer my experiences and reflection from each workshop iteration in 

Appendix C. 

Pastoral Presence as Disruption of Shame 

I served as a pastor and church planter at two very different faith 

communities.  The observation and the research that comes out of these ministry 

experiences has helped me see and shape practices that allow transformation to 

be witnessed in individuals and slowly in the community. I offer no secret 

techniques or quick fixes to the issues of un-health that I have seen in many 

churches across Thailand and America. Instead, I hope that the practices I share 

will help the people of God become more aware and more effective at 

ministering to the damage caused by shame in people’s lives. 

When I use the term’ pastoral presence’, I do not mean it to be a presence 

or work only delegated to pastors. Instead, what I desire to see is transformative 

discipleship practiced. I want to witness God’s people transformed into the very 

likeness of Christ so that the presence of Jesus Christ would be experienced 
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through the church engaging all types of people—especially people who are 

experiencing the damages of shame, loneliness, isolation, betrayal, abuse, 

addiction, hopelessness, and spiritual dryness—those who desire transformation 

but are at a loss to know where to begin. 

The following are practices I used and continue to mature in myself as I 

engage others pastorally. As I apply these practices with the communities I 

served, multiple one on one gathers were initiated. These meetings created 

opportunities for exploring and learning new material together as well as 

introducing spiritual formation and contemplative practices. 

Invitation 

In the past, I have experienced pastoral care that was welcoming, 

hospitable, and engaging. Unfortunately, an agenda was often behind the offer of 

relationship and attention. This masked approach felt manipulative, and when I 

recognized this clearly, I felt betrayed.  

When I talk about invitation, I am genuinely and respectfully asking 

someone for their time to meet and experience something that I feel would 

benefit them. The experience could simply be food or coffee, but it could be a 

serious meeting too. The point is to make sure expectations are clear and to not 

offer something I do not have. It means I am clearing time for this person or 

group of people, giving them my full attention. It would be a disingenuous 

invitation otherwise.  
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The agenda should never be about trying to get something out of them for 

my own benefit. Rather, the agenda should be centered on the person, helping 

them see their value, worth, and importance. I hope to learn more about them 

and help them feel genuinely connected to God and in community, where the 

culture and society dispenses faux connections through social media. 

Listening and Curiosity 

Personally, one of the most challenging skills to develop was deeply 

listening with curiosity. I have been given roles as a teacher, thinker, and 

dreamer. Rarely, the listener. However, after circumstances that caused me to 

experience ministry burnout, God provided skilled women and men who 

engaged me and helped me experience healing and life simply because they were 

willing to deeply listen to me with curiosity. 

It was only when I deeply experienced being listened to that I could listen 

to other people. What also reinforced this was the opportunity to receive training 

in questioned-based coaching. This training helped me see the power of 

questions and how listening well and actively helped me ask the right questions 

and have a genuine curiosity about the person and their circumstances. 

Contemplation and Integration Exercises 

When conversations felt unproductive and difficult because of stress or 

unregulated emotions, I learned to people through deep breathing and centering 

prayer. I have also found visualization exercises to be quite helpful in untangling 
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emotional issues and revealing deep-seated desires. When a person cannot 

communicate what is happening internally, I may take out a stack of photos and 

assist them in expressing themselves through pictures or drawings. A list of 

emotions would, at times, help in discovering unnamed feelings. I found chapter 

nine of Thompson’s Anatomy of the Soul especially helpful in this regard. The 

author describes different exercises meant to help with the integration of the 

brain, allowing for better processing and reflection. 

Engaging Shame 

Many times, there are specific words or phrases, even stories, which 

express qualities of self-condemnation or emotional discomfort. I see this also in 

non-verbal cues such the tone through which words are spoken or the body 

language that is displayed. This often happens in deeper discussions 

surrounding spiritual health. When I notice these things, I would gently begin to 

share that observation and seek permission to ask questions directed around 

these cues. Being curious has often led to the disclosing of past or present pain, 

allowing me to further engage their story, especially from a framework of shame. 

Often, I ask how shame would be defined, differentiating, and bringing 

understand to the dynamics of the inner being. Many times, voices or inner 

critics that constantly condemn identity are revealed. I discovered that it was 

helpful to ask people to share the first time they experienced self-condemnation. 

I wanted them to know—really know—that someone desired to know and see 
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them. After conversations like this, the person usually had a healthier 

appearance as stress or anxiety reduced. My hope for these conversations were 

that they experienced being loved, valued, heard, and understood. 

 
Confession and Vulnerable Storytelling 

Reflecting on the previous section, Knowing and Being Known, this aspect of 

pastoral presence is also challenging but necessary. Disclosing my struggles and 

shame disarms others who still wonder whether I am safe or trustworthy, or 

whether I am a person who can empathize with their struggles. Sometimes it is 

not done in an appointment per se, but it is something they heard during a 

workshop or sermon. 

When leaders can express weaknesses or struggles authentically, it 

conveys to the listeners that they can come out of hiding from their own shame 

or struggles. Previously, I led by sharing examples of victories and growth in my 

life. Sharing in this way was encouraging, but some could not connect. But when 

I began to share my pains, my struggles, my need for growth, I noticed a deeper 

connection with many others. Telling my own story authentically resulted in an 

increased vulnerability amongst the listeners.  It created a space where, little by 

little, the community began sharing their own stories with one another.  
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Speaking Honor and Showing Empathy 

For many years, I struggled with responding well to a disclosure of 

weakness or pain. I realize now that I was unable to process the stories of others 

because I had often received, in my own exposure, a response that felt more like 

abandonment than understanding. Reactions as well-meaning as “God is under 

control,” or “His mercies are new every morning,” or “You are better than that,” 

felt like superficial, spiritual jargon that did not help me engage my story or 

experience being seen, heard, or known. It only encouraged me to disregard and 

dismiss my need to seek help in understanding my own story. Only during a 

leadership retreat, where we shared our stories of shame, did I learn the 

importance of showing honor to the person who has confessed deep regret or 

pain and covering them in grace.  

How do we listen and respond when another shares their life? Receiving a 

person’s story of pain or trauma starts with an expression of gratitude toward 

the person’s bravery in sharing their history. We should embody empathy 

toward the person’s story, share desires or hopes for the person’s healing, health, 

or wellbeing. Finally, we should affirm that they are seen and known, and that 

they no longer need to carry this burden alone any longer. 

When I experienced receiving these words, I felt incredibly affirmed. I 

could have hope; I was no longer alone because someone acknowledged my 
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experience. Even though it did not solve my issues, I knew I did not need to 

carry the inner burden of shame or guilt by myself. 

This communication style reminded me of a Non-Violent Communication 

(NVC), a method of communication developed by Dr. Marshall Rosenberg that 

worked toward peacemaking. I experienced this method in a seminary class on 

Pastoral Care and Counseling. This communication style removes any language 

of condemnation, judgment, and assumption. It aims to allow even two arguing 

sides to express their experience in the language of ‘I see,’ ‘I felt,’ ‘I desire,’ and 

ending with a request for help to change or assist. 

These methods of communication respect and honor the other person 

even in challenging or confrontational situations. The goal is not to win an 

argument or to get one’s way. Rather, it is to understand and to be understood, 

to know and be known. 

Stories of Pastoral Presence as Disruption of Shame 

The following are stories of those who participated in the workshops and 

intentionally approached me with further questions around processing their 

story. To respect these people and their stories, I have chosen to use pseudonyms 

for each person. Each disclosure will provide only necessary details while 

observing my internal processing and how I attempted to apply pastoral 

presence. All these stories are ongoing. 
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The Strong One  

Tina was a model leader in the church. She inquired about the details of 

my workshop to help grow the church. I shared that the purpose was to engage 

people in areas of their inner being that would allow the community to take off 

and stop wearing masks in church. Additionally, it was to provide an experience 

of both the giving and the receiving of the love of Christ. I shared a story of 

trauma that God used to help another church grow and understand the need to 

be a community that engages the heart, mind, and body. 

Suddenly, Tina began to weep, and weeping turned into deep wailing. 

The other leader and I laid hands and prayed over her, expecting that we were 

dealing with spiritual warfare. We began to pray words of blessing, casting out 

any evil influences taking hold of Tina. Soon, she began to calm down. We sat in 

silence, waiting for her to share. She confessed that while I was sharing the story 

of trauma, a war began raging inside her. One voice—loud, condemning, and 

nasty—was trying to scare her and to keep her silent, while another voice—soft, 

afforming, gentle—whispered to her to be bold and to confess. The deep wailing 

came from the inner conflict and the profound sadness of her trauma 15 years 

prior. 

She never felt safe enough—among her brothers and sisters at church or 

even her own family—to share her story of being sexually assaulted while in 

high school. We cried with her, speechless. 
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What could I possibly say to her that would comfort her and allow her to 

experience healing? I felt nauseous, weak, and angry that someone would sin 

against Tina. I asked the following questions,  

“How does it feel to confess your pain and loss?”  

“What was it like to carry this in you for the past fifteen years?”  

“What fears do you have now?” 

“Where is God right now for you?” 

 She answered as best she could, expressing relief and an awkward joy. 

She shared how she saw her assault as a means of coming to Christ. Her 

salvation in Christ and the trauma experienced allowed her to empathize with a 

friend who also experienced assault. Tina led her friend to Christ. She let out a 

massive sigh of relief.  

I affirmed her, “You are not alone. We see you, love you, and desire you 

to experience freedom. You no longer need to hide. How can we honor you and 

carry this burden together?” We closed in prayer, thanking her for allowing us to 

hear her story. 

In the following weeks and months, she would grow in joy. At a church 

celebration, she requested that she share her testimony about trauma and coming 

to Christ. Initially, wanting to protect her, I questioned her request. With great 

confidence, she replied, “Rawee, I know you are trying to be a good big brother 

by protecting me. But I have prayed, and I am sure Jesus wants me to do this. 
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Don’t worry. If it is God’s will to share, Jesus will protect me even better than 

you.” I permitted it, but I also made clear that she had the freedom to change her 

mind at any time if she so chose. Weeks later, she would share her testimony to a 

room packed with people. It allowed others to cry and grieve her loss. She urged 

the congregation to take off their masks and truly experience God’s love and 

God’s healing within the community. 

 

The Tired One  

 
Experiencing several significant life changes in the past year, I invited 

George to lunch after a considerable conversation around the workshop material. 

He was lamenting the few opportunities he had to build community and disciple 

with tools other than Bible studies. He wanted to find new ways of caring for the 

people at church and helping them experience transformation through Jesus 

Christ. But he felt too tired, too discouraged, too unaffirmed. He seemed to lack 

vision for his leadership. Sensing that he was on the verge of burnout, I began 

asking him to share what it had been like leading at the church for so many 

years. 

I learned that he had a burden to see the next generation of believers 

become disciples and leaders that would grow and mature the congregation. 

Though I saw his passion, I asked, “So what needs to transform in you to see this 
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all happen?” He paused and shared that he wanted to experience what he 

encountered in our regular practices of silence, solitude, and centering prayer. 

He wanted more time to commune with God. Over coffee or lunch, we schedule 

times to pray and practice silence and solitude, reflecting and processing his 

experiences together. 

Months later, over one of our lunch meetings—though routine but always 

something special—George sincerely thanked me for being around to encourage 

him. Weeks before the workshop, he had felt so discouraged that he had begun 

praying and initiating conversations around possibly leaving his current 

ministry for another in a very different context. George admitted his need for 

repentance in rejecting God’s guidance to serve at the church. He thanked me for 

helping him see those voices of condemnation both inside and from others had 

taken over. The questions I asked in our times together allowed him to process 

and see a new perspective to the inner conflicts he experienced. It also provided 

much-needed friendship. We still serve together, and George has begun helping 

lead the workshops. 

The Abused One 

As the first workshop concluded, Alex asked to meet for coffee. He was a 

young man who looked much older than his age. He attended another church 

and came to our gathering through an unexpected invitation from one of our 
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members. He participated regularly and with more attention and enthusiasm 

than some of my own church members!  

At that coffee meeting, he wanted to ask me formally to disciple him, and 

I was surprised. He had been in the church and served diligently longer than I 

had been a Christian. I was curious to know more but very careful to encourage 

him to stay committed to his church. Since childhood, he shared his faith journey 

and the feelings of frustration over serving alone without help. He needed and 

wanted to grow so that he could help others experience transformation too. We 

spent six months meeting for coffee weekly, continuing conversations around the 

material we were covering during the workshops. Through these conversations, I 

began realizing that he wanted to see change, not in himself but in his pastor. 

He was hyperactively trying to serve and be recognized by his pastor. But 

he received no substantial recognition and affirmation related to his efforts 

outside of more opportunities to serve. He seemed to view ministry as a means 

of penance, trying to prove that he was good enough. When he saw others 

leaving the church, he blamed the pastor’s lack of presence and affirmation for 

the volunteers. Eventually, he realized he could not change his pastor. Rather, he 

came to recognize his own need for personal growth and transformation. 

Months passed and I began to see Alex grow, but one afternoon he asked 

to meet unexpectedly. He seemed more anxious than usual. Alex braced himself 

for how I would respond as he confessed with a shaken voice his struggle.  He 
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confessed how he had fallen away from church several times because of his 

struggle with his sexual identity. He expected judgment or a word of 

condemnation. 

Inwardly I was startled, but I knew I needed to offer him presence and 

curiosity. The only people who knew this about him were those he dated. No one 

at the church or in his family had any idea. Only when things became awry 

would Alex disappear from church. I began to ask him questions about this part 

of his life. 

“How long have you engaged in this lifestyle?” 

“When was the first time you recognized this struggle?” 

“How did it make you feel?” 

“What do you think about it now?” 

“What do you want moving forward?” 

He shared how sin caused him to hide or run away from people he knew 

loved him. But he could not believe that they would be able or willing to accept 

the sins he committed.  

I began feeling nauseous as he shared his first experience. An older 

teenage male neighbor had invited him over at the age of 11 (my oldest son’s age 

at the time of this conversation) to watch pornography. This led to inappropriate 

physical contact and further engagement for over two years. Alex said, “I had to 

learn about sex somehow, I guess,” to which I replied, “Alex, this is not a normal 
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or a healthy way to learn about sex. You were abused and a victim.” These 

words changed Alex’s body language. He seemed to shatter inside, reluctant to 

believe that this was not his fault, that he was in fact a victim of abuse. This 

reality helped him to engage his story more deeply. 

All in all, I have walked with Alex for over two years, riding a 

rollercoaster of experiences. He could not see himself going back to his former 

church, and my presence reminded him of his need for Christ, not the need to 

serve more.  

He found the courage to share this part of his life with his father. His 

father was not a follower of Christ, but he was not against faith either. Rather, he 

chose to take a different path and to walk through life by using and growing in 

wisdom. This confession stayed confidential with his father, and Alex received in 

return gentleness and understanding. Weeks later, Alex’s father would come to 

faith in Christ, realizing that he was never under control of his own life. His 

father’s newfound faith was a pleasant surprise and gift from God for Alex. After 

all, Alex had prayed for his father’s salvation for all his life. 

Repeatedly, I witnessed God’s grace and love for Alex, and I invited him 

to see it. He struggled feeling worthy of God’s goodness. He needed community 

and friendships that would continue to remind him that he was in Christ, and he 

was deeply loved. He is now an integral part of a faith community, sharing his 

story with some trusted members. He still serves but admits the experience now 
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is very different, “I want to serve God because Jesus has loved me so much. I 

want to be a blessing to others as I have received Christ’s grace and love.” 

Though it is not easy, it is a privilege to continue to walk with this young man 

and see him growing in his understanding of grace. It is a blessing to behold the 

grace that calls him back to Christ no matter what struggles he might face. 

The Untrustworthy One 

Smiley and loud, Debra always sought the next fun experience. Seminary-

trained, she had a keen mind for theology and was skillful in ministry. Who 

would not want her on their team? Yet, we soon began seeing how unreliable she 

could be. When we asked her to turn left, she would turn right. When we sought 

understanding around her choices, she would become defensive and critical. She 

became increasingly untrustworthy. Why was there such conflict in this picture I 

had of her? 

She attended the workshop with a critical heart. She did not want to miss 

out on anything fun or meaningful in the group, even if she felt she knew 

everything already. “What good could come out of Rawee’s workshop?” she 

probably thought. Though I was glad she was attending, I kept my distance 

because it just hurt getting close. Her personal story was unknown. There were 

too many gaps, and nothing I knew worked to build a healthy relationship with 

her. But something changed after she attended the workshops.  
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Months later, we had a chance to catch up at a spiritual formation retreat. 

Out of the blue, she apologized for her behavior, explaining that after I had 

shared my story of shame around my father, she had to reckon with her own 

story. It was the first time I had ever heard the story about her relationship with 

her dad. 

She rarely heard a kind word from her father growing up. It was either 

silence or a word of criticism. She felt increasing resentment as the years went by, 

especially as a high school teenager. However, her father became ill and could 

not work any longer. When news came that her father had passed away, she felt 

no sadness. The next day she just went to school as usual. She confessed that she 

experienced great shame deep down because she found out her father passed 

away because of AIDS. She thanked me for sharing my story because she 

realized that her father must have experienced great shame from his mistakes, 

and his criticisms were his way of worrying over the family. Being the eldest, she 

had to take responsibility for her mom and younger siblings after her father 

passed. She confessed that because I shared my pain authentically, she felt could 

begin to trust in a male leader for the first time in her life. 

I listened and thanked her for sharing her story. I realized that 

dysfunctional behavior in a person often hides deeper stories of pain and 

suffering that we dare not imagine. I realized that vulnerability and storytelling 

are ways that God can use to help a community shed light on one another’s 
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stories and heal together. Only months later did I see the positive effects. I felt 

affirmed that the process of pastoral presence as disruption of shame could bear 

fruit. I just needed to trust in God’s timing work in the lives of others. 

Since that time, Debra has allowed me to be a pastor in her life. We 

regularly keep in touch and pray for one another. She knows I desire the best for 

her, and having heard her story, I can be present in her life with greater 

understanding and passion. 

The Hidden One 

After a workshop session, Sam approached me. With an awkward 

seriousness and anxiety, Sam asked, “I wonder if you could disciple me?” I was 

surprised. Sam seemed most healthy, engaging the material well and sharing 

deeper than most of the others within the group of participants. He was well-

trained and an established leader in the church. People respected him, and he 

served with great care and responsibility. 

I replied, “Let’s meet up for dinner. I want to know more about your 

thoughts of discipleship.” The conversation led to an evening of memorable 

fellowship where we shared our stories. I was sad to hear about Sam’s parents 

divorcing and how that affected Sam as a child. Sam showed a deep attachment 

and love toward his mother but great disdain toward and disregard for his 

father. Though Sam mentioned how he would try to keep in touch with his 
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father, this was clearly not a priority. The night slowly led to his deepest 

disclosure. 

Sam’s breathing pattern changed. His words were no longer eloquent but 

hesitant and nervous. “I struggle with same-sex attraction,” he confessed. My 

heart sunk, not out of surprise or judgment, but because I felt the weight of the 

burden he carried. This was a part of his life that many did not know about. 

Great fear came with exposing this struggle. I began to practice active listening 

and curiosity, asking questions. 

“How long have you had to carry this struggle?” 

“How has it felt not being able to share this with others?” 

“When was the first time you recognized it?” 

“What do you desire the most right now?” 

“How can we walk together and experience Christ more in our lives?” 

I felt so helpless. I knew there was nothing I could do to ‘fix’ this. All I 

could offer was an empathetic, compassionate presence and a space of safety to 

allow Sam to process and say words that were long unspoken and hidden away. 

That night led to many subsequent conversations over food and coffee, 

where I observed him wrestling with knowing himself more. The wrestling and 

struggle did not center around sexual identity but around his character, and I 

saw a clearer picture of who he was emotionally, sexually, and morally. When a 

person begins the process healing, it may cause a season of significant 
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disorientation or dysfunction because they are experiencing both disruption and 

transformation simultaneously.  

As a pastor, I can invite and offer a space of presence, patience, kindness, 

encouragement, curiosity, and affirmation, saying, “You are seen and known. 

You are safe. You are in the process of learning your true identity. You are 

learning to be kind to yourself as you move toward becoming more like Christ.” 

Any other way seemed to push people further into hiding and hopelessness.  

The Fearful One  

Jessica messaged me asking to talk. During the online worship, I had 

shared an invitation that I was available for prayer or pastoral care if anyone 

needed it. We were in the middle of a lockdown, so video conferencing was the 

only way to connect.  

There was a hesitancy during the start of our conversation. It felt like she 

was trying to come out of hiding, but she was unsure if it would be safe to do so. 

Eventually, having recognized this, I simply articulated this observation and 

asked, “It seems like you are uncomfortable. Can you help me understand what 

you are feeling and expecting from our conversation today?” She was both 

surprised and relieved from my gentle confrontation. This gentle prodding 

allowed her to share feelings of tremendous fear. However, she did not 

understand why she held these fears. I began to ask questions, 
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“How do you experience fear?” 

“When do you recognize its presence?” 

“When was the first time you felt this fear in your life?” 

“What was the most stressful experience you had recently?” 

“What do you need to process and confront this fear?” 

At this last question, she shared that she knew what she needed. She 

needed to pray and read the Bible more. I gently asked her to elaborate. She 

confessed, “Only God and a relationship with him could help her through the 

fear.” So, then, why was she not experiencing this freedom from fear? She 

admitted that she had stopped reading the bible and praying for many months. 

She shared how she felt guilty that she knew the right thing to do but that she 

had no desire to do it. She could not find herself practicing the spiritual 

disciplines that she knew to be lifegiving. Empathizing, I shared times when I 

also did not desire to commune with God through word and prayer. I shared 

what I had realized when I came back into a rhythm of connecting with God. 

God was never far away from any of us. We may unknowingly—or even 

knowingly—walk away, but God is always eager for His children to return and 

be in his presence.  

These words triggered her to realize that she had been upset with God. 

The event that caused her to stop reading the Bible and praying was an 

experience of great disappointment with unplanned events that happened to her 
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months ago. With this realization, I asked her, “What was her deepest desire 

right now? And where could she find it?” She confessed that she wanted safety 

and that she could only be safe in God. She let out a deep sigh of relief. I 

encouraged her to take her time in getting back into the rhythm of spending time 

with God, even if it was just practicing silence and solitude. She thanked me. The 

next evening, she texted me and shared that she had read her Bible and prayed, 

and she felt at peace.  

 The Neglected One  

“Can we grab coffee this week?” asked Kelly. We met at the local coffee 

shop near our church, and the conversation had no warm-up. Jumping right in, 

she shared a flurry of disappointments and discouragements that stunned me. 

There was no way of knowing. She seemed like a strong, intelligent, mature, and 

successful person. Her disappointments and discouragements orbited around 

issues she had with her parents. She shared how her parents had her within the 

first year of marriage, when they were not mature enough to be parents. Kelly 

shared how she always felt like a burden or a source of wealth to them, but she 

never experienced love or nurturing care that made her feel valued.  

I listened carefully and waited for her to slow down. Then I asked her to 

take a long deep breath, and I shared what I observed, “You carry so much 

expectation of being a good daughter. I see that you want to love and honor your 
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parents, but it is so difficult. Before you can have a healthy relationship with 

your parents, you need to know who you are. Kelly, who are you? I want to know 

you more.” She was quiet for a long time, and I sensed she was trying to untangle 

her emotions. Soon she shared that she realized she had been so focused on being 

mistreated by her parents that it had consumed her life.  

She confessed to falling into depression the year prior. Just as she had just 

regained some health, a recent interaction with her mother sent her spiraling 

back down into mental unhealth. She acknowledged that she could not find 

anything in her to love her parents, and she had noticed how this was affecting 

even her relationship with God. She admitted, “It’s been so hard even to sing 

songs at church. My heart feels dried up.” I shared with her that I saw and 

understood why it was hard to love people who have caused pain in her life.  

“Kelly, can you share with me the first time you felt neglected by your 

parents?” Being stunned by this question, she thought for a long while. She, then, 

shared a memory that she had not recalled in many years. As an elementary 

student, she looked forward to being picked up by her parents. She knew she 

was talkative and inquisitive child. She recalled that afternoon being humid. 

Having been sweaty all day, it felt great to get into the well-air-conditioned car. 

She began to share about her day with her parents, about this and about that and 

about all the wonderful things that she was learning in school. After a while, she 

realized no one was listening or responding to her. She talked more, hoping to 
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get her parents’ attention. Then abruptly, her mom lashed out, “Shut up! You 

talk too much! No one cares to know what you are talking about! So, stop 

talking!” Her father was in silent agreement. Did he even turn around? 

As she shared this story, Kelly held back tears. I asked her, “What did it 

feel like to share this story?” She acknowledged how she never realized how 

deeply painful that afternoon was for her. I lamented with her. “Kelly, I wish you 

never experienced that. It was so unloving to experience such neglect. You did 

not mean to do any wrong. You were just you, a child. I am sad you experienced 

that it was not safe to be yourself with your parents. I wonder if that was when 

your heart began to close. You have been trying to pursue their love ever since, 

and you’re tired now.” Kelly let out a deep sigh, and her body looked more 

relaxed. I asked her curiously, “How did those words hit you?” She shared, “I 

feel like someone finally understands me and is not trying to tell me to be 

someone I feel like I can’t be.” 

We continued to talk. I shared my story of reconciliation with my father, 

but how painful the years were leading up to that time. Finishing coffee, we 

walked back to church. She shared, “I had no idea what I was getting myself into 

meeting with you today. All I knew was that I needed to talk to you. There was 

always something about you that I trusted. I knew you would understand.” I 

awkwardly thanked her and shared, “Thank you for the honor of hearing your 

story.” 
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Perhaps it was my imagination, but it looked like Kelly had a new aura 

about herself as we went our separate ways. She looked blissfully peaceful, as if 

that joyful little girl came out again. Weeks later, she asked me, “Is it crazy? Ever 

since we spoke, I have been feeling more uneasy and a bit more lost.” I replied, “I 

don’t know, but I want you to feel assured that you are seen and not alone. We 

are all a bit lost looking for a home and a sense of peace. Let’s go together.” She 

smiled and shared how her thankful she was that she had several other people 

who have joined her on this journey, me included. One Sunday, I noticed a voice 

singing in our small congregation during service, one that I had not recognized. 

When I turned to look, it was Kelly singing to her Heavenly Father. I celebrated 

God’s goodness a little more deeply that beautiful morning. 

Summary 

The process of pastoral care and discipleship for me have been 

transformed through the research.  Before, I viewed my role as a person utilizing 

methods for growth and transformation.  Now, I see my role and work is of 

presence, of listening, and of empathy.  Recognizing and reflecting on these 

stories, I am thankful for the sacred privilege of stepping into the lives of these 

brave women and men, who have committed themselves to Christ and desiring 

deeply for transformation.  It is such a tremendous honor to be allowed and 

trusted to hear their stories and to welcome them into God’s story of healing, 
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redemption, and restoration.  Moreover, I see that the community I serve 

becoming healthier and more transparent.  These stories are all ongoing and I 

trust in the promise of scripture that “he who began a good work in [us] will 

bring it to completion at the day of Jesus Christ” (Phil. 1:6).   
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Chapter 5. On Researching Transformative Discipleship 

I started the journey not knowing what I would experience. I had hunches 

and desires, but I wanted to understand the dynamics of spiritual 

transformation. My research has led me into thankfulness, excitement, assurance, 

and into transformation itself. 

A sense of regret also arises within me when I reflect on the past three 

years of research, learning, and seeking to understand through embodiment. 

Years ago, without the awareness of my own story of pain, struggle, and 

suffering, I did not have the capacity or wisdom to walk with others in their 

transformative processes. I thought that exerting authority and being present in a 

directive manner would bring ‘loving’ discipline and healing to a person’s 

struggle.  

This posture came from being disciplined or my own experience of 

pastoral care. This may work for some, but my journey in the past three years has 

helped me see and experience a different way, a more excellent and more Christ-

like way of leading and discipling others.  

I have seen more effective movements towards growth in love and desire 

for Christ through a pastoral presence of compassion, love, and empathy. I 

imagine that this pastoral presence was the presence of Christ moving by His 

Spirit towards others who are struggling and undergoing deep pain. I want to 
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continue to grow in this way of leading so that disciples of Christ would be 

formed—mind, body, and heart—into the Lord’s likeness. 

I see the need for a healthier discipleship process in the church, one that 

leads the faith community to be equipped and empowered to engage 

redemptively with sin, brokenness, and shame. I want to see brothers and sisters 

experience healing and transformation, not isolation, spiritual marginalization, 

or licentiousness. This transformation, critical to the church, is none other than 

becoming more and more like Christ until we see him face to face. 

…I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, “Behold, the dwelling of 
God is with men. He will dwell with them, and they shall be his people, 
and God himself will be with them; he will wipe away every tear from 
their eyes, and death shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning nor 
crying nor pain any- more, for the former things have passed away. And 
he who sat upon the throne said, “Behold, I make all things new…” 
(Revelation 21:3-5a) 

I am grateful for how my research compelled me to read deeply and 

challenge paradigms of ministry and thinking that were obstacles to my growth. 

For example, I realized I lacked empathy for others. Reading Thompson’s work 

helped me see transformation in others through grasping my own story and 

understanding the pain and suffering that I had experienced and even caused 

others. Only then could I engage others well and walk alongside them to 

experience transformation together. 

I discovered that my role as a minister of the Gospel was much more vital 

than previously understood. I used to treasure preaching, teaching, and 
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discipling others more than I did being a pastoral presence. These were, and 

continue to be, important functions that are necessary for me to perform as a 

missionary and as a pastor. But as I began to discover a definition of 

transformation and processes of transformative discipleship, these various 

functions found their proper place, not lodged in as my identity but to welcome 

people into a journey with Christ. Disciple-making was no longer just an activity 

I was obligated to perform to legitimize my work as a minister. Everything was 

reframed around my relationship with God and living in a new way that honors 

him and helps others see how good and loving God truly is. 

On this three-year journey, I did not expect to become someone who could 

walk with others through their deep darkness and suffering. Looking back, I 

compared myself to a cactus, an unhealthy Enneagram 8, who was very direct, 

prickly, and judgmental. I cannot say that I have changed altogether. Still, I know 

have become healthier, and my Enneagram 8 energy is now driven to lead others 

toward safety and health through communion with Christ. I hope that I will be 

increasingly more like the tree of Psalm 1.  

Additionally, I was surprised at how a multidisciplinary approach to 

discovering and defining transformation would help me understand myself and 

others more deeply. I found myself relating and empathizing from a theological 

perspective and, more deeply, from a psychological and neuroscientific 
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perspective, making my relationships with others more meaningful, deliberate, 

and non-anxious. 

After three iterations and several unmentioned training sessions, I see 

how the scope of my work applies to many facets of the church. People who have 

engaged this material included new believers, teachers, ministry leaders, 

deacons, elders, new and experienced pastors. Even my own family, my wife, 

and my sons, began engaging as I began embodying what I had researched. I 

hope that collective engagement would cultivate a community of faith that 

welcomes, empathizes, and facilitates transformation through a deep 

relationship with God within the community of faith. Also, I hope that the 

church would understand discipleship more holistically, not only experiencing 

the Christian life through teaching scripture or theology alone, but also through 

the heart and the body. Much more, the discipleship process means intentionally 

fostering the discovery of the meaning and purpose of our relationships, that is, 

to see individuals and communities transformed and healthy, ultimately bearing 

witness and being witnesses of Christ to ourselves and others. May my research 

bless the people of God so that they may live and be people of God on mission 

with God. 

I am excited about the coming months and years. My research engaged 

denominational pastoral development processes and church leadership training. 

Regarding further research, I think about the areas of needs I discovered in the 
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past three years. One area is an understanding of shame within parenting 

dynamics and how interpersonal neuroscience would help the church train and 

help families understand formation through presence, care, and discipleship 

within the parent-child relationship.  

Another area of research and development that is of interest to me is 

contextualizing resources that inform interpersonal neuroscientific pastoral 

practices in Asian cultures, specifically the Thai culture. The material would 

address spiritual formation issues in the Thai church and culture so that pastors 

would function, not as “CEOs,” but as spiritual mentors and advisors who can 

walk alongside others, growing with others in their faith.  

Lastly, another need for further research is in missiology. Global missions 

and associated practices need to be significantly reframed and informed by 

contemplative spirituality, spiritual formation and direction, and transformative 

discipleship. Doing so would support and grow the church in other nations and 

equip missionaries to be better prepared to minister to a broader community in 

need of spiritual mentoring. 

I conclude my dissertation with the Apostle’s prayer that initiated this 

journey of research and my journey of transformation. 

For this reason, I bow my knees before the Father, from whom every 
family in heaven and on earth is named, that according to the riches of his 
glory he may grant you to be strengthened with might through his Spirit 
in the inner being, and that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith; 
that you, being rooted and grounded in love, may have power to 
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comprehend with all the saints what is the breadth and length and height 
and depth, and to know the love of Christ which surpasses knowledge, 
that you may be filled with all the fullness of God. Now to him who by the 
power at work within us is able to do far more abundantly than all that 
we ask or think, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus to all 
generations, forever and ever. Amen. 
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Appendix A: Further Thoughts on the Holistic Faith Model 

 With the Holistic Faith Model, we can begin to see, more clearly, its 

implications for transformation. With scripture engaging the mind, the heart, and 

the body, we can see a strong rationale for an embodied faith and not just a 

intellectually conceptualized faith. For example, see Romans 12:1-2, 

I appeal to you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, to present your 
bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your 
spiritual worship. Do not be conformed to this world but be transformed 
by the renewal of your mind, that you may prove what is the will of God, 
what is good and acceptable and perfect. 

“The mercies of God” (Gospel) calls believers to a new way of living. Our 

‘bodies’ are called to be sacrificed to God as our “spiritual worship.” I argue that 

this is the engagement of our ‘hearts’ in love towards God, displayed in our love 

towards one another (body). This can only be possible by “the renewal of your 

mind,” that is, engaging God’s will and learning it, knowing it, and 

understanding it to be “good, acceptable, and perfect.” 

Looking at John 14:12 and 14:15, I offer the same kind of processing, 

 “Truly, truly, I say to you, he who believes in me will also do the works 
that I do; and greater works than these will he do, because I go to the 
Father… If you love me, you will keep my commandments…” 

Christ, who will soon die and return to the Father (Gospel) expects that those 

who “believe” (mind) “will also do the works that I do; and greater works that 

these” (body). Yet these works, in line with Christ’s commandments, are kept out 

of love for Christ (heart). 
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Another example is found in Mark 12:29-31, 

Jesus answered, “The first is, ‘Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord 
is one; and you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with 
all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength.’ The 
second is this, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ There is no other 
commandment greater than these.” 

Jesus declares the Great Commandment by inviting the listeners to “hear” 

and turn to God (Gospel) and be transformed to live anew through the love of 

God and of neighbor through all the facilities of heart/soul, mind, and 

strength/body. 

Using the Holistic Faith Model, the following diagrams and bible 

references help illustrate the possible fruit and dysfunction of faith. 

 

Romans 15:13-14 - A Hopeful Faith: 

May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace in believing, so that by 
the power of the Holy Spirit you may abound in hope. I myself am 
satisfied about you, my brethren, that you yourselves are full of goodness, 
filled with all knowledge, and able to instruct one another.  

1 John 4:7-12 – A Loving Faith: 
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Beloved, let us love one another; for love is of God, and he who loves is 
born of God and knows God. He who does not love does not know God; 
for God is love. In this the love of God was made manifest among us, that 
God sent his only Son into the world, so that we might live through him. 
In this is love, not that we loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son 
to be the expiation for our sins. Beloved, if God so loved us, we also ought to 
love one another. No man has ever seen God; if we love one another, God 
abides in us and his love is perfected in us.  

James 3:13-14 – A Wise Faith: 

Who is wise and understanding among you? By his good life let him show his 
works in the meekness of wisdom. But if you have bitter jealousy and selfish 
ambition in your hearts, do not boast and be false to the truth. 

Dysfunctional Faith Illustrated: 
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Hosea 4:6-7 – Naive Foolish Faith: 

My people are destroyed for lack of knowledge; because you have rejected 
knowledge, I reject you from being a priest to me. And since you have 
forgotten the law of your God, I also will forget your children. The more 
they increased, the more they sinned against me; I will change their glory 
into shame. 
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Matthew 15:8-9 - Hypocritical Insincere Faith: 

‘This people honors me with their lips, but their heart is far from me; in vain do 
they worship me, teaching as doctrines the precepts of men.’” 

 

James 2:14-17 – Dead Useless Faith: 
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What does it profit, my brethren, if a man says he has faith but has not 
works? Can his faith save him?  If a brother or sister is ill-clad and in lack 
of daily food, and one of you says to them, “Go in peace, be warmed and 
filled,” without giving them the things needed for the body, what does it 
profit? So faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead. 
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Appendix B: Workshop Content 

Each Week’s Structure: 
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Each Week’s Content: 
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Appendix C: Observations from Workshops 

In each iteration, the foundation of the material stayed the same. Through 

leadership interviews, I made modifications according to demographics to meet 

desired needs formed within the community. Variables, including timeline, topic 

emphasis, delivery platform—not to mention the Covid-19 pandemic and 

lockdowns in Thailand—caused much-needed adjustments. In the following, I 

will describe the context of each workshop iteration and share my observations 

and reflections from each. 

Workshop Iteration One 

The first iteration included approximately twenty participants, all of 

whom were young professionals and regular church attendees. Some served in 

the church, while most came looking exhausted and bored. The church was 

planted by American missionaries about 25 years ago, but it has since 

transitioned to a fully ethnically Thai leadership. They struggled to maintain the 

same level of ministry to mostly college-aged demographic.  

Further loss occurred when many of those who were discipled as college 

students graduated. They became young professionals, started families, and 

transitioned out of the church because of the lack of vision and leadership 

needed to minister to these groups that grew organically through the church. 

They would leave to other churches, or some would stray away from the faith 

altogether. It seemed that timely and effective discipleship ceased after they 
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graduated from college. I served with this church to help facilitate revitalization 

over a five-year period, where we would eventually choose to replant the church. 

It was, admittedly, the most challenging time of ministry I had experienced. 

The workshop was offered two years into the replant, toward the 

conclusion of my time of service there. We held the workshops at my apartment 

for the sake of convenience so that participants would be able to attend. 

I was anxious about leading the workshop in two ways. Firstly, I did not 

know how receptive the practices of silence and solitude as well as centering 

prayer would be. Many of the participants came from strong Buddhist 

backgrounds, which is also my background. When I was first introduced to 

contemplative practices, I had great suspicion and anxiety over whether these 

practices were faithful to scripture or not. Knowing this, I was taking a needed 

risk in engaging with contemplative practices to stimulate learning based on the 

neuroscientific data that I had gathered. I wanted to answer, how could I help 

my participants move from a low road mindset to a high road mindset?22 

It was a wonderfully positive experience. Many shared that it was familiar 

because of prior experience practicing Buddhism. Yet, it was unique because it 

was anchored in scripture and on their union in Christ. Some shared that the 

  

22
 Thompson, Anatomy of the Soul, 163-165.  
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contemplative practice experienced at the beginning of each workshop was the 

only time during the week they could identify that they were experiencing 

sabbath rest.  

My second worry was about my effectiveness in conveying the material. I 

had been with this group of women and men for over four years. Yet, I had not 

seen any significant fruit from my efforts. I honestly stopped feeling safe with 

this group, knowing that some distrusted me. Still, I wanted to serve them and 

see them grow in Christ. 

The first session of the workshop set the tone immediately in surprising 

ways. When I shared my own story, I followed my plan diligently, only to go off 

script unexpectedly. As I described my early childhood experience, I shared my 

father’s unfulfilled dream of graduating college. In reflection, I shared with the 

group, “I believed early on that I was the cause of my father’s failure, that I was a 

curse and not a blessing to my family.”  

Uncontrollable tears and deep anguish followed these words, 

unrecognized until that very moment. The room was silent, and I knew I could 

not expect them to respond with deep care because we had not yet discussed 

empathetic listening. But God was listening, and He engaged my heart, inviting 

me into the mystical.  

As I was trying to regulate my emotions, I heard this question, “What if 

what you have believed all your life was a lie?” Then, I heard God speak the 
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Gospel to me. “It’s time to be free now. Rawee, just like Christ chose to sacrifice 

himself to redeem those whom he loved. Your father sacrificed his dreams to 

give you life because he loved you.” These words helped me to experience a 

massive breath of fresh air, not realizing that I had been struggling all my life like 

someone drowning. My spirit experienced a deep resolution, helping me 

understand what interior freedom from shame really felt like.  

That evening provided initial insight and confirmation that the 

community offers potential for the experience of freedom from shame. 

Participants thanked me for sharing my story, and they began understanding 

who I was more clearly. After this first workshop session, several people would 

approach me with their own stories of shame and renewal.  

Months later, I would share this story with my father, and for the first 

time in my life, I would hear from his lips, “I have no regrets that I had to choose 

to care for you over going to college. You were never a curse to me, and I did 

what I needed to do because I loved you.” I began experiencing further 

reconciliation with my story of shame for which I was deeply grateful for. 

Workshop Iteration Two 

I began my new role at a historic church in downtown Bangkok, known as 

one of the oldest urban congregations in Asia. I joined a team of 12 pastors and 

two pastoral interns, both women and men. They are hardworking and diligent 

in their spiritual disciplines. Many pastors were developed from within and they 
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have a keen pulse on the eight hundred church members, which is very large for 

a church in Thailand. However, they would all repeat the common refrain in one 

way or another: “Our church needs to change.” At first, I dared not assume what 

was meant by this, but as I began to establish myself and the new ministry I was 

pioneering, I started seeing glimpses. Traditions and a particular way of ‘doing 

church’ seemed to overshadow the congregation, even as the congregation aged 

more quickly than new and younger believers joined the church. 

I was unsure what to expect from joining the team, but I kept hearing a 

reoccurring idea from both the pastors and the members. “Being a good and 

faithful servant” was repeatedly echoed, whether in conversations around 

discipleship and faith or from the preaching. I did not regularly hear this shared 

concept and language in other church contexts. I requested to offer the workshop 

to the pastors as a way for them to know me better and understand my 

philosophy of ministry around discipleship. I also wanted to see if the 

workshop’s concepts around being beloved children of God through our union 

with Christ would shed light on the ‘servant’ message I heard all too often.  

The workshop was enthusiastically received, for which I was very 

encouraged. To my surprise, the pastors’ theological training, though anchored 

in the word, provided few opportunities for spiritual formation practice. Silence 

and solitude as well as centering prayer, was nothing new. Yet, they were not 

regularly practiced. After the first week, they requested to increase the allotted 10 



 

125 

 

 

minutes to 20 minutes of practice, which I gladly obliged. A clear advantage 

among some of the pastors came from whether they had taken spiritual 

formation classes or served in ministries that required counseling training. 

I found one particularly noteworthy activity toward the latter portion of 

the workshop series. We engaged in an exercise that invited participants to cut a 

mask out of paper and write attributes they desired others to see in them. 

Afterward, the activity requested the pastors to write the details they wished to 

hide inside the mask, attributes they would rather others never see. With the 

second request of the activity, a rise in anxiety was evident in then room. The 

body language of the pastors changed significantly. Some crossed their arms, 

which was not a typical observation. Others sat in noticeably different positions. 

Others put their heads down on the table where they sat. When the exercise 

completed, I was the first to share my mask. Usually, everyone would jump in to 

participate whereas only two others shared after me. Though unsurprising, 

questions arose around how to engage the pastors at a deeper level to 

understand the discomfort around shame better. It made me wonder whether the 

pastors themselves had deeply wrestled with their own stories of loss or shame.  

I noticed also that the pastors and many of the members I spoke with 

would quickly share that they had wrestled with a particular part of their story; 

yet, it did not seem ongoing. This would feel superficial. We cannot entirely heal 

from our stories of shame and loss. There will always be a part of the pain 
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experienced in the present that reminds us of our weakness. However, God’s 

grace and love are also always present. Though I was glad some could share 

their stories of shame and loss, something seemed to be missing in the processing 

of their stories. I perceived a posture or attitude of, “I have dealt with that 

already. It does not affect me anymore. The work is done.” In actuality, the 

conversation often pointed to the reality of uncontrollable and reoccurring 

unhealthy emotional reactions that manifested concurrently with desires to see 

transformation. 

I had a meaningful conversation was an older pastor several years away 

from retirement. They expressed their appreciation and what they found helpful 

for their role and ministry. Upon further probing, it became more negative than 

positive. “I wish I could do what you are doing with the small groups I am 

helping people lead. I didn’t learn how to disciple others like you. I don’t think I 

can do it. I am at a loss as to how I can change and engage others as we have 

done in this workshop.” The statements revealed a lack of imagination, 

possibility, or plausibility of change. I wondered if the material was too 

complicated. Was something lost in translation? Was the material only suitable 

for a younger demographic? 

Overall, the workshop concluded reasonably, where many of the pastors 

communicated their appreciation for the sessions that spoke on Gospel identity, 

neuroscience and transformation, and self-awareness, especially around the 
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Enneagram. Moreover, we concluded several weeks before the church went into 

lockdown because of the pandemic. There was a great sense of loss with 

significant cancellations of plans and ministry in 2020. The pastors faced a crisis 

of “What now?” It was a ‘kairos’ moment when the whole team said it was now 

time to make disciples. They asked me to begin planning and strategizing with 

several of the other pastors around what discipleship should look like for the 

church during and after the pandemic. This led into the next iteration of the 

workshop. 

Workshop Iteration Three 

This cycle was the most difficult of the three workshops because we had 

not planned for another pandemic lockdown in Bangkok in 2021. We moved the 

workshop online, using video conferencing platforms to facilitate large and small 

group discussions. This time, the workshop served ministry leaders, current or 

potentially future. Many who attended were already leading a small group, 

ministry committee, or serving in some form of mentoring. I believe we were 

engaging the cream of the crop, as it were, of the laity at our church. Two pastors 

came alongside me to help with the organization of the meetings while 

providing critical feedback each week.  

Additionally, our senior pastor wanted a devotional bible study guide to 

be assigned between each session. Having to be written in Thai made 

preparations more complicated and challenging. However, the homework 
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helped gauge commitment—a blessing in disguise indeed—which 

simultaneously helped gauge engagement with the material outside of the 

workshop. Measurable commitment allowed us to see potential for possible 

leaders of future workshops. 

The online platform was difficult to manage. 15 participants joined 

weekly. It was a significant disadvantage to lack one another’s physical presence. 

I lamented early on because I felt like I was teaching instead of leading 

discussions. We extended the time for small group discussions to drive the 

material further, but this inhibited me from being able to observe and listen in on 

the conversations. We learned the limitations quickly, and I was glad that the 

participants were aware and graciously accepting of this situation. 

As we look toward the future, the workshop will be a staple curriculum 

for those considering leadership. This development is hopeful, especially since 

the workshop will be offered again. The plan will be for the other pastors and 

leaders to lead future workshops with my presence as a coach and resource. I 

hope that any language barriers will be drastically diminished and that the 

material will be conveyed in an increasingly contextualized manner. Due to the 

limitations of online interactions, we are looking at other ways to implement the 

workshop sessions. We are looking at different ways to facilitate active 

engagement among the participants while being mindful of our time and 

physical constraints. 


